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The mood surrounding New Jersey's 2011 school elections -- held on a rare Wednesday this week -- is more subdued than it was leading up to last year's elections.

Does that bode well for school districts?

The answer is a definite "maybe."

"After holding meetings about the budget and talking with people, I believe that parents, teachers and other community members feel good about the budget this year," Cherry Hill school board President Seth Klukoff said about a spending plan that gives $500,000 back to voters in tax relief.

Last April, 69 percent of budgets failed after Gov. Chris Christie went to war with the New Jersey Education Association and encouraged voters to reject spending plans in districts where teachers did not agree to pay freezes.

But last year, voters rejected budgets even in districts where teachers did agree to pay freezes, suggesting it was more the specter of rising taxes and the bad economy in general that led to the largest percentage of budget defeats since 1976.

After Christie cut state aid to most districts midway through the year for 2008-09 and followed up with more cuts for 2009-10, most districts last year presented voters with greater tax hikes than usual. In some cases, they exceeded the then-4 percent tax levy cap.

This year, it seems like voter approval has nowhere to go but up -- even though, because of declining ratables, taxes also may go up even where the levy is decreasing.

In Cherry Hill, where the proposed levy is $3.4 million below the state-mandated cap -- lowered to 2 percent this year -- the value of taxable property in the township has declined by nearly $60 million over the past year.

So, despite the $500,000 giveback prompted by a $1.72 million state aid increase, 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.

Other districts also hope that coming in under the tax levy cap brings budget success.

Some districts are using federal Education Jobs Act money or funds from dwindling surpluses to lower tax hikes -- risky moves because the EJA money won't be there next year. And with depleted surpluses and continuing uncertainty over state aid and the economy, even larger tax increases could be in store in 2012-13.

But in another move likely to resonate with taxpayers, districts have adjusted to what Christie has called "the new normal," finding they can actually do more with less without sacrificing quality inside the classroom.

In Mount Laurel, where the budget suffered a rare defeat last year, the proposed $65.78 million operating budget is $230,605 less than this year's budget and $199,230 below the state-mandated 2 percent cap on spending.

It spares layoffs but reduces staff by 16 positions through retirements and enrollment decreases; increases cost-saving cooperative purchases; and includes plans for increased revenue through solar energy, bus advertising and other initiatives.

Still, with ratables down by more than $30 million in Mount Laurel, the owner of a home assessed at the $142,200 township average would pay $49.77 more in local school taxes, or a total $2,305 for the year. That's in addition to regional high school taxes for Lenape, which would remain stable at $1,532.72 for the average Mount Laurel homeowner because of the declining ratables.

Break in the fight

Districts also hope to benefit from a lull in the battle between Christie and the NJEA. While the governor has continued to spar with the union, touting his plans to establish a performance-based salary system in place of tenure, districts have remained supportive of teachers.

Although several teacher contracts are still unsettled over salary and benefits -- as in Moorestown -- others have reflected compromise, as in Cherry Hill.

Maple Shade Superintendent Michael Livengood hopes voters who defeated last year's budget will look positively on this year's plan, which retains all programs. But there remains uncertainty over ongoing union negotiations with teachers, secretaries, administrators and other staff.

"We are trying to get concessions to close a $212,000 shortfall in the budget and I am optimistic we will be able to do that," Livengood said. The budget anticipates $212,000 in concession cuts through negotiation or privatization, if necessary.

Maple Shade's proposed $29.8 million budget is within the 2 percent spending cap limit, but taxes would still rise about $82 a year on the average home assessed at $205,000. Nearly 25 percent of the increase, or $21.15, is due to an $11.4 million drop in the value of all taxable property in the township.

Austerity all around

South Jersey's pattern of more austere school budgets is holding true throughout the state, New Jersey School Boards Association spokesman Frank Belluscio said.

"It is a calmer year," he said. "The vast majority of districts are introducing budgets that reflect tax levies of 2 percent or less, and we're definitely in a downsizing mode because of the economy."

Belluscio said the NJSBA is "cautiously optimistic." But he was reluctant to speculate on whether this year's turnout will approach last year's record 26.7 percent of registered voters or be more like business as usual, with turnout at an average 13 to 15 percent or less.

Nor could Belluscio guess whether turnout would have a positive or negative effect.

"On the one hand, voters are usually much less receptive (to passing budgets) when the economy is down," he explained. "But, these budgets are really austere.

"It comes down to local elections."

That observation runs true in South Jersey, where turnout could be influenced by more than the unusual Election Day. It was changed from the third Tuesday of the month to the fourth Wednesday to avoid the first and last days of Passover.

While some voters may shirk the polls because a Wednesday vote is not on their customary radar, others may be away on spring break. Some districts, including Maple Shade and Voorhees, have their spring vacations the week after Easter.

Other districts that usually have spring break beginning Good Friday -- such as Lenape Regional, Mount Laurel and Medford Lakes -- moved vacation to the week ending with Good Friday. That means more voters, particularly those with school-age children, may be around to vote on Election Day Wednesday.

Decisions, decisions

Apart from the calendar, some residents may stay away from the polls because they are confounded or frustrated by a number of decisions facing them in the voting booth.

In five Burlington County districts -- Medford, Mount Holly, Mansfield, Lumberton and Bordentown -- voters must also decide whether to let their municipalities raise the local purpose tax over the 2 percent cap. A sixth, Mount Laurel, had planned to do likewise but withdrew its proposal.

In Riverside, voters will say yes or no to a $750,000 construction bond referendum to build new bleachers at the high school.

Two districts -- Springfield in Burlington County and Kingsway Regional in Gloucester County -- have second ballot questions.

Springfield wants an additional $100,000 from voters for a new teacher so it can hold full-day kindergarten. Kingsway Regional seeks an additional $405,275 to re-establish late buses, some after-school activities, and freshman and middle school sports.

Getting creative

While many districts have tried to dispel confusion and answer all residents' concerns through a series of public meetings, some are attempting more creative outreach this year.

In Bellmawr, where the proposed $7.73 million tax levy would raise school taxes by $29.35 for the owner of a home valued at the $170,000 borough average, the district declared its own Pride in Education Week.

There was a spring dance at the middle school to boost community spirit, followed by evening open houses at all three schools to bring in parents, highlight student accomplishments and allow for brief budget presentations.

Superintendent Annette Castiglione said the prospect of getting a budget passed is daunting -- the local district budget has been defeated for 32 consecutive years by Bellmawr residents, who also vote on the Black Horse Pike Regional budget for high school.

But Castiglione keeps hoping.

"Parents are very involved this year, and I think they are informed," she insisted. "I see lots of nods and smiles at presentations, so I'd like to think the mood is more positive than last year."

Like officials and board members in other districts who have produced budgets they consider cut to the bone, Castiglione doesn't want to contemplate defeat.

If municipal governing bodies reduce defeated tax levies, districts may be forced to cut programs, raise fees or make other unpopular changes. And the relative calm of this year's election season could give way to stormy confrontations in front of newly reorganized school boards.

The NJSBA has reported that interest in school board candidacy is up this year, with 2,222 candidates running for 1,619 available seats in Wednesday's election.

There are 150 candidates running to fill 119 seats in Burlington County, 137 candidates vying for 77 seats in Camden County and 120 prospects to fill 88 seats in Gloucester County.

Of those running, 91 in Burlington County, or 61 percent, are incumbents. So are 77 in Camden County, or 56 percent of the candidates, and 54 in Gloucester County, or 45 percent.

While 60 percent of last year's school board candidates statewide were incumbents, that number is down to 49 percent this year. Burlington and Gloucester counties are bucking the trend, indicating more incumbents want to finish what they started with a move toward that "new normal."

But the difficulties of the past year also are attracting newcomers who don't cringe at the thought of facing angry residents if failed budgets lead to unpopular cuts or more activity fees.

"More people have become interested because they feel they can make a contribution," Belluscio said.

Staff writer Carol Comegno contributed to this report. Reach Barbara S. Rothschild at (856) 486-2416 or barothschild@camden.gannett.com
