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Cherry Hill taxes may soar
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The township council unveiled a preliminary plan Tuesday night to raise its tax levy 22 percent, about $6 million, requiring the average homeowner to pay an additional $150 in their next property bill in July.
The 5-2 vote increases the tax rate by 13.6 cents per $100 of assessed value, up to 76.4 cents.
Officials said the tax increase could be reduced in December when the township's 2009 budget is finalized and if economic conditions improve. However, officials warned, taxes could go higher, forcing the average homeowner whose property is assessed at $140,000 to pay $150 more in 2009, or a total of $300 in the biannual bills.
The tax increase, which was not advertised in public documents before the meeting, caught several residents at the meeting off-guard.
Activist Alene Ammond, a regular at township meetings, unleashed a frustrated tirade at the seven-member council's lack of information handed to the public.
"I came here tonight to fire all of you," Ammond said. "You should be so ashamed of yourself. You're not public servants worthy of being in office."
The current $29 million tax levy -- the amount local property owners pay to support the budget -- would increase to $35 million under the plan, said Dan Keashen, spokesman for Mayor Bernie Platt.
"It's unfortunate that we have an increase. We've been treated hard by Trenton. They really are shifting their burdens and mistakes on to our taxpayers," Keashen said. "We're trying to do everything on our end to cut costs. We've really held the line on spending for controllable costs."
Not everyone agrees.
After the meeting David Heward said he was disgusted with the financial management of the town.
"It's a disgrace. Enough is enough. I'm looking to move," Heward said.
Another township resident, Annie Hickman, verbally attacked Keashen, calling him a "spin doctor," and said the township needs a forensic audit.
"I have lived in this township 70-plus years. I have seen this town go downhill," she said while giving Keashen a thumbs-down.
Business Administrator Maris Kukainis said the bulk of the preliminary $6 million tax levy increase is coming from nearly $1 million in additional insurance premiums, a $850,000 reduction in state aid, an additional $700,000 for state pension payments and $1 million less in revenue from the downturn in the economy.
Besides already laying off four employees by merging the human resources and finance departments, two more layoffs are likely, Kukainis said. The township has a work force of about 300, Keashen said.
After the public comments, the elected leaders took turns defending their vote.
Councilwoman Shelley Adler who, with Councilman Frank Falcone, voted against the tax increase, said every municipality is facing cost increases and the township should reduce spending.
"I feel we're going to have to deal with cutting back somehow, some way," she said.
Council President Steve Polansky said his vote in favor of the taxes supports the township's quality of life.
"Do we value the fact that our streets are repaved and have police who respond when we call? Our roads are cleared when it snows," Polansky said. "The question we have to answer, "Are the residents willing to accept something for less?' "
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