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The first day of early voting on Oct. 23, 2021, opened with a crowd of voters at the Atlantic City Free Public Library.
If a ballot question passes Nov. 8, 2022, to change to nonpartisan elections in May, the city would run its local
election separate from the primary and general elections for county, state and federal offices.
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That’s about the turnout rate for primary elections, where only the most active voters

participate. Atlantic County’s turnout in the June primary was just 11%, and the

statewide turnout 12%, compared with 39% for Atlantic County and 40% for state in

the 2021 general election, which included the gubernatorial race and was a low

turnout for a general election historically.

In 2020 the general election, which included the presidential and congressional

races, saw about a 70% turnout rate in both the county and state.

“Taking it out of the general election makes it really a small-scale election, more akin

to a school board election than the general,” Froonjian said. “In lower turnout, weird

things can happen. It doesn’t take a lot of votes either way to swing an election.”

Turnout doesn’t have to be low in nonpartisan towns, however.

Support grows on Atlantic City council for nonpartisan elections, vexing mayor



In Ocean City, 4,274 votes were cast in May in the municipal election that included a

mayoral race. That means about 44% of the 9,633 registered voters in Ocean City

participated.

Supporters of the change in Atlantic City, including four of nine City Council

members, say the goal is to make it easier for ordinary people to get involved in

government, compared to the situation now with partisan elections. Currently the

Democratic municipal committee determines which candidates to support, and critics

say that favors connected people too much.

Opponents, including Mayor Marty Small Sr. and the other five council members, say

it adds the cost of another election to the city budget, and will result in lower turnout

for both nonpartisan elections and for primary and general elections for county, state

and federal offices.

Those opposed also caution that the Democratic Party has done a good job of making

sure diverse candidates are supported, and a nonpartisan system would risk losing

that diversity.

Partisan elections also allow local candidates to run on the “party line” or under well-

known national and state candidates, Froonjian said.







Callaway helped collect hundreds of the more than 2,000 signatures the group

compiled to get the question on the ballot.

“Generally what happens in (places) dominated by one-party rule, the opposition

party never gets any traction but rifts develop within the majority party and factions

develop,” Froonjian said. “The opposition party poses no real threat, but factions

within the dominant party do.”

There is only so much power to go around, and only so many positions to award, so

those left out become opponents.

“Whoever is in control now probably stands to potentially lose the most,” Froonjian

said.
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