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Levy Cap Referendum – Frequently Asked Questions 

What is the referendum about? 

The referendum asks voters to approve the Fire District’s 2026 budget, which exceeds the 

State-mandated 2% property tax levy cap. State law requires voter approval whenever this cap 

is exceeded. 

 

Why is this vote required? 

Under NJSA 40A:14-72f, if a fire district’s budget exceeds the 2% levy cap, the budget must be 

approved by voters. Because Chesterfield Fire District operates on a November election cycle, 

the law requires the vote to occur on the third Saturday in February. 

 

When and where is the referendum? 

• Date: Saturday, February 21, 2026 

• Time: 2:00 PM – 7:00 PM 

• Location: Chesterfield Township Fire Department 

296 Bordentown–Chesterfield Road, Chesterfield, NJ 08515 

 

Why can’t the Fire District stay within the 2% cap? 

The Board has relied on fund balance to offset rising costs and remain within the cap. 

Continuing this approach in 2026 would require using approximately $189,000 from fund 

balance, which is no longer sustainable. Rising costs across multiple areas—including overtime, 



health insurance, apparatus repairs, insurance, and supplies—have eliminated the flexibility to 

absorb increases elsewhere. 

 

What are the biggest cost drivers? 

The two largest and least flexible cost increases are: 

• Firefighter overtime 

• Health insurance 

 

Why is overtime such a problem? 

The Fire District provides 24-hour coverage with ten full-time firefighters divided into three 

shifts. Due to federal labor law (FLSA), firefighters accrue overtime because their scheduled 

hours exceed allowable annual limits. This alone costs approximately $60,000 per year. 

Additionally, two shifts are staffed at the minimum level of three firefighters. When one 

firefighter is off, overtime is required to maintain minimum staffing. This has resulted in 

repeated personnel budget overruns. 

 

What is the proposed solution? 

The Board is requesting approval to hire two additional firefighters. This would: 

• Staff all shifts with four firefighters 

• Reduce reliance on overtime 

• Improve firefighter and public safety 

• Allow more consistent compliance with NFPA 1710, the national standard for firefighter 

staffing 

The Board is also requesting additional funds in the Health Insurance line item. 

 

Why not rely on volunteers? 



When the Fire District transitioned to 24-hour staffing, volunteers supplemented career staff 

through a duty crew program. Unfortunately, that program is no longer viable, a challenge 

faced by many communities nationwide. 

 

Why are health insurance costs increasing, and why can’t they be absorbed by 

the exemption? 

Health insurance costs have increased largely due to employee retention, which the Board 

views as positive. Retaining experienced firefighters improves safety and service quality. As 

firefighters remain employed longer, many transition from dependent or individual plans to 

married or family coverage, increasing overall costs.  The state allows for an exemption to 

certain healthcare increases; however, the exemption is for costs of plan premium increases.  

Our increasing cost is driven by plan changes. 

 

How much is the levy cap increase? 

The Board is seeking approval to exceed the levy cap by $359,604. 

 

How will this affect my taxes? 

The fire tax rate would increase from $0.189 to $0.252 per $100 of assessed value. 

• For a home assessed at $400,000, this equals an additional $252 per year, or about $21 

per month. 

 

How does this compare to other towns? 

In 2025, Chesterfield Township Fire District #1 provided 24-hour coverage at the lowest fire tax 

rate in Burlington County (of the Fire Districts that provide 24-hour career coverage). Even 

with the proposed increase, the 2026 rate would still be in the lower 50% compared to other 

county fire districts’ 2025 rates. 

 

Has the Fire District pursued grants? 



Yes. The District actively pursues grants whenever feasible. Most recently, it participated in a 

regional grant with Bordentown Township Fire Districts #1 and #2, totaling $462,909, to 

replace self-contained breathing apparatus—avoiding a major capital expense. 

 

Why not apply for a FEMA SAFER grant to hire firefighters? 

SAFER grants require significant local cost sharing: 

• 25% in years one and two 

• 65% in year three 

This structure would overextend the District’s finances and ultimately place it back in the same 

situation once the grant expires. 

 

What happens if the referendum does not pass? 

If the referendum fails, the Fire District must operate within the 2% levy cap. This would likely 

result in continued and increasing reliance on overtime, depletion of fund balance, and difficult 

decisions that could impact staffing stability and long-term service levels. 

 

Who can vote? 

All registered voters of Chesterfield Township are eligible to vote in the referendum. 

 

Why is my participation important? 

This referendum has a direct impact on fire protection, firefighter safety, and emergency 

response capabilities in Chesterfield Township. Voter participation ensures the community has 

a voice in how these essential services are funded. 

 

 


