

April 14, 2009
Cherry Hill council adopts budget, hikes property taxes

By ADAM SMELTZ
Courier-Post Staff 
The township council on Monday voted 4-1 to adopt the $62.6 million municipal budget for 2009, more than nine months after the fiscal year began.
Council members Sara Lipsett, Dennis Garbowski, Joyce Kurzweil and Steve Polansky voted for the budget, which has boosted spending about 10 percent and municipal property taxes about 17 percent over the 2008 fiscal year.
Frank Falcone, who objected to the tax increase, opposed the budget. David Fleisher abstained. He said that he rejoined the council as an appointee in March and did not participate in earlier budget talks.
Councilman John Amato was absent.
Cherry Hill administrators introduced the spending plan back in May 2008. Since then, the township has been following the fiscal outline. Property owners began seeing the tax increase with quarterly bills mailed in July, when the fiscal year started.
The higher rate has meant a year-over-year increase of about $130 for the average Cherry Hill house, assessed at $140,000, officials have said.
"Hopefully, after this increase, we can stabilize the budget moving forward," Garbowski said.
The township was unable to make the budget official until now, township spokesman Dan Keashen said. That's because the tax increase included in the spending plan exceeds the 4 percent cap that Gov. Jon Corzine imposed statewide.
The township, like other municipalities that follow the fiscal-year calendar, sought an exception from the state's Local Finance Board. Board members agreed to grant the township a waiver only within the past few weeks.
They waited to decide on the waiver requests as state legislators debated a pension-deferral proposal, said Lisa Ryan a spokeswoman for the state Department of Community Affairs.
Now that legislators have approved that proposal, which allows towns to defer some payments for the state pension system, the Local Finance Board has ruled on the budget-cap waivers, Ryan said.
She said waivers sought by Lawnside, Gloucester Township and Berlin Borough have been approved, too. Had the board members not approved a cap waiver for Cherry Hill, Ryan said, the township could have been forced to chop more than $4 million from its budget over the next three months.
"Given the lateness of the fiscal year, it would have been a grave hardship for Cherry Hill Township to cut more than $4 million from its budget with three months left in the fiscal year," Ryan said.
For township property owners, the decision means no municipal tax increases or refunds will appear for the rest of the fiscal year. The 2010 fiscal year will begin in July.
Earlier Monday, Sen. Frank Lautenberg and Rep. John Adler, D-Cherry Hill, visited the township's Town Hall for a midday press conference. Aides announced that Lautenberg has secured more than $285,000 in federal funding to help finance a solar-panel project at Town Hall.
The $800,000 project, to be complete before 2010, is expected to cut as much as 30 percent from the building's electricity bills. They amount to about $153,000 a year.
On top of that, the township could generate an extra $20,000 a month by funneling extra electricity back onto the power grid, officials said.
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