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Across South Jersey, budget planners at all levels of local government are looking to the future with a sour uncertainty: They're not sure what's ahead, but most expect something very, very bad.

With state aid about to plunge and tax revenues faltering in a weak economy, officials fear a financial crisis for towns, school districts and county governments alike. They warn jobs will be cut and programs sacrificed, even as local taxes rise to fill painful deficits.

"It's a lousy situation," says Louis Cappelli Sr., the school board president in Collingswood, where district officials forecast the loss of at least 20 jobs due to an expected 15 percent drop in state aid.

But just how lousy remains to be seen.

State cutbacks loom

Officials note local budgets are being prepared even though the impact of future state cutbacks is unknown. Gov. Chris Christie, who's already warned mayors and school administrators to expect much less money from Trenton, won't unveil his proposed state budget until March 16. And the Legislature, already considering several bills that would cut government spending on public-worker pensions and benefits, will assert its view, too.

"It's almost like trying to do a book report on an incomplete novel," says William G. Dressel Jr., executive director of the New Jersey State League of Municipalities. "And we're not even in the first chapter."

The initial forecast is grim.

Cherry Hill's school district, for instance, has projected a tentative gap of about $14 million in its proposed 2010-11 budget. To overcome that deficit, the district could cut the equivalent of more than 170 full-time jobs and seek voter approval for a 2 percent tax increase, says spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel.

"It's still a work in progress, and we're looking at all sorts of possibilities," she said.

"Budget-makers at the local level are in a quandary, to say the least," observes Dressel. "No one is sure how to proceed.

Public jobs in jeopardy

But because salaries and benefits make up much of the budgets costs, public employees are likely to feel the brunt of future cutbacks.

"Those are the areas where a lot of cuts are going to come," predicted Scott Oswald, Collingswood's superintendent of schools.

Dressel, who notes state aid to municipalities has fallen by $250 million in the past two years, says local governments have already cut costs substantially.

"Most municipalities that I know of have scaled back considerably," he said, noting public revenues have also been hit by an upsurge in foreclosures and property-tax appeals. "At some point, you're going to basically be denying people essential services."

His organization has praised some proposals by Christie that would reduce municipal costs, such as an effort to prevent future unfunded mandates on local governments.

But Dressel says local budgets also would benefit from proposed changes to pension and benefit rules for public workers. A package of measures, already approved unanimously by the Senate and now before the Assembly, would require public workers to contribute to their health care costs and would tighten eligibility for state-fund retirement programs.

Senate President Stephen M. Sweeney, D-Gloucester, who fast-tracked that legislation in the Senate, has called for the bills to become law soon "so local governments can immediately begin to reap their benefits."

Sweeney, who is also Gloucester County's freeholder-director, noted school districts "already are nearing the end of their budget process, and many towns are now beginning theirs. They need to know how they can budget now for achievable savings next year and beyond, especially where the cost of health care is concerned."

The state Office of Legislative Services has estimated savings of up to $310 million over the next fiscal year for local and county governments, as well as school districts, if public employees were required to pay 1.5 percent of their incomes toward health benefits, he said.

Sweeney also has promoted regionalization as a way to trim public payrolls. Gloucester County recently launched a three-year pilot program that will create a centralized property-assessment office.

It's intended to create a county assessor's office, with 15 full-time employees, to replace the system of local assessor's offices -- some with three or four employees -- in each of the county's 24 municipalities.

Sweeney has said tax relief can come only through smaller government.

"Since we began to shrink the size of government we have eliminated over 100 positions, saving $5.9 million in salaries and benefits," he said at the county government's reorganization meeting earlier this year.

He said Gloucester County expects to vacate at least 20 positions this year, primarily by not replacing retirees.
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