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Reversing last year's massacre of school budgets at the polls, South Jersey voters gave a thumbs up to more than half of the spending plans for 2011-12.

In unofficial results as of press time, voters had given the nod to budgets in 21 of 39 Burlington County districts, 12 of 36 Camden County districts and 20 of 27 Gloucester County districts. Last year, only five Burlington County, 18 Camden County and nine Gloucester County budgets passed.

Some of Wednesday's defeats were by razor-thin margins. Woodbury's $11.16 million tax levy failed by 10 votes, and Delsea Regional School District's budget lost by 16 votes. Cinnaminson's spending plan failed by 20 votes, Willingboro's by 12.

In all, only 41 percent of school budgets passed last year -- the lowest percentage since 1976. This year, all indications are that won't be repeated although some districts that usually have trouble getting budgets passed -- including the large Lenape Regional High School District and the small district of Bellmawr -- were unable to buck that pattern.

In Camden County, spending plans passed in sizable districts like Cherry Hill and Haddonfield, Haddon Township and Voorhees, as well as the Eastern Regional High School District. Budgets also won support in smaller districts, like Audubon, Berlin Borough, Clementon, Gibbsboro and Stratford.

Spending plans were rejected in Winslow, Mount Ephraim and Bellmawr.

Administrators in districts with approved budgets said they're enjoying a sense of certainty that's been rare in recent years.

"We're feeling pretty OK," Haddon Township Superintendent Mark Raivetz said. "When the budget passes, we're guaranteed to know we'll have this many teachers in front of this many kids."

In Gloucester County, spending plans passed by wide margins in Deptford, Glassboro, Logan, West Deptford, Paulsboro and Swedesboro-Woolwich.

In Washington Township, where voters approved a $71.87 million tax levy -- down from nearly $75 million last year -- Superintendent Cheryl Simone was jubilant.

"We decreased our tax levy by $3 million and were under the tax levy cap. I think people appreciated that we did our due diligence and made cuts," Simone said.

But in Bellmawr, where Superintendent Annette Castiglione "had a good feeling" that the budget would pass for the first time in 33 years, voters defeated a $7.73 million tax levy by 78 votes, 451 to 373.

"I'm disappointed. The children are always the losers when a budget is defeated," she said. "I guess people are still angry, and this is the only budget they have a voice in."

Initial observations are that voter turnout was more like the average 13 to 15 percent of those registered than the surge of last year, when a record 26.7 percent of registered voters came out.

But of those who did come out, many more gave votes of confidence this year.

"There has been a shift. We'll probably see a majority of budgets approved this year," New Jersey School Boards Association spokesman Frank Belluscio said.

Mount Laurel voters approved the district's $52.28 million tax levy for the coming year, 2,384 votes to 1,939. Voters there also approved the Lenape Regional High School District budget, 1,867 to 1,626 votes, although that budget was defeated when all sending district votes were tabulated.

"We're extremely grateful for the community support. We lost so much money last year and we were so afraid of what else might have to be cut if the budget failed," Mount Laurel District spokeswoman Marie Reynolds said.

"Last year (when the budget failed) was really an anomaly because there was so much tension and rhetoric. The Mount Laurel budget has only failed twice in the last 20 years," she said.

At Larchmont Elementary School in Mount Laurel, voters came steadily, but it was rare that all booths were occupied. Election officials who had also worked last April confirmed that there was nothing like the relative crowd of 2010.

Michelle Friedman, whose three children attend Larchmont, Harrington Middle School and Lenape High School, said she voted for the Mount Laurel and Lenape Regional School District budgets.

"I'd rather see our money benefit the schools than pay for new recycling cans. A lot of things aren't as necessary as education," Friedman said.

Susan Opperman, with three children at Larchmont, Hartford Upper Elementary and Lenape, also voted for both budgets.

"They (the districts) made enough concessions. They have been fiscally responsible this year and we still need to maintain the level of education in our schools," she said.

Last year's heavy turnout was prompted by Gov. Chris Christie's war on the New Jersey Teachers Association. He urged voters to defeat budgets in districts where teachers did not agree to pay freezes, and many heeded the call -- even in districts where teachers had agreed to freezes.

Massive cuts in state aid which the governor said were necessary to balance the state's budget led to larger tax levies last year, and the bad economy in general also hurt at the polls.

This year, the rhetoric is toned down and new regulations that halved a tax-levy cap from 4 percent to 2 percent made budgets more palatable to voters.

When state aid increased this year, Cherry Hill was one district that gave a chunk of the windfall back to voters as tax relief -- $500,000 worth in that district.

After last year's defeat, this year the proposed budget passed handily -- 3,706 to 2,595. "The board and administration worked hard to give something back to taxpayers -- and parents were pleased to see a budget that didn't require cuts," Cherry Hill district spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel said.

In Moorestown, one of just five Burlington County districts to get a budget passed last year, voters approved a $54.2 million tax levy -- the highest in the county for a nonregional school district -- by a vote of 2,066 to 1,076.

Moorestown's 2011-12 budget, which will raise taxes approximately $80 on the average assessed home of $534,100 despite major cutbacks, includes the elimination of 31 teaching and other full-time positions.

Districts whose budgets were shot down have two days to deliver their spending plans to the municipal governing body -- until the end of business on Friday. District officials and school board members typically discuss the budget and the municipal body has until May 19 to announce how much, if any, of the tax levy must be cut. Governing bodies can recommend where the cuts should be made, but their recommendations are not binding.
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