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NEW JERSEY residents must have one terrific case of whiplash as they watch a key state Senate committee attempt to gut many of the housing reforms that it helped pass only last year. With the ink barely dry on historic legislation poised to create more jobs through increased housing development, the state Senate Economic Growth Committee's desire to backtrack on these reforms raises a number of issues.

The reforms signed last summer by Governor Corzine were designed to create more homes people can afford, and by doing so, create more jobs for New Jersey's workers.

But instead of creating those jobs and homes, state Sen. Ray Lesniak's proposals will delay or prevent their creation. Record Columnist James Ahearn, in his column ("Assessing blame for fee fiasco," Jan. 25) supports some of these changes and claims that Trenton's Democratic leadership has botched state housing policy.

Reforms long overdue

Our view is that the recent reforms were long overdue. Corzine, Assembly Speaker Joe Roberts and members of both houses showed enormous courage by banning regional contribution agreements (RCAs) and making other changes to increase the supply of homes New Jerseyans can afford in parts of the state where they are really needed.

Ahearn pines for the good old days of RCAs, when a suburban town could pay an urban one to assume up to half of the suburban town's fair-share housing obligation. Ahearn calls this a "reasonable compromise" that accomplished "good things."

The truth is that RCAs were not fair. They reduced the range of housing choices in the suburbs, feeding some people's desire to keep the suburbs exclusive and keep the poor in the cities. Yet, at $35,000 per unit, RCAs did not provide enough to build new homes in the cities, either. People in cities need housing choices too.

Eliminating RCAs

Last year's housing reforms included money for urban housing while eliminating the morally questionable RCAs. We can't go back. New Jersey's municipalities have plenty of options for meeting their current obligations, as evidenced by the more than 250 towns that submitted housing plans to meet the state's Dec. 31 deadline.

The reforms that abolished RCAs increased the total funds available to meet local housing goals through a new statewide fee on nonresidential development. This developer fee has generated $10 million in its first six months, even in current economic conditions.

It is already proving to be a more than viable replacement for RCAs by doubling the average amount historically generated by RCAs for the same time period, despite Ahearn's assertion to the contrary.

Most towns have met their housing obligations without state money by adopting inclusionary zoning ordinances, which require developers, not towns and their taxpayers, to pay the costs of housing construction.

Tapping private funds

Towns can also work with local community development groups to create housing by tapping into federal and private funds.

Since 1985, towns in New Jersey have managed to create affordable housing without requiring the state to pay for it. Most housing is not paid for with tax dollars. Why would our elected leaders stop communities from using money they already have in hand to create jobs and homes? What happens to the towns that have played by the rules, submitting their plans and collecting the developer fees?

Should they tell residents that their homes will have to wait? What about the workers who would have had jobs building those homes?

Despite claims about good intentions, the committee's effort to undo last year's achievements would prevent homes from getting built in our communities.

Imperfect system

The system isn't perfect. Public interest groups and developers, including non-profit community developers, can work with the state to help make its housing delivery system more effective.

Lesniak's proposal does the opposite. It promises to create jobs, but will instead discourage towns and developers from using money they already have to create jobs by building or renovating homes our state desperately needs.

The governor and the Legislature were right to eliminate RCAs and reform state housing policy. They must now stand up against the unreasonable demands of those who long for the days when housing plans were litigated in the courts and homes were traded between municipalities, but not actually built.

New Jersey cannot afford to go backwards.

