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On April 27 Cherry Hill will vote on the school board's proposed $146.8 million property tax levy. The levy, which accounts for 55 percent of residents' property tax bill, would support a proposed budget that increases spending next year more than $10 million -- which is almost three times the increase publicized by the board.

The school board said it wanted to have an open, transparent budget process this year. We urged the board to fulfill this goal by publicly comparing its proposed budget to how much it actually will spend this year by budget line item. We argued that voters could not make an informed tax levy decision without this information.

The board declined. Their reasons:

The public doesn't care about this type of information.

No other district provided it.

The $3.28 million spending increase the board has put forward comes from comparing next year's budget not to actual spending, but to this year's budget, a budget which the district has committed to "under spend" by $7 million.

In actuality, the $10 million increase in spending in the proposed budget equates to 6 percent and is not sustainable. It would be three times the state tax levy cap of 2 percent next year and is five times the current 1.2 percent inflation rate (core consumer price index).

The proposed increases, which have not been fully disclosed nor justified in public, include: a 13.1 percent increase in benefits ($3.7 million), a 3.75 percent increase in salaries (nearly $3.5 million), a 19.4 percent increase in educational materials and purchased services ($1.1 million), a 10.4 percent increase in plant operations materials and purchased services ($600,000), and a 4.8 percent increase in transportation ($500,000).

Over each of the past three years the board has used an average of $7.2 million in unspent fund balances to fund subsequent budgets. Next year the board also intends to use $7 million in unspent funds from this year's budget to pay for most of the $10 million increase. If this increase represents what is truly required to fund operations, the district will face a significant funding shortfall in its next budget as the state "cap" will then limit the tax increases they can propose to about $2.9 million.

There are opportunities to reduce costs. The board should consider the tax saving recommendations we sent them last year that have not yet been implemented, including establishing a citizen budget advisory committee and switching employee prescription coverage to the state plan which uses the same carrier as the district. With concurrence from its unions this switch could save the district an additional $1 million to $2 million next year.

We advocate transparency, thrift and continuous improvement. The school budget process should be truly open and transparent and include publicly displayed comparisons of actual and proposed spending and justifications of proposed increases. We realize some level of contingency is prudent, and we recommend that the district fully quantify, disclose and explain any budget contingencies it proposes and allow voters to consider their need.

The decision is on the school tax levy is yours. We urge advocates of property tax restraint and academic excellence to help the district eliminate waste and unnecessary proposed spending next year. Otherwise we will face significant property tax increases, potential staffing cuts and a more difficult challenge winning voter approval of a bond issue to make needed improvements to the district's buildings and facilities.

Please vote.

The writers are members of the Cherry Hill Reform Committee and township residents.

