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Towns struggle as state aid falls

By JEREMY ROSEN
Courier-Post Staff 
It'll be June before most new local tax rates are decided, given the state's fiscal crisis and the governor's "day of reckoning" budget cuts.
Many government leaders in the tri-county area haven't committed to specific cost-cutting measures or predicted tax rate changes for budgets they'll propose in the next few weeks. Some said their budget deficits are daunting.
"Nothing is sacred at this point," said Medford Mayor Bob Martin. "We're looking at cutting everything we possibly can without hurting services, safety and welfare of people."
Furlough or layoff plans are being analyzed in dozens of towns including Medford, Mount Laurel, Collingswood, Haddonfield, Gloucester Township and West Deptford. Such proposals have to be approved by the state's Civil Service Commission.
Camden's government submitted a plan to the CSC last week, but officials withheld comment on the plan specifics until after the agency makes a decision.
The CSC has 30 days to review layoff and furlough plans and approved municipalities must provide affected employees with 45 days notice.
The agency is on pace to receive more layoff plans this year. Through Friday, the agency received 44 plans from entities statewide this year, according to spokesman Mark Perkiss. The CSC reviewed 81 proposals last year, he said.
Local leaders in towns such as Collingswood, Mount Laurel, Moorestown, Medford and Medford Lakes are also seeking wage freezes or benefit contributions from unionized employees.
A bill signed by Gov. Chris Christie mandates government workers under new contracts to pay 1 1/2 percent of their salaries toward health benefit costs.
Citing a Courier-Post report, Assembly members praised Evesham's department heads, supervisors and 80 unionized employees who voluntarily made that concession last week to help keep a level local tax rate.
"The Evesham example shows that responsible officials and reasonable public workers can cooperate and find ways to manage reductions in state aid without automatically adding to the burden of property taxpayers," said Jay Webber, R-Morris and Passaic, a member of the Assembly Budget Committee.
Last month, Christie proposed a $445 million cut in state aid that has dozens of tri-county towns, including Cherry Hill, Haddonfield, Medford and Monroe, facing reductions around 21 percent. Into March, most municipal budget planners anticipated their aid cuts would be around 15 percent.
Christie has proposed hinging the final monthly payment, or 5 percent of total aid, on municipalities meeting "a minimum of pre-selected best practice standards," said DCA spokeswoman Lisa Ryan.
Christie maintains that "painful" cuts are necessary at all government levels to close a $10.7 billion state budget gap.
Mount Laurel and other municipalities are deciding whether they will apply for a reduced pot of special state aid this year.
Christie said extraordinary and special state aid will be pooled together and cut from $225 million to $164 million. He said that aid will be given out based on best practices and need.
It's undetermined when that money will be available, state officials said Friday.
Legislative hearings on the governor's budget are continuing with members looking, in part, at passing a statute by June that would reduce the local spending cap from 4 percent to 2 1/2 percent. That would have to be approved by voters on the November ballot to become permanent as a constitutional amendment.
Town leaders aren't expecting the budget process to get any easier.
Camden
City administrators are devoting all of their time to addressing the local effects of the state's fiscal crisis, said Business Administrator Christine Tucker.
"Instead of just controlling costs, we're reducing," Tucker said.
The state has allocated $46.6 million in formula aid for the impoverished city, down 13.9 percent from the $54.1 million it received this year.
On top of that reduction, administrators have the additional task of making up an $8 million payment in lieu of taxes from the South Jersey Port Corp. that Christie withheld from the current budget cycle.
Mayor Dana Redd has yet to announce how she will handle either shortfall, though she has suggested furloughs.
Camden officials could be scrambling to balance the current budget up until the last minute. By state law, the city must have all finances accounted for before the fiscal year ends on June 30.
Redd said she's identified $3.5 million in potential cuts to "nonessential" spending and attrition, but that still leaves the city $4.5 million short. She said the state probably won't revive the $8 million port payment or provide the same level of special aid. The city received $67 million in state funds to close a budget gap this year.
Cherry Hill
The township is facing an $8 million deficit, forcing Mayor Bernie Platt to admit that higher taxes were all but inevitable.
"All options are on the table to preserve our core services while we work to shrink this budget gap," Platt told residents at a town hall on Tuesday.
The township lost 20 percent, or $2.2 million, in state aid this year.
"I was expecting a fairly high cut, but it was a little bit more than we anticipated because we have done so many right things," Platt said. "I feel that we were punished for doing all the right things when towns around us were getting extraordinary aid and other aid that we weren't getting."
Platt said that overall, the township has seen a decrease of more than 30 percent in municipal aid over the last three years. But he is hopeful the state will begin rewarding towns that demonstrate fiscal discipline.
"We spoke to the governor's office about all the right things we've been doing," Platt said in an interview shortly after Trenton announced aid cut amounts. "There's a possibility -- a remote possibility -- that because of the way we've done things that some of it might be restored."
Platt said acting Department of Community Affairs Commissioner Lori Grifa told the township that the department was contemplating a list of six "best practices" towns have to adopt in order to get their state aid reconsidered. Two of the requirements -- premium sharing and contraction in work force -- are already in place or are in the works in the township.
Collingswood
The borough is far from introducing its budget that will likely call for furloughs and eight layoffs, Mayor Jim Maley said.
"The difficulty is the uncertainty," Maley said. "The state keeps changing the rules on us."
Maley said layoff notices have been sent to three members of the fire department and three police officers are expected to lose their jobs after a police sharing agreement with Woodlynne expires at the end of June.
The borough is expected to get about $300,000 less from the state this year. That, along with a pension bill of $635,000, a rise in the health insurance premium of $220,000 and a drop in revenue of $300,000 have contributed to this year's bleak outlook.
Under a contract that expires at the end of this year, police, fire and public works employees will get a 3.75 percent raise -- another $200,000 drained from the borough's coffers.
Maley said he has met with the borough's three bargaining units to seek concessions, but is "not too hopeful at this point."
Maley said he expects the upcoming contract negotiations to be heated.
"It will be intense because things need to change," Maley said.
Deptford
Township Mayor Paul Medany said everything is on the table, from layoffs to furloughs to attrition.
"My head's spinning," Medany said. "We've got pretty severe cuts."
Deptford faces an 18 percent cut in state aid to $2.2 million. The town has already lost 21 people to attrition in the past two years, showing a continued effort to reduce costs, Medany said.
"That's what infuriates us as township managers and mayors," he said. "We've tightened our belt at the municipal level and there's nothing left to tighten."
Medany said he feels caught between unfunded state mandates and being scolded for spending too much.
"They say you guys were spending too much money, well, we were trying to cut, but your rules didn't let us," Medany said.
Medany said that services still need to occur and binding contracts still have to be paid, so it leaves the township with very few options.
"I tell everyone to come and get a copy of my budget and see what they can cut out," Medany said.
He said that if, for example, he laid off police officers, people would complain about speeding in the neighborhood.
"We want property taxes to go down, but somebody has to pay for all of this," he said.
Evesham
For the second year in a row, Evesham is introducing a $32.4 million budget with a flat tax rate and no layoffs or furloughs, officials said.
Officials used employee wage and benefit concessions, attrition, privatization and shared services to defray lost revenue.
The township is facing a 22 percent or $900,000 reduction in state aid to $3.17 million. Manager Tom Czerniecki said he anticipated a 15 percent cut.
"We're down six positions, including three unexpected vacancies in public works that we're not going to fill," Czerniecki said. "We're looking at three shared service agreements with neighboring towns in the areas of turf management, construction permitting and tax assessment."
Haddonfield
Haddonfield officials hope to introduce a municipal budget on April 27 without layoffs or furloughs.
But a tax increase is possible, officials said.
"We are doing a very tough review of everything," commissioner Jeff Kasko said. "We have challenges on both the revenue side and the expenditures side. There will be some cuts."
Revenue from construction fees and parking are down as well as state aid, Kasko said.
Haddonfield is expected to get $980,000 from the state this year, $275,000 less than last year -- a 22 percent cut.
"We were anticipating 15 percent," Kasko said.
Last year, the borough got $1.2 million in state aid, Kasko said.
To cope with the decrease in revenue, the borough has been cutting expenses.
A hiring freeze that has been in effect for months -- and left the court administrator's position vacant -- will continue, Kasko said.
The borough is also considering sharing a court with Audubon and Haddon Heights and possibly privatizing its trash and recycling services.
Haddon Township
Haddon Township residents will see a slight decrease on their municipal taxes.
The township is expected to introduce its roughly $30 million budget on April 27.
"We've just been cost cutting since we've been in here," Mayor Randall Teague said.
About three months ago, the borough saved $100,000 by laying off an employee when it consolidated its water and sewer department and streets and roads department, Teague said.
"There's a lot of overlapping in the positions and we really didn't need two department heads," Teague said.
Teague said the tough economy resulted in the township getting better prices for professional services and infrastructure projects, which helped offset a loss of $300,000 in state aid.
Maple Shade
Although township officials have not formally introduced a budget, town manager Gary LaVenia said Maple Shade property taxes for local government services will be rising $69 this year on the average home assessed at about $205,000.
LaVenia attributed the anticipated tax levy increase to the loss of aid and to an increase in health benefits for employees. Township officials are coping with a 20 percent reduction in state aid to $1.7 million.
"It makes it difficult to run a municipality," he said. "But fortunately our better financial position in the past has allowed us the opportunity to maintain budget stability."
He said the township will use surplus to help offset higher costs and less aid.
As of last week, the manager said no layoff notices have been distributed to township workers.
"Certainly with what is happening, nothing is off the table," he quickly added.
Medford
Township officials have been regrouping and analyzing line items with a new town manager and budget team.
Medford faces a 23 percent state aid reduction of nearly $600,000 to $1.99 million for its roughly $23 million budget.
Mayor Bob Martin said a proposal should be together in the next couple weeks. Officials released few details of their spending plan.
"We can't cut in some areas any more, but if we can cut 10 pencils, we will," he said. "We'll probably introduce by May and finalize by June."
Medford Lakes
Borough officials are still working on their approximately $4.4 million spending plan, while coping with a 21 percent cut in state aid to $289,600.
"We have to find a way to do what we do with less resources and restructure how we pay for things," Mayor Paul Weiss said. "We need sacrifices from union and nonunion workers to anticipate no major pay increases. The governor's message should resonate with everyone."
The borough is coming off its first revaluation in 15 years, which doubled the average assessment to about $290,000. If the tax rate holds, the reassessment would lower taxes by $7.74 for the average property owner.
Monroe
Township officials are faced with a 23 percent cut in state aid to about $4 million.
"Who knows what we were going to cut," Mayor Michael Gabbianelli said. "We were at a 0 percent increase (in property taxes) already."
He said officials will work with departments to find ways to cut costs without disrupting services or executing layoffs and furloughs.
"We don't have any no-show jobs here," Gabbianelli said. "If I have an employee here, he's putting his time in."
Moorestown
Moorestown Township Council is holding budget sessions in anticipation of introducing a spending package later this month that could reduce the property tax on an average home.
Savings from layoffs and an end to local police dispatching in 2009 helped to compensate for a potential loss this year of $549,000 in state aid -- more than 20 percent. The new figure would be close to $1.8 million.
Township manager Christopher Schultz had offered a $23.47 million budget to council that would reduce spending $130,000 from last year but council has since asked him to explore reducing spending further by $550,000.
Under the tentative budget proposed by Schultz, property taxes would drop by $21 a year to $1,735 on a home assessed at the township average of $537,000. The tax rate would drop slightly with less than a half-cent decrease to 32.2 cents per $100 of assessed property value but could drop more if other reductions occur.
Schultz said the township must pay contracted salary raises for some of the 122 township workers as well as rising health care expenses again this year. Because no employee unions have agreed to council's request to reopen contract negotiations, Schultz has pushed for a wage freeze and a payroll contribution by employees for health care coverage.
He said this budget is very different from last year's spending, which resulted in a $400 increase in the average residential property tax.
Council's next budget session is set for 6 p.m. Monday in the William Allen Middle School on Stanwick Road.
Mount Laurel
The average township taxpayer is looking at a $199 increase to pay for local services this coming fiscal year.
On Tuesday, town officials decided to eliminate Mount Laurel police dispatch come July 1 in favor of Burlington County Central's service. That move reduced the proposed tax rate increase to about 14 cents and is estimated to save $450,000 per year in salaries and benefits.
Still, Councilman Peter McCaffrey called the proposed spending plan "uncomfortable" and Mayor Jim Keenan said such a large increase can't happen.
The township would need state clearance for its proposed spending plan, which would require $19.5 million to be raised by taxes -- $3.5 million more than the 4 percent cap. The town's budget deficit is around $7.5 million, said Keenan, who also noted cost-cutting measures are being considered.
The proposed budget would boost the municipal property tax to $939 per year for an average home assessed at $141,800.
Officials cited several causes for the proposed increase, including tax appeals and a $725,000 cut in state aid, to $2.83 million, for its $36 million budget.
Township Manager Jennifer Blumenthal said she drafted a layoff and furlough plan to submit to the CSC but she'll first continue looking for concessions from dozens of unionized employees with open contracts.
Over the past week, members of the police, public works and EMT departments have urged residents to attend budget meetings and speak out against such cuts.
Barry Parker, a sanitation worker in what he called the "short-handed" public works department, 
said Blumenthal told his union that 12 positions may be cut in the 56-member unit. Members of the township police union said officials notified them that 15 officers could be laid off and 12 superior officers could be demoted.
Washington Township
The township is looking at a $5 million shortfall, caused by an $822,000 cut in state aid and contractual obligations, Mayor Matt Lyons said.
"We're looking at everything," Lyons said.
The township has already canceled its annual parade and has begun to speak with unions about considering furlough days.
"To think we could maintain the level of service and cut millions of dollars would beg the question of why we didn't do it before," Lyons said. "It seems to me that towns running inefficiently didn't suffer any more pain than those run efficiently."
The township has saved several hundred thousands of dollars in unfilled positions and has taken advantage of any shared services, including the countywide assessment program and the dispatch system.
West Deptford
State aid cuts couldn't come at a worse time, said West Deptford administrator Eric Campo.
"We're in the midst of declining revenues and a very problematic economy," Campo said. "To lose further revenue produces a strain on all municipal budgets."
West Deptford lost $516,517 in state aid, a 20 percent reduction.
"But these cuts are a reality," Campo said. "They're here and the township will have to deal with them."
Campo said the township is usually finished with the budget at this time, but because the aid numbers came out in the last few weeks, there's a lot of work to be done.
The township is considering any and all possibilities, from line item cuts to furloughs and job consolidations.
"We went through that last year and that same analysis will continue through the budget process this year," Campo said.
Woodbury
The city lost $271,768 in state aid, which represents nearly a 16 percent drop.
City officials were already looking at an increase in property taxes next year, and everything, including layoffs and furloughs, is on the table, chief financial officer Robert Law said.
City administrator Tom Bowe said this is the first step of a governor who seriously wants to affect local government and, depending on a person's point of view, that could be a good or a bad thing.
There are still services that need to be taken care of, Bowe said.
"If you're going to alter anything, there's going to be pain and suffering," Bowe said. "Ultimately, I don't know what the solution is other than a decrease in the population. It's a painful time."
Staff writers Lavinia DeCastro, Jane Roh, Deborah Hirsch, Carol Comegno and Shruti Mathur Desai contributed to this report. Reach Jeremy Rosen at (856) 486-2456 or jrosen@gannett.com.
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