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CHERRY HILL — The school board on Tuesday unanimously adopted a 2011-12 budget that lowers the current school tax levy by $500,000 but would still require taxes to rise as property values decline.

"It's just a little something," board member Eric Goodwin said of the tax cut. "But to be able to give back, it's really important we keep all of our stakeholders in mind."

The proposed $167.3 million budget, 2 percent over the current year's plan, would bring the total tax levy to $146.76 million. Taxes will rise because the value of taxable property in the township has declined by nearly $60 million over the past year.

The owner of a home valued at the $140,000 township average would pay $106.68 additional in school tax for the calendar year. That amounts to an increase of 3.2 cents in the tax rate, for a total $4,654.83 in school taxes.

The proposed levy is $3.4 million below the state-mandated 2 percent cap.

"That's a real sacrifice. We want to make it clear to taxpayers that we've heard you," said Steven Robbins, the board's policy and legislation chairman.

Board members decided to return $500,000 to residents after the district learned it would get a $1.72 million increase in state aid for 2011-12. State aid will total $9.6 million for the coming year -- still less than what the district was supposed to get for 2009-10 before the state canceled its aid payments in the middle of the year.

School aid for the current year was cut by $8.58 million.

The public hearing was in marked contrast to meetings last year, when the state aid reduction had the district scrambling to make its own cuts. About 30 residents attended Tuesday's meeting, and those who spoke largely praised the budget.

Two residents, John Tremble and Bob Shinn, said they believed the budget had hidden spending. But board member Wayne Tarken said that wasn't true.

"The budgeting process can make any sane person insane. There are so many constraints (in preparing it). No one's hiding anything," said Tarken.

The board member said he was troubled by the empty seats at the hearing. "Where's the yelling and screaming? I'm concerned about the complacency of the public."

The proposed spending plan adds four elementary positions that will allow teachers to have grade-level collaborative time, a victim of budget cuts this year. It also would restore two elementary reading positions cut from the 2010-11 budget, add four autism teachers and seven related educational assistants, and pay for a new student assessment system for math and science.

Residents will vote on the tax levy April 27.
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