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After last year, when a record number of voters turned out for school board elections and defeated nearly 60 percent of proposed spending plans statewide, districts wondered if those figures were an anomaly.

The results from Wednesday's elections point in that direction. Voters approved 80 percent of 2011-12 budgets -- the highest percentage since 2001, when 81 percent of the budgets were passed.

Voters approved budgets in 21 of 39 Burlington County districts, 27 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.

Voters also approved eight of 11 second ballot questions posed, as well as five of eight school construction bond referendums. All the additional school questions in South Jersey passed.

After last year's contentious atmosphere -- when Gov. Chris Christie cut state aid to public schools not once, but twice, waged war against the New Jersey Education Association and even urged voters to defeat proposed budgets -- this year's budget season was more toned down, positive and conciliatory.

State aid increased for the coming school year -- although at much lower levels than before last year's cuts -- and most districts showed they could work within the "new normal," staying at or below a newly lowered 2 percent budget increase cap.

In some cases -- as in Cherry Hill, where the 2011-12 budget passed -- school boards that hadn't counted on any increase in school funds returned part of the windfall to taxpayers.

"Voters understood the difficult choices many school boards had to make this year when developing their budget proposals," New Jersey School Boards Association President Raymond Wiss said.

Voter sentiments tended to echo those of Mount Laurel resident Susan Opperman, who voted in favor of her local and regional school budgets.

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

While statewide election turnout results were not available by Friday, the NJBSA reported that turnout appeared lower than in 2010, when a record 26.7 percent of New Jersey voters marched to the polls.

In Burlington County, 18.58 percent of registered voters turned out on Wednesday, compared with 22.8 percent last April.

In Camden County, an unofficial tally based on machine votes put this year's tally at 11 percent participation, about the same as in years prior to 2010. In Gloucester County, 14.08 percent of voters turned out, compared to 20.04 percent last year.

Voter turnout in most districts appeared to revert to the percentages seen prior to last year's unusual circumstances.

In Cherry Hill, where the budget passed after failing last year, a spokeswoman said half as many people voted this year as did in 2010.

In Mount Laurel, where 6,448 people cast votes last April -- only the second time its local school budget failed in 20 years -- 4,022 voted this year and the budget passed.

There were glaring exceptions -- most notably in the 14 municipalities that asked the same voters to approve municipal spending over the state's 2 percent tax levy cap. There, more voters turned out than usual -- rejecting 12 of the 14 municipal proposals to exceed the cap and voting down school budgets as well.

In the five Burlington County towns that had budget-cap referendums, all were defeated -- along with all the local school budgets. Regional districts that include the towns seeking to exceed their caps also saw their budgets defeated.

In Medford, where there are 16,650 registered voters, 7,027 -- or 42 percent -- voted on the school budget. A slightly lower number -- 6,444 voters, or nearly 39 percent -- cast votes in the municipal cap referendum.

By a vote of 4,576 to 2,451 -- nearly two to one -- Medford residents resoundingly defeated the local school district's proposed $36.77 million tax levy for 2011-12, even though it did not exceed the cap. Medford homeowners would have seen a local school tax increase of $126 per year on the average home assessed at $200,827.

Medford residents also overwhelmingly said no to their portion of the Lenape Regional High School District's proposed tax levy of $99 million. Medford's share would have raised taxes by $94.71 for the average township home.

Taking Medford out of the mix, Lenape's budget would have passed by 700 votes, counting only the results from its other seven sending districts. Instead, its budget was defeated by 1,419 votes.

Medford residents voted 2,350 for and 4,502 against Lenape's budget. If 800 of those who voted no had voted the other way, Lenape's budget -- $884,000 below the 2 percent cap -- would have passed.

"What bothers me is that districts set a budget, stay under cap and still have to go to the public for approval," said Lenape Superintendent Emily Capella. "Municipalities don't have to get voter approval unless they go over the cap.

"The whole process was flawed and set school districts up for failed budgets."

The Lenape district now must meet with the governing bodies in all eight municipalities that send students to its high schools to agree on a revised levy. If even one municipality refuses to participate -- as Mount Laurel did last year -- the state will decide whether to cut the levy and by how much.

Capella wouldn't speculate on whether programs and/or staff will be cut if the levy goes down.

"It's already a tight budget," she said. "We lost $7.5 million in state aid last year and got $1.3 million back this year (for 2011-12), but now we'll lose again. We've cut and cut and cut. But we're caught up in the economics of the times."

Not all regional districts lost Wednesday. Among those that won -- and won big -- was Kingsway Regional School District, which includes middle and high school for students from East Greenwich, South Harrison, Swedesboro and Woolwich.

In December, voters rejected a $31.12 million construction bond that would have expanded facilities for Kingsway, which is growing by 100 students annually.

But on Wednesday, in a rare budget win for the district, voters in all four municipalities not only approved a $15.9 million levy that raises taxes in three of them, but also said yes to a second ballot question that raises taxes in all four.

The second question authorized an additional $405,275 levy for athletic and co-curricular afterschool programs, including the restoration of middle school and high school freshman sports previously eliminated.

Communication -- and reality -- made the difference this time, said Superintendent James Lavender.

"We spent a considerable amount of time educating our community members," he explained. "People have a better understanding of the erosion of state aid and the growth in the district.

"We made a compelling case. We are an extremely efficient district that puts out an outstanding product. But the gross inequities in funding left us pigeonholed. If our second question was defeated, there really wouldn't have been a lot for our kids to do after school. And that hurts them because college applications look for those things."

To get out the vote, Lavender relied on a grass-roots campaign and attended two dozen meetings with different community groups.

"People even opened up their homes over breakfast," he said.

In Glassboro, where the school budget was approved for the fifth straight year, district spokeswoman Heather Simmons said a winning record is possible even in the worst of economic times. It's possible to talk straight to people without talking down to them, she explained.

The 2011-12 budget passed 635-339, or by a two-to-one margin. Voters approved a $16.8 million tax levy that will raise school taxes $41 annually for the owner of a home assessed at the $188,444 home borough average.

"Over the last several years, we've built up a high level of support with parents, grandparents and other community members," Simmons said.
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