Cherry Hill school board puts surplus funds to use
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CHERRY HILL

The school board closed out the just-ended fiscal year by transferring more than $750,000 from its surplus into the 2007-08 budget.

On Friday, the board transferred $758,500 that could not be kept in surplus, deciding to use the funds in 2007-08 to purchase district math supplies, textbooks, computers and technology resources and a technology disaster recovery system. The recovery system will allow the district to operate critical systems in the event servers at its data center become inoperable.

The district had a surplus of more than $4 million, but by New Jersey statute cannot carry over more than 2 percent of a current year's expense budget -- about $3.2 million for 2006-07's $159.8 million budget -- to the following year.

The surplus grew as much as it did because of a budget freeze implemented in January, district spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel said.

The freeze was implemented because of concerns about projected increases in the cost of health benefits, utilities and special education out-of-district tuitions.

The surplus increased further when the district was able to save budgeted money through negotiating lower health-care costs with benefits providers and finding other cost savings, Bastnagel said.

The district is still required to carry a healthy surplus and will receive a rating from investors services after its annual audit, whose results come out in the fall.

In years past, the district was criticized for letting its surplus fall too low. On July 1, 2002, the reserve was about $500,000, less than one-half of 1 percent of the district's then-$125,000 operating budget.

At times, the surplus was much higher -- more than $4 million, as it was at the end of the 2006-07 fiscal year. But districts used to be able to carry larger surpluses before the state statute changed.

Should there still be excess surplus after the audit, it would be applied as tax relief in the 2008-09 budget year. It would probably be much more than $200,000, Bastnagel said.

Parents of some parents of special education students are upset about how the board decided to apply the extra surplus, saying they thought special education positions cut from the 2007-08 budget were more important than an extra data recovery system.

"They cut $500,000 out of special ed last year and $500,000 from special ed this year. That's a million dollars cut from programs that needed expansion of services," said Kathi Magee, whose 7-year-old high-functioning autistic son, Connor, attends Cooper Elementary School.

But Bastnagel said a number of the 24.5 positions that had been cut for next year have already been restored because enrollments warranted it, as the administration had predicted.

Reach Barbara S. Rothschild at (856) 486-2416 or brothschild@courierpostonline.com.
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