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CHERRY HILL — Property taxes rose moderately in South Jersey last year, at least by Garden State standards, new figures show. And most tri-county towns ranked well back in the statewide pack in terms of their local increases.

Does this suggest a promising trend as residents prepare to vote on school budgets next month?

Not at all, say local school administrators. They warn conditions have worsened so much, particularly due to the state's financial problems, that last year's tax worries seem quaint by comparison.

"This is a year like no other," says Mark Raivetz, superintendent of schools in Haddon Township, who predicts many cash-strapped districts will ask voters to approve painful tax hikes. And even then, school systems will have to make drastic cuts in classroom spending -- so children will pay a price, as well.

"It's just a bad, sad time," added Susan Bastnagel, a district spokeswoman in Cherry Hill. Officials there held school taxes steady last year, but now are proposing increases up to the 4 percent cap -- as well as slashing the budget by up to $12.2 million and 175 jobs.

Against that backdrop, one group has proposed a dramatic change: Don't hold the public budget votes set for April 20.

"Eliminating the budget vote would give districts the time to address financing problems," Marie S. Bilik, executive director of the New Jersey School Boards Association, said Friday.

She said administrators, already beset by soaring wage and benefit costs, also face an unprecedented one-two punch over state aid.

Many districts are starting the 2010-11 budget process in a hole because millions of dollars they'd set aside for future tax relief were wiped out by a spending freeze imposed last month by Gov. Chris Christie. The freeze was needed to help erase a $2.2 billion deficit in the state's current budget, Christie said.

School officials also fear a 15 percent cut in state aid for the next fiscal year -- another consequence of New Jersey's budget crisis. But the extent of the aid reduction won't be known until after Christie's budget address on March 16 and budget proposals must be completed by April 3, Bilik said.

He also noted $1 billion in federal stimulus funds, which provided 11 percent of state aid last year, won't be available this time around.

Her group has asked legislators and the Christie administration to cancel this year's public votes on base budget proposals. Residents would still have a say on second-budget questions and construction bond referendums.

Milik says voters already have input on budgets at public hearings, and that the spending plans "undergo thorough review by the state's executive county superintendents."

But Jerry Cantrell, president of the New Jersey Taxpayers' Association, blasted the proposal.

That's the last thing that the taxpayers of New Jersey need," he said. "But I understand their motivation (in trying to cancel the votes). They know very well a lot of budgets are going to go down."

New Jersey's property taxes remained the nation's highest last year, rising on average 3.3 percent to $7,281, state figures show. That was the second straight year the increase was less than the 4 percent cap.

But only five towns in the tri-county area ranked among the top 100 in terms of property-tax increases. The area's most hard-hit taxpayers included residents of Swedesboro, which ranked 12th with an $829 increase, and No. 22 North Hanover, with a $612 jump.

School administrators readily acknowledge the confusion and stress that surround the ongoing budget-planning practice.

"Most districts in New Jersey don't know what to do," said Raivetz in Haddon Township, where overall property taxes last year rose by $154 -- ranking it 329th among the state's municipalities.

There are not a lot of places left to cut," said Raivetz, who plans to propose $3 million in cuts at a public meeting Monday. "I don't like playing Solomon."

And Moorestown's school board, which initially planned to cut more than 40 jobs and raise taxes by $80 on an average house, has had to re-examine those measures after the spending freeze claimed $1.4 million, said Superintendent John Bach.

"We face several stark choices," he observed in a budget overview.

Cherry Hill's budget problems were worsened by a $3.9 million hit from the spending freeze, as well as an expected loss of about $3.5 million from reduced state aid and investment income, noted Bastnagel.

"Last year was a challenge, but the challenge was to keep the levy flat," she said. "Now we're looking at a year unlike any other."

Even with a maximum tax increase, Cherry Hill's proposed cuts would target the talented-and-gifted program in elementary schools, the Mount Misery environmental-education program in middle school and freshman sports in the district's two high schools. Cuts in varsity athletics also would doom the boys' and girls' swimming and bowling teams, as well as boys' lacrosse and golf.

Among other local districts walloped by the spending freeze: Camden, at $8 million; Pennsauken, at $7.6 million; and three districts -- Gloucester Township, Deptford and the Rancocas Valley regional system at more than $4 million.

Some districts will leave decision-making to the voters, said Tom Fanuka, business administrator in Lumberton. Endangered programs and services could appear on the ballot in one or more secondary questions, he suggested.

And Sal Illuzi, school superintendent in Cinnaminson, said the financial problems could worsen in future years.

"I think people have to take a real hard look (at school funding)," he said. "What does it really mean if I'm the parent of a kid? And how is this going to affect property values? People move to towns because of good schools."
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