



Budget woes limit fun and games
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Because of budget cuts, Gloucester City Mayor William James thought the skies above his city would be dark this Independence Day.

"We canceled our parade," said James. "It usually costs about $15,000 a year.

"We would have canceled our fireworks, but we had a very nice donation from a big business in our town and they paid for that."

As state cutbacks continue to affect municipalities around the state, many towns have cut out recreational events such as July Fourth fireworks and parades.
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"Everybody realizes in these difficult times (that) as much as you want to celebrate, you really can't justify it when there's been layoffs," James said.

"The Fourth of July parade and fireworks would have cost us $30,000, and that could be somebody's job."

That's a sentiment shared by Washington Township Mayor Matt Lyons. His township's annual July Fourth parade has been cut before due to inclement weather, but this is the first year it will not go on because of budget constraints.

"The total cost savings of canceling our Fourth of July parade is approximately $60,000," Lyons said. "We've eliminated 19 jobs in the town in the last year and a half.

"In order to put on the (parade and fireworks), that would be approximately three more jobs that would have to be cut."

Lyons said the township also has cut the fireworks display, but a group of residents is currently raising funds to salvage it.

Pennsauken Mayor Rick Taylor said the only reason scheduled fireworks will light up the night sky over Cooper River Park on Independence Day is that the cancellation fee would have been too costly.

"The backout would have been almost as costly as the event," Taylor said. "Right now on the chopping block is our Christmas parade, our car show and our breakfast with Santa."

Camden County's Special Events Division has trimmed its budget by 40 percent; that means summer events, including a busy calendar of outdoor concerts, have been cut.

In Burlington City, all city-sponsored events have been cut, such as the city's summer concert series. The holiday parade and tree-lighting events this winter could be in jeopardy of cancellation as well unless funds come from sponsors or civic groups, said Public Affairs Director John Alexander.

Burlington County will continue its summer concert series, but may have to charge residents or cancel an annual fall float event, said County Public Information Officer Ralph Shrom.

Medford Mayor Bob Martin said the township will most likely cancel its fireworks at Freedom Park.

Berlin Borough and Berlin Township will follow through on plans to hold a joint Independence Day celebration July 3. There will be a parade, but no fireworks or evening activities, said Berlin Borough Mayor John Armano.

Some communities have found a way to salvage events by calling on sponsors and volunteers to pitch in.

"We have increased our push for sponsors. We have not reduced or canceled any community events," Collingswood Mayor Jim Maley said. "We've been getting more sponsors for the Fourth of July than ever before."

Maley said hosting events such as Second Saturdays, the annual May Fair and other activities are integral to his community's quality of life.

"It's something we'll do so long as we can do it without burdening our taxpayers," he added.

Cherry Hill will continue its Fourth of July programming thanks to corporate sponsorships that fund the township's annual celebration.

Haddon Heights Mayor Scott Alexander said his town has been able to increase its events budget this year while many towns are doing the opposite.

"We want this to be a place where people can turn to for recreation and entertainment instead of having to go somewhere to pay for it," Alexander said.

Evesham Township Councilwoman Deborah Hackman said the township's annual fireworks are mostly funded by sponsorships and will still be held this year.

Other township events benefit from the diligence of local volunteers, she added.

"You can get your neighbors involved and the high school students involved," Hackman insisted. "There's definitely been a big increase in willingness in the township to come together and volunteer.

"We want as many people to come out and enjoy these events as possible, and that's how they start to get involved in the process."
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