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CHERRY HILL — The school district’s preliminary budget for the 2012-13 school year includes a tax levy at the state-mandated 2 percent cap, or $2.94 million — the maximum it can be raised without needing voter approval under the new state law allowing school elections to be moved to November.

The tentative budget, introduced last week after districts received word of state aid for the coming year, includes a $149.7 million tax levy, up from $146.8 million this year.

The tax impact on homeowners is not available yet, district spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel said.

The school board may have it by the time it meets for its work session Tuesday.

The public hearing on the budget will be held at the board’s regular action meeting on March 27.

The proposed operating budget of $171.5 million, up from the current year’s $167.3 million, is an increase of over $4.16 million or 2.48 percent.

The district plans to save $1 million in regular instruction costs by reallocating staff from regular education to special education, which will increase costs by that same million-dollar amount.

In all, there are 15.2 additional positions in the proposed budget, including five special education teachers, eight special education teaching assistants, two technology staffers and the 0.2 addition for world language instruction at the middle school level.

The athletics budget is up by $66,000, but money for co-curricular activities has been cut by almost $13,000.

There is additional budgeting for basic skills, bilingual education, out-of-district placements, health services, guidance, staff training, information technology and maintenance in the proposed spending plan, and decreases in security and transportation costs.

Money for capital projects at the district’s aging schools will increase by $745,000, or 21 percent, bringing capital spending to $4.2 million.

Planned projects in fiscal 2012-13 include roofing improvements at Paine International Elementary School, Rosa International Middle School and Cherry Hill High School East, as well as a major electrical upgrade at Rosa, drainage work at high schools East and West, and a new sanitary ejector pump at Malberg Administration Building, which houses the alternative high school.

Security expenses are being decreased by $55,000 by eliminating extra pay for some of the staff, but no security personnel will be cut, Bastnagel said.

A decrease of $107,000 in the transportation column is possible because of more precise budgeting and agreements with other districts, particularly for nonpublic bus routes.

The district is also able to save more than $400,000 in purchased services and supplies next year because the purchases have been offset with money in this year’s budget.

Custodial costs will also decrease by about $104,000.

The wild card, according to the district, is the $1.85 million it has set aside for Regis Academy Charter School, due to open in September in the Ashland section.

The amount is based on the 169 Cherry Hill students that Regis founders originally estimated to come from the district.

The Cherry Hill district has taken the lead in appealing the DOE’s approval of the charter school, with three other sending districts joining in.

Regis co-founder Amir Khan recently sought to lower the estimated number of Cherry Hill students to 50.

The district is already setting aside $62,000 in the next budget for five students who attend charter schools in Camden and Somers Point.

If the set-aside for Regis is reduced, the administration has recommended lowering the tax levy by $250,000 and increasing funds for technology infrastructure and capital projects.

The district has been buoyed for next year by increased tuition, estimated at $158,000, or more than twice this year’s $75,000, and increased state aid.

Cherry Hill is getting a total of $12.73 million in state aid for the coming year, up from $9.66 million originally awarded in 2011-12.

The new amount includes $1.7 million received in July and reserved for the coming year, plus the additional $1.4 million awarded last month. It’s a 12 percent increase, but still less than the 2008-09 state aid of $16.2 million.

The district set aside $6.9 million, including the $1.7 million in aid awarded in July, to support 2012-13 operations, Bastnagel said.

The district also expects to take in $221,000 from student activity fees first imposed in 2010-11.

It is counting on only half of its current investment income next year, down from $300,000 to $150,000.

School districts have already lost federal American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funds this year, and will lose the federal Education Jobs Fund for 2012-13.

In Cherry Hill, the jobs funding figure came to more than $547,000 in the current budget.
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