

Districts quick to move elections

Many frustrated with voter defeat of school budgets

6:31 AM, Feb. 6, 2012 

Written by BARBARA S. ROTHSCHILD  Courier-Post Staff

When Gov. Chris Christie signed legislation Jan. 17 allowing school districts to move their annual elections to November, Bellmawr couldn’t move fast enough.

The small Camden County district has suffered 33 straight school budget losses. Last year, voters defeated the proposed 2011-12 tax levy by 78 votes even though it was at the state-mandated 2 percent cap. The proposed levy would have raised taxes $29.35 annually for the average homeowner. That’s less than the annual cost for one soft pretzel a week or the tab for seven hoagies from Carmen’s Deli, the district tried to tell voters in a failed public information campaign.

So the new option of moving elections from April to Election Day — and being able to leave the budget levy off the ballot altogether provided the district does not go over cap — was a no-brainer for the school board, which approved the move unanimously last month.

“Obviously we’ve had some difficulty in the past with the budget. This works for us because we are going to stay under cap,” Business Administrator Christopher Rodia said.

The Berlin Township school board moved just as fast.

“For the past five years, we’ve stayed under cap and people still didn’t pass the budget,” Berlin Township Superintendent Brian Betze said.

“Two of those budgets actually decreased the tax rate, and they were still voted down,” he said.

Being able to forego voter approval on school budgets, as well as saving the cost of mounting a separate election that traditionally has low voter turnout, have been propelling school boards to pass resolutions to go to the polls in November.

“We’re going to work within the 2 percent cap and the voters won’t have to worry about it. This will save a couple thousand dollars to hold the election — money that will go back into the classroom,” Clementon district Business Administrator Joanne Clement said. The Clementon school board passed a resolution to switch Jan. 23, less than a week after the legislation was signed.

The state has set Feb. 17 as the date by which a decision should be made to avoid unnecessary expenses for an April election and to provide due notice to anyone interested in running for school board in April. Although counties are expected to apportion some fees to school districts for including them on the November ballots, the amount is thought to be far less than the cost to districts of printing separate ballots and hiring election officials in April.

Boards that don’t move their elections must still go to the voters for budget approval regardless of whether proposed tax levies stay at or under cap. Those that do make the move must commit to it for four years.

School districts that move elections to coincide with the general election in November will hold reorganizations in January, when newly elected board members will be sworn in.

The New Jersey School Boards Association can’t keep up with the number of school districts making the switch. As of Friday, it had listed 165 converts out of the 538 districts that conduct elections, but it had left out a number of districts in the tri-county area and possibly elsewhere that were already on board.

“Many districts are considering making the change, but every town is different,” NJSBA spokesman Frank Belluscio said.

“For electing board members, the big issue is partisan influence on the November ballot, because there will be partisan elections at the same time. The nonpartisan nature of school board membership is highly valued,” Belluscio said.

The state made it clear that candidates for school board would be listed separately on the ballot and not under any party columns. That was enough to make the Medford district pass resolutions to move elections to November.

“The legislation does create a circumstance where the school board election could become politicized. Political parties could in some way connect to potential candidates for school board, and that’s a concern for me,” Medford Superintendent Joseph Del Rossi said.

But the positives of the new legislation outweighed that negative in Medford, where voters heavily defeated the 2011-2012 proposed budget in April by a nearly two-to-one vote. The proposed levy did not exceed the cap, but it didn’t help that the township sought voter approval the same day on lifting the municipal cap — which also was defeated.

“A defeated budget is divisive for the community and creates factions within the district. That will be eliminated as long as we keep under cap and pose no second questions,” Del Rossi said.

The move could save the Medford district as much as $15,000, the cost of the April election, and allows it to do long-range planning based on a sure amount of money coming in without being subjected to voter approval.

Concerned about the potential political ramifications, the Washington Township and Deptford school boards are still discussing whether to switch. Deptford will make a decision at its Feb. 14 meeting, district Business Administrator Howie O’Neil said.

But more certainty about the future — and potential savings of $46,000, the amount it costs Cherry Hill to have its April elections — has swayed Cherry Hill board members, who are set to vote affirmatively on a resolution at a special action meeting before their monthly planning meeting Feb. 14.

Potential politicization was the board’s primary concern, school board President Seth Klukoff said. But avoiding a vote on the budget could remove some of the divisiveness that has in the past polarized the community and led to partisan backing of candidate slates, even in April.

Cherry Hill sought input from residents, most of whom sided with Tom Yarnall, a senior citizen who said the November elections would save money and be more convenient. Waleska Batista-Arias, a district supervisor, noted that moving elections would also provide a security boost for students, as school is not in session on Election Day.

Some in Cherry Hill are opposed to the move, including Howard Silverstone, a parent who believes school issues will be lost in the November election shuffle. “Having a school election on its own date allows everyone to focus on some of the most important issues — specifically, our children,” he said.

But in Glassboro, where the school board will vote on a resolution at a special meeting called for Feb. 15, board President Peter Calvo said the issues get lost in April.

“This will save the district a lot of money putting together an election that, on average, brings out about 12 percent of the voting public. This will get more folks out,” Calvo said.

Under the new legislation, districts must still follow a timeline to prepare budgets, hold public hearings and file budgets with the county. “It’s difficult for voters to get into the booth and understand what’s going on just by reading what’s on the ballot,” Calvo noted.

Mount Laurel, Maple Shade, Berlin Borough, Collingswood, Voorhees and Harrison Township are among other local districts making the switch to November elections.

Said Mount Laurel board President Ronald Frey, “With an annual cost of just under $20,000 to fund the election itself, the past 15 elections have cost Mount Laurel taxpayers some $300,000 that could have gone to the classroom.”

The district passed its resolution Jan. 31, and will assess the move over the next four years while saving taxpayers about $80,000, Frey estimated.

Berlin Borough board members passed their resolution Jan. 19, two days after the law went into effect, hoping to get more citizens to the polls. In Maple Shade, where a resolution was passed Jan. 25, the district expects to save about $14,000 annually in election costs, Superintendent Michael Livengood said.

Belluscio said it will be interesting to see what happens this November. Even then, not everyone who votes understands every question on the ballot or recognizes every name on it — and some may not care.

“You have a higher voter participation rate going into a presidential election — but some people may just pull one lever (for president) and leave the booth. Hopefully, that won’t happen, and we’ll see more involvement and more interest in local education policy,” Belluscio said.
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