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“Social justice should be the underlying goal of all humanity.
-Alan V. Lowenstein, Institute Founder

Written Testimony of
New Jersey Institute for Social Justice
Governor’s American Rescue Plan Funds Hearing
August 2021

Dear Zakiya Smith Ellis, Dennis Zeveloff, Deborah Cornavaca, Daniel Kelly and
other members of Governor Murphy’s administration:

Thank you for the opportunity to submit this written testimony.

The New Jersey Institute for Social Justice (“the Institute”) uses cutting-edge
racial and social justice advocacy to empower people of color by building
reparative systems that create wealth, transform justice and harness
democratic power — from the ground up —in New Jersey.

The Institute submits this testimony requesting that the American
Rescue Plan (ARP) funds we have received from the federal government be
used for the following:

e Increasing poll worker pay for the 2021 General Election
Elections infrastructure

Youth mental health services

A guaranteed basic income program

Affordable housing and homeownership

Youth apprenticeships

Poll Worker Pay

The Institute requests an increase of poll worker pay for the November 2021
General Election, in light of the difficulty in recruiting poll workers due to the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.

In June the Legislature — with overwhelming bipartisan support — passed a bill
just days before the primary election to increase poll worker pay to $400.!
The Governor signed that bill into law within hours.? The Legislature stated
explicitly in the bill statement that the bill was needed because the continued
concerns over COVID-19 have led to a “significant decrease” in people willing
to serve as poll workers.? That law was only in effect for the primary election.*
The pandemic, however, continues — with a new surge upon us.”



It is a critical function of government to ensure a successful election. With a major election ahead
of us, it is necessary for the state to address the COVID-19 caused problem of poll worker shortage.

We urge the state to use ARP funds to increase poll worker pay to $400 for the November 2021
election. As the Office of Legislative Services calculated for a recent fiscal note, this increases the
hourly rate for poll workers from $14.29 to $19.64.% For the November election, this should cost
approximately $13.6 million for early voting and Election Day.’

Elections Infrastructure

The Institute recommends spending ARP funds on necessary COVID-19 related elections
infrastructure costs.

First, the state should provide reimbursements or grants to counties to upgrade Election Day
voting machines. The state correctly passed early in-person voting this year, a measure that was
not only long overdue, but was recommended by voting experts as a way to increase voter access
and encourage social distancing during the pandemic.® In order to implement this new law,
counties will need upgraded voting machines that require a paper trail.° However, the current
Election Day voting machine fleet in most counties is outdated and not auditable.'® For elections
security and to reduce any voter confusion, Election Day machines must also be upgraded so they
are the same machines used during early voting. The state should provide funding to assist in this
process. The costs for these machines vary, depending on which of the eligible machines are
selected by the counties, but can cost between $5,000 and $10,000 per machine.!?

Next, the state should provide increased funding for polling place rentals to avoid any
consolidation in light of COVID-19 related challenges in securing polling place locations. We have
already seen such examples during this year’s elections.*? While the state apparently reimburses
$100 to use toward renting locations for polling places, additional funds may be necessary to pay
a “COVID-19” premium.

Third, as we collectively recognized last year, vote by mail is an important tool during the pandemic
for voters to maintain social distance. The state should encourage voting by mail by making our
system more accessible. To do so, the state should also use ARP funds to upgrade the state’s online
voter registration system, which became law last year!® and was highly successful when
implemented,** to allow voters to apply for a vote-by-mail ballot online. The state’s online ballot
tracker and app should also be upgraded so voters can track their ballots. The state should also
use ARP funds to provide prepaid postage for vote by mail applications and ballots for this
November’s election.

Finally, the pandemic has led to an increased level of misinformation and disinformation about
our elections. This was prevalent in 2020,® but continues today.!” Due to the gravity of this issue,
the Institute conducted social media monitoring during the 2020 general election'® and the 2021
June primary. As recommended by the Council of State Governments,*® the state should use ARP



funds to set up a website and other tools to actively monitor and combat misinformation and
disinformation ahead of the November 2021 election.

Youth Mental Health Services

We are respectfully requesting that ARP funding dedicated to community mental health services
be equitably distributed across the state with particular attention to youth in Black and Brown
communities. Recently New Jersey passed the Restorative and Transformative Justice for Youths
and Communities Pilot Program Bill which appropriates $8.4 million to create restorative justice
hubs throughout the state. These hubs will be areas where those who have been harmed and
those who have committed harm can explore solutions to provide healing and restoration for both
parties and their community. These hubs will also be a safe space where youth can feel heard and
discuss their mental health in individual and group settings. To support this pilot program, the
Institute worked with communities across the state to identify critical gaps in mental health needs
that could be addressed through the hubs. Using these findings, the Institute recently released a
mental health toolkit which provides a roadmap for how critical mental health services — such as
mental telehealth hotlines — can be included both within the hubs and in the community more
generally.?® One major finding of our assessment was the unfortunate reality that lack of medical
insurance and long wait times for counseling appointments are barriers to care for youth in these
communities.?! Lack of technology access?? and lack of telehealth lines for mental health issues
short of suicidality?® also represent additional barriers. Further, across the United States mental
health concerns in youth have become more acute over the past year, with a 2020 nationwide
survey saying that 25% of high school-aged youth reported increased negative emotional and
cognitive health symptoms during the pandemic.?*

We need to act now to save our youth. Accordingly, we are calling for the over $39 million in ARP
funds which have already been set aside for community mental health services to be used to
provide access to youth in communities of color. ?> Also, we encourage you to prioritize funding
“grassroots organizations” that are service providers working in these communities because these
providers are the “credible messengers” that have the unique expertise to engage and transform
our youth.

Guaranteed Income

The Institute requests that the state invest ARP funds in a guaranteed basic income program that
helps families weather the economic impacts of the pandemic?® and creates a foundation for
ensuring secure incomes for the most economically vulnerable in our state.

Despite having one of the highest median household incomes in the nation at $85,751, New Jersey
is one of the most unequal states,?” with over one in five families with incomes less than $35,000.28
While the official poverty rate in the state was 9.2% in 2019, recent calculations suggest that about
a third of the state’s population or almost 3 million people were experiencing economic
deprivation given our true cost of living in New Jersey.?° The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the



preexisting economic vulnerabilities of many families, increasing food insecurity®® and
unemployment.3! Families of color across the state have faced particularly dire straits during the
pandemic, with Black and Latina/Latino employees particularly hard hit by wage and job losses®?
and less likely to be able to work from home.3® Even before the pandemic there were stark racial
disparities in household wealth in the state: The median wealth for white families is approximately
$352,000 compared to just $6,100 for Black families and $7,300 for Latina/Latino families.?* These
racial disparities — which were built over generations by policy — result in enormous disparities in
families’ abilities to manage financial setbacks such as those experienced across the state during
the pandemic.

Utilizing ARP funds to create a state-funded guaranteed income program could provide the
security and protection families need in these challenging times, while setting up an infrastructure
to do more to tackle the rampant income and wealth inequality in the state in the future.
Guaranteed income — sometimes also known as universal basic income (UBI) when all community
members are eligible® — addresses the primary root of poverty — not having enough income — by
putting money directly into the hands of economically vulnerable recipients. Guaranteed income
programs help stabilize families striving to make ends meet; research from a major guaranteed
income pilot shows that basic income benefits are largely used to cover basic living expenses, like
food and utilities.3® Newark®’ and Paterson,® which are among the most populous cities in the
state, have recently launched guaranteed income programs with support from the philanthropic
community. Utilizing ARP funds to support basic guaranteed income statewide could provide an
important source of security for vulnerable families in the Garden State as we emerge from the
pandemic and help us to establish a new avenue to combat our state’s staggering economic
inequality.

Affordable Housing & Homeownership

The Institute respectfully requests that you prioritize ARP funding to increase affordable housing
in the state for both rental and homeownership opportunities in order to ensure that all families
have a safe affordable place to call home and that more families of color can access the wealth-
building opportunities available through homeownership.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated a long-standing shortage of affordable housing in the
Garden State. Ensuring families have safe, stable and affordable housing was imperative before
the pandemic. It is even more critical during the pandemic to limit the spread of COVID-19. We
appreciate the state’s commitment to preserving the Affordable Housing Trust Fund (AHTF) and
the other crucial housing investmentsin New Jersey’s budget for the 2022 fiscal
year.3® The ARP funds provide an additional opportunity to further invest in affordable housing to
address New lJersey’s affordable housing shortage — an effort which must be sustained
over time to truly address the ongoing needs for both affordable rental and homeownership
options. Almost 90 percent of New Jerseyans in a recent survey indicated that housing costs are a
very serious or somewhat serious problem.?® Additionally, almost half of low income renters (46%)
are cost-burdened, paying more than 30% of their income on housing,*! while over 80 percent of



renter households with extremely low and very low incomes are cost burdened.*’ The state has a
shortage of over 200,000 rental homes for extremely low income renters.*® Thus, we request ARP
funds be used for affordable housing development to build on the crucial housing investments in
this year’s budget to address the needs of economically vulnerable renters.

In addition to the crucial need for affordable rental housing, the Institute’s report Erasing New
Jersey’s Red Lines highlights the enormous racial disparities in homeownership in the state, with a
homeownership rate of 77% for white residents compared to 41% for Black New
Jerseyans.* Given the state’s gaping racial wealth gap, increased affordable housing development
is imperative forBlack and Brown families to access affordable homeownership
opportunities. With housing prices of homes for purchase rapidly rising in the past year,* the need
for expanded affordable homeownership opportunities in the state is crucial for closing racial
homeownership disparities. Thus, we respectfully request that ARP funds also be made available
for the development of affordable homes that will increase home ownership opportunities for
families of color.

Youth Apprenticeships

The Institute recommends spending ARP funds on youth apprenticeship programs that will help
link young people to apprenticeship programs.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, New Jersey, like the rest of the nation, saw an increasing skills gap
between employers and jobseekers, particularly for middle skills jobs, which require some post-
secondary education or training. With a 7.3% unemployment rate,*® New Jersey is still struggling
to recover its pre-pandemic employment levels. While joblessness has affected Garden State
residents across all demographics, communities of color, and the Black community in particular,
have suffered disproportionately. In order to advance racial equity in our ravaged economy, we
must ensure new entrants in our workforce have the training and skills necessary to meet the
demand for skilled labor.%” To that end, we must support the creation of youth apprenticeship
programs or school-to-apprenticeship linkage programs, for high school students and youth across
the state — especially in communities hardest hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. With higher
education enrollment down as a number of students postpone college*® and others withdraw
instead of participating in remote learning,*® the state has an obligation to prepare young adults
for a future that provides them economic security and affords them the opportunity to remain in
New Jersey. Pre-apprenticeships support students as they work to meet the entry requirements
for apprenticeship programs, enabling them to enter and succeed in federally-registered
apprenticeships.®® The Youth Transitions to Work (YTTW) program provides incentives for high
school students to effectively transition to apprenticeable occupations.®® With $1.5 million
recently allocated for FY2021,°? additional funding for youth apprenticeships to account for the
COVID-19 pandemic would enable more young adult learners to participate in training programs
during this crucial moment in their work lives as we emerge from the pandemic.
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