Cherry Hill residents forced council's hand
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We congratulate Cherry Hill residents who made the mayor and township council see the light on banning pay to play.

Call it the power of the people.

After ducking the issue going back to 2005, the Cherry Hill Township Council did an about face Monday and endorsed an amendment to curtail pay to play in the township.

Clearly, the mayor and council were pressured to action because township residents forced them.

Platt and the council's endorsement came on the same day Township Clerk Nancy Saffos advised the council that a citizens group, the Cherry Hill Pay-to-Play Reform Committee, had collected enough signatures from registered voters in the township to put their ordinance to severely restrict pay to play on the November election ballot. The committee, which needed 2,397 petition signatures to put the ordinance before voters for approval, submitted more than 2,600 signatures to the clerk's office.

Platt and the council failed to act on this same ordinance when residents suggested it in 2005. Last month, councilwoman Marlyn Kalitan's effort to introduce it for a council vote also failed.

But the mayor and councilmen John Amato and Dennis Garbowski are running for re-election in November. It would be awfully hard for them to explain to township voters why they opposed a measure designed to make government cleaner and take away some of the influence of special interests.

The ordinance, based on a measure crafted by the Metuchen-based Center for Civic Responsibility, would limit the amount of money professionals such as lawyers and engineers who do business with the township can donate to Cherry Hill council and mayoral candidates. Professionals would be able to donate no more than $2,500 annually to local candidates. Violators would face a four-year ban from doing business with the township.

Now, the ordinance will be up for a final vote before the council at a special meeting Aug. 3. There will also be a public hearing before the vote. If it's approved, there won't need to be a referendum.

We applaud Cherry Hill residents, particularly committee members, for their worthwhile efforts. Because of their hard work, the council is forced to adopt this ordinance, or wait until November when residents would most likely adopt it themselves. Cherry Hill residents, like Collingswood residents last year who approved a pay-to-play ban, have shown that voters still have the power in South Jersey

We urge Cherry Hill residents, especially those who signed or helped organize the petition drive, to attend and let the council know how important it is to curtail the corrosive practice of pay to play -- allowing firms to give huge sums to local candidates who then turn around and reward those firms with hefty contracts for government work. Taxpayers, who foot the bill for it all, are the ones who get hurt.

And, if you think the mayor and council are trying to get re-elected for supporting a measure they had blocked up until now, make sure to let them know that at the meeting, as well.
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