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Housing and Community Development Network of New Jersey Supports the People’s Bill, A4034
Good afternoon Chairman Burzichelli, Vice Chairman Schaer, and members of the Assembly Appropriations Committee. My name is Staci Berger, and I am the president and CEO of the Housing and Community Development Network of New Jersey. The Network is the statewide association of over 250 non-profit housing and community development corporations, individuals, professional organizations, and prominent New Jersey corporations that support the creation of housing choices and economic opportunities for low- and moderate-income community residents. I am joined by Matthew Hersh, our director of policy and advocacy and many of our members and staff who have been working tirelessly on this bill. 
I want first to thank the prime sponsors of A4034/A4226/S2340, Assemblywoman Britnee Timberlake and Senator Troy Singleton, who have been stalwart champions of this bill and have led with their values to protect our most vulnerable residents during this unprecedented time.  We simply would not be here without their tenacity, persistence and leadership.  We are also grateful for the commitment of other legislative sponsors including AHO Chairman Wimberly, Asw. Jasey, Asw. Reynolds Jackson, Asw. McKnight, Asw. Speight, Asw. Sumter and 25 other co-sponsors, as well as Majority Leader Greenwald and of course, Speaker Coughlin and Senate President Sweeney.  We appreciate the input and willingness to collaborate from the Murphy Administration and look forward to this bill moving as quickly as possible to get people the help they desperately need.
Just this morning, we learned that New Jersey has the second highest unemployment rate in the country. At a time when we are supposed to be home as a matter of public health, that uncertainty around housing stability puts our state and our residents in a dangerously tenuous position.  People cannot stay home when they cannot afford to keep their home. 
However, by supporting this bill - the People's Bill, you can make sure New Jerseyans can stay in their homes and protect the health and well-being of our entire state. This bill is historic, ground-breaking and precedent setting for our residents and the rest of our country.  At a time when our national leaders seem unable or unwilling to protect so many families, New Jersey’s elected officials can lead by example and be a model for other states. 
This legislation bill is built on the principles advanced by the residents and advocates working on the ground in our most vulnerable communities. It reflects the common-sense approach necessary to balance the needs of homeowners, tenants, and landlords alike. The People's Bill stabilizes the renters market and strengthens our neighborhoods. It keeps people safe and secure and sheltered and less at risk of eviction and foreclosure at a time when we are dealing with a crisis of massive proportions. This is what public policy should look like because it leads from the grassroots and takes bold, responsible action.  We are also interested in learning more about the creation of the NJHMFA’s COVID impact fund, and believe that any disbursement from the Affordable Housing Trust Fund be used only as outlined in the program’s guidelines.
The Out of Reach report, which we released last week as the state partner of the National Low Income Housing Coalition, found that before the pandemic NJ was the seventh most expensive place to rent an apartment.  Before the pandemic, a worker earning minimum wage would need to work 108 hours per week – nearly 3 full times jobs – to be able to afford that two bedroom apartment.  Not only is that economically impossible, it is physically impossible. Before COVID, a family needed to earn over $60,000 to afford to rent a home in NJ. We know that is out of reach for so many renters, and is made worse by structural racial inequity.  
Another recent report, The Potential Impact of COVID-19 Related Evictions in New Jersey, found that Black and Brown renter households shoulder a disproportionate share of the rent burden. Approximately 44 percent of non-White New Jersey renter households compared to 32 percent of White New Jersey renter households will not be able to pay their rent next month. Nearly half of all Hispanic or Latinx New Jersey renter households will not be able to pay their rent next month, the highest in New Jersey among all ethnicities.  Eviction prevention, rental and foreclosure forbearance and rent relief can help ameliorate the longstanding impacts of the systemic racial wealth and housing gaps.
Doing nothing is not an option when nearly half of our renter households are not going to be able to make the rent next month.   Housing is health; having people be able to stay home has been our best defense against the coronavirus. The moratorium on evictions has kept us safe but eventually that will come to an end. Families struggled to make ends meet before the pandemic and now are overwhelmed just trying to meet their basic needs let alone the rent. 

The People's Bill provides our best chance to lead and protect our residents. This is New Jersey’s chance to lead, family stability is at stake, and the country is watching.

Thank you,

Staci Berger

President and CEO

Housing and Community Development Network of New Jersey
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