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The NJ Council of County Vocational-Technical Schools recognizes that New Jersey faces an unprecedented fiscal crisis that must prompt significant change in both policy and practice. Declining revenues as New Jersey struggles to recover from the worst recession in 80 years have already prompted deep cuts in public education spending.  Those cuts have required severe reductions in school programs, services and personnel – including at county vocational-technical schools. School districts understand that while local taxpayers do not want to cut educational programs, New Jersey must act to curb the rising cost of property taxes.


While we recognize the need to eliminate unnecessary spending and carefully establish spending priorities at all levels of government, the Council of County Vocational-Technical Schools must express serious reservations about any proposal to cap school, municipal and county tax levy growth at 2.5 percent without reasonable exceptions for costs beyond local control.

While the current economic climate punctuates the need to limit spending, the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities notes that tax caps can be particularly harmful if adopted during a weak economy
. Massachusetts was able to provide a significant infusion of additional state aid to offset the impact of local tax limits imposed in 1980, but this will not occur in New Jersey.  Just the opposite, in fact -- the state has just imposed drastic reductions in state aid to school districts, and the state’s budget crisis is likely to continue for several years. At the same time, limited business growth and new construction are adding little to local tax rolls. There is no question that a hard cap of 2.5% will immediately force deeper cuts in educational programs and services.


The proposed tax levy caps – whether constitutional or statutory -- have a unique impact upon county vocational-technical schools.  Unlike local districts, county vocational school boards of education have no taxing authority.  Our 21 school districts serve over 30,000 secondary students in a cost-effective shared service through countywide career and technical education programs that prepare students for college and the workplace. Unlike local school districts, the tax levy for county vocational-technical schools is determined not by a board of education but by each county’s Board of Chosen Freeholders.  Working within its own cap, each county must consider the vocational- technical schools along with many other needs and priorities, including public safety, human services, recreation, county facilities, and employee salary and benefits.  


While a local override vote for a specific purpose may be possible in certain communities, a countywide override would be dead on arrival.  Voters do not identify with their county in the way they might with their school district’s need to avoid layoffs or their town’s need for a new fire truck. 

So, with no override potential, counties placed under a “hard cap” of 2.5% are likely to see mandatory increases consume allowable growth in the tax levy.  This will force deep cuts to critical education, human service and other county programs.  While officials and residents value the educational and workforce development role of their vocational schools, the current  cap has already forced many counties to limit their tax levy support for career and technical education.  This year, half of the 21 county vocational-technical schools experienced a reduction or level funding from their counties.  A hard cap without exceptions will take the choice away from county leaders, making it impossible to maintain support for valued secondary and adult vocational programs.

Put simply, there will be county vocational-technical school districts that receive zero increase in county support year after year after year under a hard 2.5% tax levy cap. While local school districts will be able to count on modest annual levy increases to address rising costs, we fear that county leaders will be forced to utilize their tax levy increase for expenses outside their control such as employee pension and health benefits, energy, or emergency infrastructure repairs.

County vocational-technical schools are ready and willing to do their part to reduce costs.  Like other school districts, our schools are coping with tighter budgets and program reductions.  Teaching positions and career training programs have been cut; summer programs, dual credit opportunities and student participation in career tech competitions have also been reduced.  Adult high school and job training programs were eliminated or scaled back, and custodial services were privatized.

However, county vocational-technical schools must not be forced to chip away at the quality of academic and CTE programs.  Our schools have worked exceptionally hard over the years to ratchet up academic expectations and change the  image of  career and technical education.  Today’s county vocational-technical school programs are in high demand, with more than 2 students applying for each available seat. It is essential to keep career programs aligned with industry standards and ensure that all students are prepared with the academic and technical skills and credentials they will need to succeed in the workplace.

For example, the value of CTE programs depends on giving high school and adult students hands-on experience with the equipment and supplies they will need to use in the workplace.  If regular investment in these essentials is halted, the quality of programs will quickly erode.  Similarly, some CTE classes demand a lower student-teacher ratio.  Having 30 students in a welding, auto technology or culinary arts class is simply not safe.

The current 4% cap is working.  Most of our counties adopted budgets for next year that are level or less than last year.  The choices are likely to become even more painful next year, even if the cap were to stay at its current level.

While a statutory approach is far preferable to a constitutional cap that cannot be adjusted by the Legislature, the Council of County Vocational-Technical Schools believes that the limited exceptions for pension, health benefits, and state aid reductions addressed in S29/A3065 are essential.  Eliminating all of these and excluding only capital and debt services from the cap will sacrifice critical education programs to health care and other costs outside our control.  The impact will be especially keen on county vocational-technical schools because they are a relatively small part of the overall county budget.  If fixed and mandated costs rise beyond 2.5%, they will eat into other priorities including the county vocational-technical school.  

The Council of County Vocational-Technical School urges the Legislature to consider the importance of limited, but reasonable, exceptions to the cap.  Health care costs, in particular, must be outside the cap until the state is able to limit increases in state-administered health benefits plans to the level of the cap.  Furthermore, we suggest that a 2.5% statutory cap be tied to the CPI so that the level will automatically adjust if inflation rises when the economy rebounds.  

Though this issue has been percolating for some time, we urge you to afford sufficient time for research and deliberation.  This week is an extremely difficult time to get information from our member school districts about how various cap proposals might play out over the next few years.  However, we hope to have an opportunity to do some further analysis and come back to you with more specific information later this summer.  

In closing, as the Legislature and the Administration consider alternative approaches to limiting property tax growth, we ask you to keep in mind the unique circumstance of 21 county vocational-technical school districts that have no taxing authority or dedicated tax levy increase.  Please give the counties sufficient flexibility to support quality career and technical education program.
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