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  School votes bring anxiety to South Jersey 

When South Jersey voters go to the polls for school elections Wednesday, they are likely to decide on increased taxes by approving local school tax levies.

A no vote could mean cuts to programs, staff or other belt-tightening measures.

Following is a list of 2011-12 school budget information from a sampling of local school districts, including some of the consequences of voting a budget up or down.

Burlington County Evesham

Evesham's proposed 2011-12 budget of $72.7 million is $2.7 million less than last year, or 3.5 percent lower. As a result, the tax levy on the ballot is $50.85 million, down 333,433 from $51.19 in last year's operating budget.

The proposed tax levy would mean a tax increase of $36.37 a year on a home assessed at the $276,100 average. That home would pay a total yearly tax of $2,693 if the budget passes. Evesham homeowners would have seen a tax decrease since the proposed tax levy has dropped, except for the fact that property values continued to fall.

The district was facing a shortfall of $4.5 million and responded by making major reductions. It trimmed 53 jobs, including 35 teachers and two administrators, along with other across-the-board reductions.

In addition, the continued operation of Evans Elementary School is contingent on budget passage, according to school officials.

Lenape

The Lenape Regional High School District's proposed $143.4 million budget for 2011-12 would raise property taxes by 1.68 percent for the entire district but lower the regional school tax rate in two of the eight sending districts and keep it the same in Mount Laurel.

The total proposed tax levy, $99 million, is the highest in Burlington County, but may have been higher without a state aid increase of nearly $1.3 million for the coming school year and a one-time federal aid windfall of just over $1 million.

The 2011-12 budget proposed by the district includes a 3.7 percent increase of $5.12 million over the current budget. The proposed total is $884,060 under the state-mandated 2 percent cap.

The proposed budget includes $26.24 million in state aid, up from $25.07 million for the 2010-11 school year after cuts made by Gov. Chris Christie's administration. The district received $31.24 million in state aid in 2009-10.

Under the proposed budget, taxes would rise in Evesham, Medford, Medford Lakes, Shamong and Tabernacle. They would go down in Southampton and Woodland, and stay the same in Mount Laurel.

No staff positions would be dropped under the proposed budget. It includes 24 new special education positions, all mandated by the state, including a teacher at Cherokee in Evesham, a teacher at Lenape in Medford, two sign language interpreters and 20 one-on-one aides, at a total cost of $1.1 million in salary and benefits.

Lenape's proposed budget for 2011-12 would raise the regional school tax by $57.78 for the average Evesham home assessed at $276,100, for a total $1,710.01, and by $94.71 for the average Medford home assessed at $200,827, for a total $2,015.33.

The owner of a home in Medford Lakes assessed at the $288,200 average would pay $81.69 more, bringing the annual regional school tax to $1,646.81, while a Shamong home assessed at the $192,088 average would be taxed an additional $55.91, bringing the total regional tax to $2,023.34.

In Tabernacle, the owner of a home assessed at the $298,400 average would pay an additional $102.50 in regional school taxes, for a total $1,931.60.

Regional school taxes would go down by $21.98 for the average Southampton home assessed at $148,059, for a total $1,402.76, and by $6.53 for the average Woodland home assessed at $283,400, bringing that regional tax total to $1,304.38.

In Mount Laurel, there would be no change in the regional school tax levy, meaning the owner of a home assessed at the $142,400 township average would still pay $1,532.72 in regional school tax.

The regional tax is in addition to each sending district's school tax.

Maple Shade

The Maple Shade school budget is staying within the 2 percent cap limit on increases in its proposed $29.8 million budget. This will still mean a tax increase of about $82 year on the average home assessed at $205,000. That increase would still be less than the proposed $270 increase last year that voters defeated -- and less than what they ultimately paid. After council action to reduce the budget last year, homeowners paid a $196 increase.

Nearly 25 percent of the proposed increase, or $21.15, is due to an $11.4 million drop in the value of all taxable property in the township.

The proposed budget retains all programs. However, union negotiations for teachers, secretaries, administrators and other staff are still ongoing to determine salaries and benefits. The proposed budget anticipates $212,000 in concession cuts through negotiation or privatization if necessary.

Medford

The Medford district is proposing a 2011-12 operating budget of $43.03 million and a $36.77 million tax levy. Medford homeowners would see a property tax increase for elementary schools of $126 per year on the average home assessed at $200,827.

Superintendent Joseph Del Rossi said that is a direct result of minimal state and federal aid. He added that the budget does not exceed the state cap and maintains existing programs and services, keeping the focus on instruction as the district tries to become more efficient and creative in the use of its money.

However, it does call for staffing cutbacks that include elimination of four teaching positions, one administrative post and one secretary.

Del Rossi said a failed budget this year would likely have a negative impact on educational programs.

Moorestown

Moorestown voters are being asked to approve a $54.2 million tax levy -- the highest in the county for a nonregional school district.

Homeowners face an increase of approximately $80 on the average assessed home of $534,100 despite major cutbacks that include the elimination of 31 full-time positions. Among the axed positions would be three world language and other teachers from different schools, six buildings and ground workers, three administrators and a transportation office secretary. In addition, the auditory impairment program would be eliminated.

For the first time, the district also is implementing a participation fee in order to maintain athletic and other extra-curricular activities.

Though state aid was increased for 2011-12 by $617,000 over 2010-11, the net loss of aid since 2010 is $2.9 million. The district also is coping with a decreased enrollment projection of 4,162 students for 2011-12 from 4,262 this year, as well as a drop in tax ratables of $88 million.

Mount Laurel

Mount Laurel's proposed operating budget for 2011-12 totals $65.78 million, $230,605 below the current operating budget and $199,230 below the state-mandated 2 percent spending cap.

The proposed tax levy of $52,282,119, would result in an additional $49.77 in school taxes for the owner of a home assessed at the $142,200 township average, or a total $2,305 for the year. The district cited the decrease of township ratables by more than $30 million as the main reason for the increase.

The proposed budget includes no layoffs, but reduces staff by 16 through retirements and enrollment decreases, increases cost-saving cooperative purchases, and includes plans for increased revenue through solar energy, bus advertising and other initiatives.

Camden County Black Horse Pike Regional

The Black Horse Pike Regional District has a proposed 2011-12 budget of $62.5 million, up from $61.5 million. It wants to boost the local tax levy by $418,015 to $28.3 million, a 1.5 percent increase.

The district reports an increase of some $630,000 in state aid.

To meet spending goals, the district cut all discretionary accounts by 25 percent. It is putting more emphasis on shared services and on serving special-needs students in its own schools. It also plans to cut an assistant superintendent position and an assistant business administrator position, saving $313,000.

Cherry Hill

Cherry Hill's 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.

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 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.

Collingswood

Collingswood's proposed budget would rise by 2.3 percent, from $29.7 million to $30.4 million. It also would boost property taxes for an average home by $28 per year -- an increase of 0.5 percent, compared to the 2 percent state-mandated cap. Of that increase, $11 represents the impact of the falling value of taxable property in the borough.

State aid will be about $9.8 million, up from $9.5 million.

The proposed budget would maintain all existing programs and positions, add a full-time high school English teacher and part-time math and science positions to ease classroom overcrowding, add a part-time nurse, and allow the high school to offer "limited" freshman sports.

Eastern

The proposed 2011-12 budget totals $34.4 million, with $23.6 million coming from local taxes. The tax rate would rise by 1 cent per $100 of assessed value in Berlin Borough, 1.9 cents in Voorhees and 2 cents in Gibbsboro.

That represents an annual increase for an average home of about $24 in Berlin Borough, about $32 in Gibbsboro and about $62 in Voorhees.

A small bump in state aid -- $333,489 additional -- "will allow the district to maintain all existing educational programs and activities for the coming years," school board President Robert DeCicco said in a letter to district residents. In sharp contrast, state aid plunged by $1.7 million a year ago.

DeCicco noted the district is preparing for rising costs in the cost of medical insurance, fuel and special education by trimming the budget in other areas. On the positive side, a part-time mathematics teacher position has been increased to full time. The sports activity fee would not change.

Haddonfield

Haddonfield's proposed $32 million 2011-12 budget would boost taxes by 1.73 percent, compared to a 3.25 percent increase last year. State aid for the coming year is about $319,000. All state aid for the current year was canceled.

Haddon Township

Haddon Township's proposed $31.3 million budget is up by about $681,000, or 2.2 percent. However, the spending level is down by 7.7 percent from 2009-2010.

The tax levy would rise by $158,471, adding 3.4 cents to the tax rate for a tax rate increase of 0.8 percent. For an average home, that represents an annual property-tax increase of about $74. To minimize a tax increase, the district is applying almost $270,000 in surplus funds to the proposed budget, an increase of almost $191,000 over the current year.

Local revenues are $21.2 million, up from $20.9 million. The district notes state aid rose by about $420,000, but remains $1.3 million less than in 2009-10.

If the budget passes, the district would add a part-time music teacher, a part-time math teacher, a first grade teacher and an inclusion kindergarten aide, among other hires.

Voorhees

Voorhees' 2011-12 proposed budget of $49.37 million represents a 3.69 percent decrease from the current one. District officials cite a loss in township ratables among the factors why the proposed tax levy, $41.73 million, would raise taxes on the average home assessed at $335,930 by $123 annually, or 3.6 cents per $100 assessed value.

The proposed budget cuts a guidance counselor and two teaching positions at the middle school and one assistant principal position, all through attrition.

It also institutes a middle school activity fee of $100 per child, except for students who qualify for free or reduced lunch.

Winslow

In Winslow, where the proposed 2011-12 budget is $91.66 million, officials are seeking the maximum 2 percent tax increase -- and warning that 14 teachers could be let go if the budget is rejected.

The local tax levy will be nearly $43.16 million, up by $846,000 or the maximum 2 percent. That represents an annual increase of $67 for an average home.

State aid is $43.5 million, up from $42.6 million.

The district noted that 395 township students in grades kindergarten through four will attend a charter school in Winslow, an increase of 80 youngsters. The district will direct $5 million to charter schools, up about $1.5 million.

It said state funding for preschool programs will fall by $1.3 million, causing the loss of two prekindergarten teaching positions. It plans to cut 21 positions, including 14 teachers, four medical assistants, three secretaries and an administrator.

The district's planned expenditures include three 54-passenger buses and three minibuses.

Gloucester County Kingsway Regional

The Kingsway Regional School District has a proposed 2011-12 operating budget of $27.51 million. Voters are being asked to approve a tax levy of $15,918,384 -- an increase of 2.46 percent or $381,735.

The cap allows for adjustments to reflect increases in enrollment. However, the budget falls $1,591,214 short of adequate revenue. Kingsway's operating budget is down a third of 1 percent.

A second question on the ballot asks voters to authorize additional revenue to support athletic and co-curricular after-school programs that total $405,275. It cannot be approved unless the general tax levy is passed.

Approximately $195,500 of that amount would be used to restore middle school and freshman sports that had been previously eliminated. The remaining $209,000 is earmarked to bring back an after-school activities bus, select middle and high school activities and off-campus sports such as bowling, golf, winter track and swimming. The additional revenue will be raised through the local tax levy in addition to the established levy cap.

If the budget is approved, the estimated tax impact on the four sending districts will average a $45.47 increase in East Greenwich, $82.23 in South Harrison, $64.21 in Woolwich and an average reduction of about $30 in Swedesboro.

Approval of the second question will have an additional increase of $22 in East Greenwich, $24.69 in South Harrison, $23.30 in Woolwich and nearly $15 in Swedesboro, in addition to the tax increases and decreases associated with adoption of the budget.

This budget includes the addition of six-and-a-half certificated and noncertificated positions. Still, school officials said 17 employees will lose their jobs as part of the fiscal year 2012 budget.

A proposed activity registration and participation fee to be considered by the board of education would bring in $50,000 of additional revenue, but would not offset the total cost of the activities.

Monroe Township

Monroe Township's proposed 2011-12 budget, $87 million, includes a nearly $42.8 million tax levy. That's a 2 percent increase over last year's levy and accounts for a 3.9-cent increase per $100 of assessed value.

It would result in a tax increase of $88.50 annually for a home assessed at the $226,933 township average.

If the budget is approved, three teachers would be hired to reduce class sizes at Williamstown Middle School, as well as a secondary level special education teacher and a new elementary school teacher. The budget also would fund new science textbooks for grades one through five and facility repairs including replacement of failed HVAC piping at Holly Glen Elementary School, replacement of three worn HVAC units at Williamstown Middle School, and replacement of damaged boiler heat tubes and failing roof seams at Williamstown High School.

Swedesboro-Woolwich

The Swedesboro-Woolwich School District is asking for a tax increase from the two communities sending students to its schools to accommodate a $19.3 million operating budget. As proposed, the budget would ask the average Woolwich taxpayer to pay an additional $17.93 while those in Swedesboro are asked to pay $87.89 more on average.

The tax impact for Woolwich is a 1-cent increase per $100 of assessed value, or an additional $17.93 in school taxes on a home assessed at the township average of $179,279. Swedesboro's increase would be 4.7 cents per $100 of assessed value, or $87.89 in school taxes for a home valued at the borough average of $186,990.

The district looks to transition from a full-day to half-day kindergarten program and eliminate one administrative and one support staff position.

Officials said shifting to a half-day program allows for facility space next school year. Hiring additional teachers isn't possible in this budget to accommodate growth. Half-day kindergarten will allow the district to reassign some teachers to target enrollment needs.

Enrollment projections continue to rise. Between Dec. 7, 2010, and Jan. 7, 2011, the district enrolled 31 new students, with more than half having special needs. About 65 new students have come into the district this school year.

Swedesboro-Woolwich has joined in shared services, including sharing curricular services with three other districts, joint purchasing with Pittsgrove Township, and other shared purchasing agreements covering audiovisual needs, elementary science and art supplies as well as other technology purchases.

If the budget fails, the district may have to cut as many as 10 teaching positions.

Washington Township

Washington Township's total proposed budget for 2011-12 is $137.57 million, including nearly $5 million in debt service.

For the first time in two decades, the district is decreasing its tax levy by more than $3 million and comes in $4.7 million below the state-mandated cap. The proposed tax levy is $71.87 million, down from nearly $75 million last year.

The average assessed home in the township valued at $129,103 will see an average increase of $98.34 per year if voters approve the tax levy.

Officials said there are consequences if the budget fails to be approved by voters. Among them are building closures, increasing class sizes, cuts in music programs, extra-curricular activity fee implementation or transportation, and food and custodial service outsourcing.

A redistricting plan could also be put into place, but the 2011-12 budget was crafted on the assumption it would not be considered this year.

West Deptford

West Deptford's proposed 2011-12 operating budget is $40.73 million, and voters are being asked to approve a $28.43 million tax levy. Because of the recent revaluation of property in the township, there would be a 2.12-cent decrease in school taxes per $100 of assessed value. The average home is now valued at $208,151.

Included in the budget are funds for new visitors' bleachers at the high school stadium, new uniforms for eight different sports teams, a new tuba for the marching band, new digital cameras for the graphics program, renovation of a science classroom and replacement computers for the Video Technology Lab.

At the middle school, the budget would fund the school's technology initiative, four sets of new novels for the language arts literacy program and new booklets for gifted and talented testing. It also would fund the reinstatement of co-ed cross-country, support of all extra-curricular activities and maintaining existing after-school clubs and programs, and facilities upgrades at all three elementary schools.

Woodbury

The Woodbury district's proposed $23 million operating budget for 2011-12 includes a $11.16 tax levy.

Because of a prior voter-approved referendum, taxpayers in Woodbury would see their tax rate increase nearly 20 cents per $100 of assessed value if they approve the budget. The tax levy, at the 2 percent cap, equates to a 5.8-cent rate increase on a home valued at the $91,557 city average. With the previous voter-approved referendum allowing for just over a 14-cent rate increase, taxpayers with homes valued at the city average would see their taxes go up about $180 after increasing by $133 for the current year.

In the two years prior to that, taxes went down about $240, making for a total net increase of just under $75.

The district chose not to seek an allowed 1.57 percent levy cap increase that would have covered a 15 percent raise in health benefits costs.

The district will enter into shared services with joint purchasing of school supplies and electricity, selected transportation routes with Gateway Regional and the county Special Services districts and insurance pool participation.

Staff writers Carol Comegno, Lucas Murray and Jim Walsh contributed to this report. Reach Barbara S. Rothschild at (856) 486-2416 or barothschild@camden.gannett.com
