
Tax hike looms for Cherry Hill

By JANE ROH • Courier-Post Staff • April 7, 2010 

CHERRY HILL — The township could see an $8 million deficit in its next fiscal year, making higher taxes a certainty, Mayor Bernie Platt said Tuesday.

Platt, who said he'd back a legislator's proposal to allow Cherry Hill to impose a sales tax, blamed the sluggish economy for the township's fiscal woes.

He also lashed out at Gov. Chris Christie during remarks at a town hall-style meeting in the township library. Christie's plan to cut state aid to Cherry Hill by 20 percent, or $2.2 million, was "a kick in the gut from Trenton," the mayor said.

Platt noted building permit and licensing fees have dropped more than 30 percent due to a downturn in the housing and construction industries.

The weak economy "has also suffocated our ability to raise revenue through interest payments from township investments," he said.

"These losses are further compounded by our contractual obligations and state-mandated costs to the pension fund and to this public library," he continued.

Platt, whose township holds some of the area's largest shopping centers, said he would back a proposal by Assemblyman Louis D. Greenwald, D-Camden, to allow municipalities to impose local sales taxes.

"As a retail destination, the township should be given the opportunity to impose a 1 percent local purpose tax on an untaxed item like clothing," the mayor said. "This change would not make us totally dependent on construction fees. It would also give us a new vehicle to fund local government and provide tax relief."

Platt also outlined a plan to erase the deficit for the fiscal year that begins July 1. That plan includes:

Asking union employees to open their contracts.

Freezing all noncontractual salaries going into fiscal year 2011.

Possible increases in health insurance copays and deductibles.

Asking vendors for a 10 percent reduction in prices.

Reducing the library's hours and cutting positions.

Platt laid out ways in which Cherry Hill already has shown fiscal responsibility.

"We have consolidated departments, such as combining human resources into the finance department," he said. "We introduced premium sharing, because we believe that all employees should contribute to their health care costs. All elected officials and the business administrator have taken 10 percent pay cuts."


Nonetheless, Platt said, Trenton has punished the township rather than reward it.

"In the past three years we have lost more than 30 percent of our state aid, which pays for all of the unfunded mandates that Trenton imposes on our municipality," Platt told an audience of several dozen people.

During a public-comment period, resident Glenn Mohrfeld suggested that the mayor and council 
should serve as unpaid volunteers with no benefits.

He also wondered if employees were using township vehicles for personal use, saying he had noticed them in driveways.

Township officials estimated that 17 police officers and one on-call public works employee drove 
township vehicles.

Lori Braunstein and Melissa Skyrm of Sustainable Cherry Hill said increased composting of food waste could save around $833,000 a year.

Their environmental nonprofit is not affiliated with the township.

Resident Russell Smith wondered why the township didn't use volunteers to reduce its firefighting costs.  Cherry Hill late last year severed ties with the last remaining volunteer firefighting house.

"Those volunteers have hazmat training. They are people who can be utilized as backup (during emergencies)," Smith said.

Teriyl Torres said she did not understand why empty nesters like herself were on the hook for rising taxes from public schools.

"My children are no longer in school either. I'm in the same position as you are," Platt said. He said that when his children were in school, they benefited from empty nesters' taxes, and added, "There is a need for the physical plant of the schools to be improved."
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