Cherry Hill budget offers tough choices

By BARBARA S. ROTHSCHILD
Courier-Post Staff
One selling point that helped the Cherry Hill School District get its current budget passed last April was tax levy would remain the same as the previous year. But the district may not be able to repeat that feat this as it grapples with declining revenue and funding decreases that not even a current budget freeze may be able to remedy.

The board of education held an initial 2010-11 budget meeting earlier this month, looking at $183.2 million spending plan. The proposal represents an increase of about $11.4 million over the 2009-10 adopted budget of $171.8 million -- a hike of about 6.7 percent. Were the 2010-11 budget to remain at $183.2 million, the proposed local tax levy would be $144 million with no increase; $146.88 million if raised 2 percent; or $149.76 million if it went to the state-allowed cap of a 4 percent increase.

A resident with a home valued at the $140,000 township average now pays $4,468.67 in school taxes.

The first-look proposed budget includes hikes of 5.43 percent for regular education to $53.9 million and 2.41 percent for special education to $16 million. Benefits would go up 14 percent to $37.25 million and transportation costs would rise 8.1 percent to $12.3 million.

The administration wants that budget reduced by at least $9 million, but believes more cuts could be necessary. Scenarios that would force more cuts include reduced state aid and a proposed mandate to use excess surplus held for future tax relief during the current year.

A year ago, the district implemented a spending freeze and was able to reserve $5 million from the 2008-09 budget to support this year's spending plan. The district has implemented a spending freeze for the current year, as well.

But, said Business Administrator James Devereaux, the amount that can be reserved for the 2010-11 budget is likely to be cut in half given the economy, anticipated losses in state aid and other factors.

"Our major problem this year is the revenue side of the budget," he said.

The district is also looking at a possible decrease of another $375,000 to $2.5 million in excess surplus that could be used for tax relief.

State law allows districts to put aside a 2 percent maximum of their operating budgets as undesignated surplus, with the rest going to tax relief. Last spring, the board moved $1 million of excess surplus from the 2008-09 budget into capital reserve and left about $3.3 million for tax relief in 2010-11.

A December proposal by then-Gov. Jon S. Corzine's administration would require school districts to use 75 percent of its excess surplus during the current year in lieu of state aid payments. This proposal requires legislative action and could be abandoned by Gov. Chris Christie's administration.

Devereaux has also said it is unlikely that the $1.4 million in federal stimulus funds that the district got last year will materialize for 2010-11. Low interest rates could decrease revenues by an additional $900,000, he projected.

The board has asked the administration to seek staff input in finding opportunities for efficiencies. Future budget discussions are expected to look at class size, programs, extracurricular activities and staffing.

Reach Barbara S. Rothschild at (856) 486-2416 or barothschild@camden.gannett.com.
Additional Facts
IF YOU GO
· The Cherry Hill school board will hold special budget meetings on Feb. 16 and March 16 at 7 p.m. at Malberg Administration Building. The budget may be discussed at the Feb. 9 work session and/or the regular meeting on Feb. 23, which also begin at 7 p.m. at Malberg. Additional meetings may be held. The window for the district to hold its public hearing and final budget adoption is March 29 to April 1. The district school election is on April 20, from 2 to 9 p.m.
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