March 5, 2008
Cherry Hill seeks $171M for schools

By BARBARA S. ROTHSCHILD
Courier-Post Staff 
The school board introduced a preliminary 2008-09 budget of $171 million, which is $14 million more than the current budget.
The local tax levy -- the amount residents have to pay in property taxes to support the budget -- will rise by about $4.5 million. That means the owner of a home assessed at $140,000 will pay $118 more in property taxes. The new tax rate will be $3.13 per $100 of assessed value, 8 cents more than the present tax rate.
The district plans to use $7.2 million from the 2006-07 surplus and additional state aid of $1.7 million to keep the tax rate down.
The preliminary proposed budget includes three additional self-contained classes for special education, additional teachers for classes that mainstream special education students in kindergarten and grade two, additional elementary and middle school teachers and more elementary school teachers in "special areas," such as art and music.
"Our biggest challenge is a spike in enrollment," said Susan Bastnagel, district spokeswoman.
She said the district expects about 200 more students to be enrolled next year, 14 percent of them special education students. The projections are based on township estimates and annual trends in the district.
Other rising costs include employee benefits, transportation, tuition for out of district placement for some special education students and contracted special services.
All five board members present -- Board President Anne Einhorn, Vice President Robert Russo, Nancy O'Dowd, Lisa Conn and Steve Robbins -- voted to accept the preliminary budget.
O'Dowd voted yes, "with reservation." She said she would not accept a final budget unless it included $400,000 to fund the second phase of a project to revamp the curriculum, stressing equity in all schools.
The preliminary budget does not include money to fund continuation of that project or the $1.6 million that had been requested to fund ongoing capital projects, such as new lockers in the middle and high schools, new exterior doors, and a roof at one of the elementary schools.
Resident John Tremble told the board he found the preliminary budget "mind boggling."
"You're spending the surplus. You'll have a bigger problem next year," he said.
Einhorn agreed the next few weeks would be tough.
"I look at the budget and all I see is crisis," she said.
"The way to approach it not with a sense of panic," said Robbins. "Our job is to put together the best education we can. We need to look at this with a critical but a factual eye."
The board will hold budget meetings with public comment on Monday, Tuesday and March 17 at 7 p.m at Malberg Administration Building, 45 Ranoldo Terrace.
A public hearing and final adoption of the budget is scheduled for March 19 at 7 p.m. at Malberg.
The budget goes before voters on April 15.
Reach Barbara Rothschild at (856) 486-2416 or brothschild@courierpostonline.com
