Cherry Hill OKs budget of $56.5M
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CHERRY HILL

Township council on Tuesday unanimously approved a $56.5 million municipal budget that would raise taxes slightly for the average homeowner.

The annual increase isn't dramatic. For the average household, it amounts to about the price of two adult tickets to the movies.

The municipal tax rate will rise from 62.8 cents per $100 of assessed property value to 64.2 cents for the fiscal year that started July 1, 2007, and ends June 30.

For the owner of an average Cherry Hill house, which is assessed at $140,000, that means paying $899 this fiscal year for township services such as police protection, snow plowing, trash and recycling collection and recreational activities. It's a $20 increase over last fiscal year.

"This document represents my commitment to hold the line on spending and create a blueprint for the future," said Mayor Bernie Platt in his budget address. "Going forward, council and I will continue to work hard to stretch every penny of taxpayer money while maintaining our special quality of life."

The tax hike could have been worse.

Last fall, the township applied for $800,000 in extraordinary aid from the state Department of Community Affairs to make up for skyrocketing pension costs and deep funding cuts other state departments made to Cherry Hill's public library and recreation programs. The township expected to get at least half of the money requested, said Maris Kukainis, the township's business administrator. Instead, it received $195,000.

As a result, the township cut out some heavy machinery and truck purchases for the public works department and decided to hire three police officers this month instead of the 10 originally planned, Kukainis said. The seven other officers will now be hired in the summer.

"Any other open positions we're not planning on filling," said Kukainis, who noted the township has around 342 full-time employees.

While they supported the budget, Council members Dennis Garbowski and Joyce Kurzweil did express concern about the low staffing level and said it deserved to be watched closely.

"I am concerned about the loss of personnel through attrition, especially in the police department," Garbowski said.

The township's police force has 130 officers on duty. That number will rise to 140 when 10 recruits, who were hired in June, graduate from the police academy in April.

Since fiscal year 2003, the municipal tax rate has jumped from 33.8 cents to 64.2 cents -- a 90 percent increase. Rising health benefit, pension and insurance costs have contributed to the jump.

Platt said he doesn't think eliminating or diluting township services is the right response to the municipal tax issue.

"The mayor believes Cherry Hill residents are here because of the services that are provided on a daily basis," said township spokesman Dan Keashen. "They are top-rated not only in Camden County, but in the state, and he doesn't want to compromise those services."

Instead, the township will find more ways to share services with other government entities, he said.

"Reducing redundancy will be pivotal to lowering the tax rate," Keashen said.

The township can also save money by limiting the number of no-bid work contracts it awards for professional services, said Doris Carey, who was one of less than a handful of residents to attend the meeting.

"It's not a huge tax increase, but, at the same time, it could affect some people," Carey said.

Reach Lisa Grzyboski at (856) 486-2931 or lgrzyboski@courierpostonline.com
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MORE INFORMATION
Cherry Hill's property tax bills will be sent to homes on Feb. 1 instead of January due to delays at the state level. As a result, the township will accept property tax payments without penalty through late February. People with questions can contact the tax collector's office at (856) 488-7880 during normal business hours.

View and download the entire municipal budget at the township's Web site, www.cherryhill-nj.com.

