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2008 Election Analysis

On various fronts, the 2008 election cycle was historical.  A combination of old and new faces garnered the spotlight, an African American won a major party nomination, female Presidential and Vice Presidential candidates drew unprecedented media attention, and voter turn out reached historical levels.  Additionally, with nearly one-third of the ballots cast before Election Day, the Presidential race that has been two years in the making engaged the electorate in an unprecedented fashion.

Senator Barack Obama (D-IL) was declared President-Elect before the day’s end with a 57% - 42% margin in New Jersey.  Key states such as Pennsylvania, Ohio, Florida and Colorado fell into the Democratic category early making an electoral victory for Senator John McCain (R-AZ) nearly impossible before the night’s end. 

More than ever, the map of the United States electorate appears to be split along regional lines.  United State Senate Democrats picked up a few key states (NC and VA), but at this time it does not appear that they have a 60 seat majority to trigger filibuster-proof control.  Democrats also picked up additional seats in the House of Representatives.  While the Obama ticket certainly had an affect on Congressional races and Democrats will retain control of both Houses in Congress it was not an entire mandate.  The dynamics of one party control and political leadership wrangling within, will provide an interesting landscape in Washington, DC in the coming months.

With New Jersey’s fifteen electoral votes at stake, Obama’s victory had a significant coattail affect on races across the state.

The Garden State Congressional Delegation

Incumbent Senator Frank Lautenberg (D-Cliffside Park) faced an unexpected primary challenge from Congressman Robert Andrews (D-1) earlier this year but in many ways emerged stronger and more focused on the race.  This primary victory would then refocus the race against former Congressman Dick Zimmer (R-Delaware Township).  As Lautenberg maintained a lead through out the race, he would eventually win 55% - 43%.

Even with all members of the House of Representatives up for election, it was two races that drew significant national, state and local attention.

With the retirement of Congressman James Saxton (R-Mount Holly), the gates were opened for a hotly contested contest between six-term State Senator John Adler (D-Cherry Hill) and Christopher Meyers (R-Mount Holly) for the 3rd Congressional district.  Adler won the vote by a slim 52% to 48% margin.  Key elements in this race were significant amounts of funds both raised by the candidates and pumped into the districts by the national parties as well as significant new voter registrations by the Democrats.  In the end Adler carried his hometown of Cherry Hill and Burlington County to overcome the 12,000 vote margin Myers had in Ocean County.  Adler is the first Democrat to win this seat since Thomas Ferrell won the seat in 1882.

Another member of the House of Representatives that decided not to run was four-term Congressman Michael Ferguson (R-New Providence).  In 2006, State Assemblywoman Linda Stender (D-Fanwood) nearly beat the sitting Congressman in the 7th Congressional District and this left her with a strong base to run again this year.  The Republicans nomination for the seat went to long-time State Senator Leonard Lance (R-Flemington).  After a race that brought national figures (Mitt Romney and former President Bill Clinton) to their campaign trails and millions of dollars raised, Lance won by a margin of 51% - 42%.

The other Congressional races of interest included:

Incumbent Congressman Robert Andrews in the First Congressional District (D-Haddon Heights) defeated by a margin of 72% - 26% Dale Glading (R-Barrington) after challenging Senator Lautenberg in the June primary.

In the Fourth Congressional District Representative Christopher Smith (R-Hamilton) defeated Josh Zeitz (D-Bordentown) by a margin of 66% - 33%.  Zeitz had broad base support from Democrats in and out of the State.

Representative Scott Garrett (R-Wantage) of the Fifth Congressional District defeated Dennis Shulman (D-Demarest) by a margin of 56% to 42%.  Late in the race, Shulman picked up steam—much of this having to do with other Democrats doing well nationally and in state.

State Legislative Race

Newly minted Assemblywoman Annette Quijano (D-Elizabeth) beat Linda Gagilone in a special election to retain the seat vacated by former Assemblyman Neil Cohen earlier this year for the 20th Legislative District.

County and Local Races of Interest

Various races in Atlantic County have attracted attention this cycle.  Republican Frank Balles, a Pleasantville police detective, won the Sheriff seat by defeating five-term Democratic Sheriff Jim McGettigan.  In the Freeholder races Democrats picked up an open seat.

Bergen County’s lock on a 7-0 Democratic Freeholder Board was challenged this year as the Democratic Chairman faced political and criminal problems.  In the end the Democrats prevailed.  Additionally Republican County Clerk Kathleen Donovan, seeking a fifth term in a tough environment for Republicans, was re-elected.

Democrats had a big night in Burlington County—they picked up two seats on the Freeholder Board as well as winning the County Clerk.  Republicans have long been in control of this county government.

Republicans also had a difficult night in Cumberland County.  Democrats solidified their control of the Freehold board as Republicans lost their only seat.  Sheriff Michael Barruzza and Surrogate Arthur Marchand, both Republicans lost to Democrats Robert Austino and Douglas Rainear respectively.

For a first time more Democrats than Republicans are registered in Monmouth County.  All this with Republicans looking to preserve a 3-2 majority on the Board of Freeholders with two seats up for election.  It appears that this race is headed for a recount with Republicans victorious with one seat and Democrats pulling ahead in the race for the second seat.

Republicans gained one open Freeholder seat in Salem County while Democrats Bruce Bobbitt and David Lindenmuth were re-elected.

With many years of Republican dominance in Somerset County this year’s Board of Freeholders race was a closely watched.  Even with Democratic registrations now a majority within the County, two Republican Freeholders retained their seats.

In Ocean County, Clerk Carl Blocked won a second five-year term while having a strong Republican showing.

The City of Bayonne was in need of a new Mayor after former Senator and Mayor Joseph Doria resigned his seat to become the State Commissioner of Community Affairs.  A three way race put Police Director Mark Smith on top.  Smith had the support of the Hudson County Democratic Organization.

The Central Ward seat in the City of Newark was up for grabs after Dana Rone, elected into office in 2006, was forced to forfeit her seat after being found guilty of using her position to influence a police officer during a routine traffic stop involving a family member.  Former Councilman Charles Bell—who lost the seat to Rone two years ago—won the seat and had the backing of former Mayor Sharpe James while three other individuals each with high profile supporters also sought the seat.  Bell beat labor leader Eddie Osborne who had the support of Mayor Cory Booker.

After two-term Mayor Sammy Rivera faced criminal conviction, the City of Passaic had six candidates running for the position.  Physician Alex Blanco rose to the top of the competitive field after securing just over 28% of the vote.

