March 20, 2008
School board approves $171M budget

By BARBARA S. ROTHSCHILD
Courier-Post Staff 
The school board Wednesday approved a 2008-09 budget of nearly $171 million that will be voted on by residents on April 15.
The budget includes $144 million to be raised by taxes, an increase of $4.47 million over the current year's school tax levy. A typical resident with a home assessed at $140,000 can expect to pay about $126 more in school taxes if the budget is approved.
The school board voted 6-3 for the budget, with Susan Badaracco, Nancy O'Dowd and Mark Trentacoste voting no.
"I still have a lot of problems about what we do with the money in this district," said O'Dowd, one of three board members not seeking re-election in April. "There is no plan for containing spending. We are raising taxes the maximum we are allowed."
Added Badaracco, who will also leave the board in April, "We haven't been able to dig down and stop spending."
Trentacoste said he could not support the budget because he ran on a platform that supported lower taxes.
But board member Steve Robbins said it is a "good budget."
"If this budget fails, there will be consequences," Robbins said.
The budget includes an increase of 9 cents per $100 of assessed value in the tax rate.
Although the proposed general fund budget is nearly $171 million -- 6.8 percent more than the current year's -- the tax impact has been minimized by increased state aid and the appropriation of $7.2 million in surplus from the 2006-07 budget.
Board president Anne Einhorn, who also is leaving in April, called this year's budget process the most difficult she has seen.
After six years of flat funding or minimal increases in state aid, "I cannot imagine where we would be tonight if we did not have the surplus," she said. Still, she urged the community to support the budget.
Board member Sharon Giaccio said using the surplus buys time for the school district.
"There is good news in this budget. The governor has stood firm in investing more in education," she said.
The district will receive a $1.7 million increase in state aid, for a total of $17.1 million for 2008-09.
Residents had mixed feelings.
"This is my first year in my three years dealing with the middle schools that they have actually been helped," said Sherrie Cohen, PTA president at Rosa International Middle School. The district's middle schools will get about four additional teachers.
But octogenarian Nick Naum said he may have to move back to his native Maine after 53 years in Cherry Hill.
"I can't pay my electric bill. When are the teachers going to come down to where we are? Between pensions and (health) premium sharing, it's killing the state," he said.
Instead of 200 new students, including 28 with special needs, the district now anticipates little or no increase in its student population, and fewer new special-needs students.
Revisions in special education projections resulted in trimming $690,700 formerly budgeted for additional out-of-district placements. Instead, the district is budgeting for its 18 current out-of-district placements plus an additional 10 new ones, down from a previously projected 27.
Another $763,000 was cut because of transportation savings stemming from the lowered enrollment projections.
District and township officials noted the township had gained $21.9 million in new assessments over the past year but that was offset by $29.5 million lost in tax appeals
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