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The Cherry Hill school board will hold special Tuesday budget meetings at 7 p.m. at locations to be announced.

Meetings are set for Tuesday, part of the regular work session; March 15; March 22, part of the regular monthly action meeting; and March 29, when a public hearing and final budget adoption are planned.

Public budget forums will be held Thursday with elementary school parents at Kingston Elementary School, 320 Kingston Road, 7 to 8:30 p.m.; Monday with middle school parents, at Beck Middle School, 950 Cropwell Road, 7 to 8:30 p.m.; March 9 with elementary school parents, at Stockton Elementary School, 200 Wexford Drive, 7 to 8:30 p.m.; March 14 with middle school parents, Carusi Middle School, 315 Roosevelt Drive, 7 to 8:30 p.m.; March 16 with pre-school and elementary school parents, A. Russell Knight Elementary School, 140 Old Carriage Road, 7:30 to 9 p.m.; March 21 with high school parents, Malberg Administrative Building, 45 Ranoldo Terrace, 7 to 8:30 p.m.; and April 13 with all parents at Rosa International Middle School, 485 Browning Lane, 7 to 8:30 p.m.
After receiving nearly $1.72 million in additional state aid for next year, the school board Tuesday adopted a preliminary 2011-12 budget totaling $167.3 million, a 2 percent increase over this year.

The spending plan would return $500,000 of the state aid windfall to local taxpayers through a reduced tax levy.

No new tax rate was available Tuesday, but the total tax levy would come to about $146.76 million. Even with the $500,000 giveback, taxes are likely to increase slightly because the value of taxable property in the township has declined by nearly $60 million over the past year.

Under the current rate, school taxes are about $4,586 for a house assessed at the $140,000 township average.

Board members initially split over the use of the $500,000, with some saying it should be set aside for capital projects.

After a long discussion, board members voted 6-2 to accept the administration's recommendations, including use of the state aid for tax relief. Proponents said that could help the budget win approval from township voters, who last year rejected the board's plan.

"Let's try and play it safe, and protect what we have," said board member Eric Goodwin, who voted for the plan. "If that $500,000 is an investment to help the voters say yes, I would go that way."

"We absolutely, positively have to keep in the forefront of our mind the message that we are sending to voters," said board member Steve Robbins, who said the $500,000 represents less than 1 percent of the budget. "The risk of a second failed budget far, far, far outweighs (that amount)."

Board members Sherrie Cohen and Elliott Roth voted against the proposed budget, which still increases capital spending on infrastructure repairs by $800,000. Roth said he felt comfortable keeping the levy flat after learning from business administrator James Devereaux that the proposed reduction would save taxpayers perhaps $1 a month.

Roth made a motion to spend the $500,000 on capital projects, and Cohen seconded it. But with board member Colleen Horiates absent, the motion was defeated in a 4-4 tie. Board members Carol Matlack and Kathy Judge joined in that losing vote.

Although a few residents at the meeting spoke in favor of more capital spending, or using some of the $500,000 to ease classroom crowding, board member Wayne Tarken feared they were not typical of the voters' mood.

"People are still hurting," he said.

The preliminary plan restores four elementary Spanish teachers -- positions dropped last year over the protests of many parents after school aid was cut by $8.58 million. The plan allots $280,000 for their salary and benefits.

State aid will total $9.6 million for the coming year, or 5.8 percent of the budget.

"Who'd have thought we'd be making changes based on increased state aid, but that is New Jersey," Devereaux said.

Before word of the increased aid was received last week, the administration was recommending a 1 percent budget hike to cover the addition of four autism teachers and seven related educational assistants, at a cost of $513,000; a new student assessment system for math and science, at $160,000; and rising costs in other areas.

The district will save money through fewer out-of-district special education placements for a $746,000 reduction, and an estimated $1.2 million in breakage, the net savings in salaries and benefits resulting from retirements.

The board plans to hold six public budget forums over March and April before and after holding a public hearing and adopting a final budget March 29.

Residents will vote on the budget and elect four board members -- one to an unexpired term -- April 27.
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