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The ongoing debate over New Jersey’s system of financing political campaigns has focused almost exclusively on bans
and prohibitions, loopholes and regulations, limits and caps.

Largely overlooked has been what is arguably the more salient point: It requires money — a great deal of money — to
mount a campaign for elected office in this state.

Gone are the days when someone decided to run for the Legislature, booked an evening at the American Legion hall,
bought a round of beers for the audience, passed the hat, and called it a success.

The candidate typed news releases at his kitchen table and set up coffee klatches, hoping those attending brought their
checkbooks.

Today, multimillion-dollar legislative campaigns are routine, spending on big-city mayoral contests reaches well into six
figures, and freeholder and local council races have attained levels unheard of a decade ago.



It is the rare individual who has the wherewithal and inclination to self-finance, yet shutting off or curtailing the ability
of organizations such as PACS to raise money could result in limiting opportunities for public service to those who can
write their own checks.

There is, moreover, no appetite in the Legislature to enact a system of publicly-funded campaigns, allocating
potentially hundreds of millions of dollars in taxpayer money to support political candidates. It’s an idea that’s been
discussed periodically, but has never gained any significant traction.

Others have suggested deregulating the system entirely, allowing unlimited contributions while requiring immediate
public disclosure of donor, amount and recipient.

The reality is that the cost of campaigning is not going to decline. Indeed, it may increase in light of the introduction of
new and expensive technology to aid candidates in everything from voter identification to media communications.

The current financing system could use revisions and fine-tuning, particularly prohibiting so-called “wheeling,” which
allows shifting significant sums of money from county to county.

But legislators and groups who insist on sweeping changes or stricter limits and bans would do well to spend as much
time examining the forces driving the escalating costs of campaigns.
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