Spike in dog license fees angers Cherry Hill pet owners
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CHERRY HILL

Township dog owners received a bit of a surprise when their annual dog license renewal forms arrived in the mail last month.

Instead of the regular $8.20 fee they had come to expect for neutered or spayed dogs, the form indicated the township is now charging $22.20 -- an increase of 170 percent.

The price hike has made some dog owners angry.

Ann Madara, who has a mixed-breed dog named Shadow, was disturbed enough to call the township building to demand a reason for the markup. On the surface, a $14 increase might not seem like much, Madara said. But when put in the context of years of rising property taxes, it becomes upsetting, she said.

"You would think that a municipality of this size would be able to pay for their animal control services without having to increase fees," Madara said. "I just think it's ridiculous."

Cherry Hill has struggled for years to pay the costs of hiring an animal control company, leasing animal shelter space, maintaining an administrative support staff, hosting a free rabies clinic each year and conducting an annual pet census, township spokesman Dan Keashen said.

The township has typically collected less than $30,000 per year on 3,000 licensed dogs and a couple hundred licensed cats. It costs $100,000 per year to provide the around-the-clock animal control the state requires, he said.

Therefore, Cherry Hill quickly took advantage when state law changed last year to let municipalities increase annual license fees to a $21 maximum, plus $1.20 in state surcharges for rabies and animal sterilization.

"If our legislators had acted years ago, we could have raised the fee in smaller increments, but it was imperative we had an expanded revenue source immediately," Keashen said.

The township hopes the higher fee, which also applies to cats, will help balance the equation so it doesn't have to use quite so much of its general budget to subsidize animal control, Keashen said.

But pet owners predict fewer township residents will register their animals because of the higher cost. That means less money will be collected overall than if the fee had been increased only slightly, they say.

A quick survey of 18 randomly selected towns across Burlington, Camden and Gloucester counties shows Cherry Hill has the highest pet license fee. The overwhelming majority charge in the $8 to $12 range.

"Cherry Hill went for the full boat," said resident Alan Fisher, who's owned his dogs Skylark and Starlite for seven years.

He's upset the township won't reduce the fee for people such as himself who go to the veterinarian for their pets' rabies shots.

"If they're in the red, maybe they have bad management and maybe they're spending too much," Fisher said. "I don't want to pay the increase, but I have no choice. If I don't pay, then I'll be in violation and get charged more."

Owners of unlicensed pets are subject to a $50 fine per animal, according to the township ordinance.

Unlike other towns that rely on a county collective for animal control, Cherry Hill has a contract with Independent Animal Control Services of Lindenwold, which provides more personalized attention, Keashen said.

For example, the company will respond within one hour of a call compared to the county collective's 48-hour response, Keashen said.

And registered animals found are taken directly back to their owners rather than the animal shelter, he said.

The township only handles calls for domesticated animals.

"The dog license fee is just one thing among many in Cherry Hill," Madara said. "I find it way too expensive to live here."
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