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Impact of Cherry Hill tax hike will be curtailed

By JIM WALSH • Courier-Post Staff • May 17, 2010 

CHERRY HILL — A pending increase in the property tax here will fall by almost a third due to a recent reduction in the school budget.

School board members, acting at the direction of township council, last week cut $2.5 million from the district's spending plan.

As a result, the annual school property tax for an average house in Cherry Hill will rise by $83.68, said district spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel.

The tax hike would have been $122.17, about 31 percent more, under the $166.1 million budget that local voters rejected in April.

Even the scaled-back increase reflects the punishing economy, Bastnagel said.

Thirty-six percent of the jump, about $30, results from a $33 million plunge in value for taxable property in Cherry Hill.

And while the initial budget reflected an $8.1 million drop in spending, the district was stung by the "astonishing" loss of almost $13 million in state aid, she said.

While township council directed that $2.5 million be cut from the tax levy, the school board chose where to cut at a meeting Tuesday.

Among other measures, it eliminated the jobs of four of eight Spanish teachers in the district's elementary schools and decided not to replace an assistant superintendent who is to retire in January.

The board also accepted a voluntary contract giveback of $104,000 from the association that represents the district's principals and other school administrators.

Board members initially discussed projecting $750,000 in breakage, the savings that occur when higher-paid employees retire. But shortly before voting on the budget-cut package, they trimmed that figure to $500,000, the amount recommended by the district's administration, Bastnagel said.

Board members then increased a cut in capital spending from $33,000 to $238,000.

"If we get a slew of retirements between now and the end of the month, they'll adjust breakage back to $705,000," said Bastnagel. Capital spending then would fall by only $33,000, she said.

The district is slashing 90 full-time jobs under the initial budget, including positions for 45 teachers. Among other cost-cutting measures, it also will increase class-size maximums, end some middle school interscholastic sports and impose activity fees in middle and high schools.

