
“Social justice should be the underlying goal of all humanity.” 
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March 14, 2022 
 

TESTIMONY OF YANNICK WOOD 
    NEW JERSEY INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE 

       IN OPPOSITION TO A2426 
NEW JERSEY ASSEMBLY LAW AND PUBLIC SAFETY COMMITTEE 

MONDAY, MARCH 14, 2022 
 

Chairman Spearman, Vice-Chair Chaparro and members of the Law and Public Safety 
Committee: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to present this testimony in opposition to A2426, a 
bill that undermines the Criminal Justice Reform Act (CJRA). 
 
My name is Yannick Wood, and I am the Director of Criminal Justice Reform at the 
New Jersey Institute for Social Justice (the “Institute”). 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.  
 
After two years that have put a strain on the daily lives of everyone and especially 
those in under-resourced communities, it is not surprising that we have seen a rise 
in certain crimes – and it is understandable that people are concerned. We all want 
to be safe. 
 
But a knee-jerk response to the failed “tough on crime” policies of the past will not 
make us safer in the long run and will only bolster a racist system of mass 
incarceration.   
 
We strongly oppose A2426 for four primary reasons. First, it will exacerbate the 
racial disparities that exist in criminal justice in New Jersey. Second, it will undermine 
the CJRA. Third, it is unnecessary because the current law is already sufficient to 
detain people.  And last, A2426 fails to address the root causes of crime.  
 
1)    A2426 will exacerbate the racial disparities already present in criminal justice in      

New Jersey 
 
New Jersey is home to stark racial disparities – disparities that will worsen if A2426 
becomes law. Black people in the Garden State are three times more likely to have 
the police use force against them compared to white people.1 Black people are also 
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disproportionately detained in county jails, accounting for 42% of all jailed individuals.2 Even though Black 
people are only 15% of the population,3 Black people account for 61% of individuals in Department of 
Corrections custody.4 Black youth are almost 18 times more likely to be incarcerated than white youth – 
the highest disparity rate in the nation –  despite committing most offenses at the same rate.5 Black adults 
are 12 times more likely to be incarcerated than white adults – again, the highest disparity rate in the 
nation.6  
 
The New Jersey Administrative Office of the Courts (AOC) provided an assessment of the potential impacts 
of this legislation on its criminal cases which is attached to this testimony. According to AOC, from 2018 to 
2021, judges detained individuals who were charged with Graves Act (firearm possession) offenses 
between 39.3% and 48.8%7 and over that same period between 75.4% and 76.9% of those detained were 
Black.8 If A2426 were to pass, AOC predicted that it would result in the doubling of the percentage of 
individuals who are detained for Graves Act offenses9 – going from between 39.3% and 48.8% detained to 
between 78.6% and 97.6% detained. AOC believes that of this doubled percentage of people that would 
be detained for Graves Act offenses, over 70% will be Black.10 Using 2021 numbers, this would mean that 
there would be an additional nearly 800 people detained over a six-month period,11 over 560 of whom 
would be Black. The undeniable impact of this legislation is that it will increase the racial disparities in our 
jail system. It will make our jails Blacker. In this moment of racial reckoning, we should not be looking to 
increase mass incarceration. 
 

1) A2426 will undermine the Criminal Justice Reform Act 
 
The CJRA has been a shining example of a bipartisan effort to correct the unjust system of cash bail – a 
system where people who have the funds are sprung from jail and those who do not, languish in jails 
awaiting trial.12 The goal of the CJRA was to prevent unnecessary incarceration. The law was explicit that 
for only a select few offenses – including murder and offenses with life imprisonment – there would be a 
rebuttable presumption that the defendant should be detained.13 For all other offenses, there would be, 
in essence, a presumption of release.14  
 
A2426 upends the CJRA for several reasons. First, it adds Graves Act offenses15 – which are wholly dissimilar 
to homicide and offenses with life imprisonment – to this list. Graves Act offenses involve the possession 
of firearms.16 While we all want to reduce gun violence, most Graves Act offenses do not lead to life 
imprisonment or prison sentences close to those for homicide.17 Rather, possession of a defaced firearm 
could result in an 18-month sentence, if convicted.18  
 
Second, this bill limits the discretion of judges to release individuals charged with Graves Act offenses and 
essentially requires a defendant to overcome the rebuttable presumption to be released.19 Ultimately, AOC 
believes this bill will result in over 80% of these individuals being detained,20 which may imply that many 
defendants will not be able to overcome the rebuttable presumption. 
 
Third, this bill fails to recognize that not all charges for Graves Act offenses will result in a Graves Act offense 
conviction; some detained individuals will have their charges dismissed or reduced and their pre-trial 
detention will have been unnecessary. 
 
Fourth, A2426 will result in people being detained at a time where there is a backlog of trials due to COVID-
19.21 There are significant backlogs in post-indictment criminal cases in every county, totaling over 13,000 
cases.22 It is concerning that the legislature is considering a measure that will increasingly detain hundreds 
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of disproportionately Black defendants – who are presumed innocent – and have them wait at the mercy 
of a backlogged court system. 
 
Lastly, this bill may act as a “Trojan Horse” for subsequent efforts to add offenses to the list of those where 
there is a presumption of detainment. Today, the legislature is considering Graves Act offenses. Tomorrow, 
they may consider other offenses, again undermining the very reason for the CJRA.  
 

2) A2426 is unnecessary because the current law is already sufficient to detain people 
 
Judges are already empowered to detain individuals in Graves Act cases after considering a variety of 
factors.23 They can consider factors that relate to the charges or whether the offenses relate to domestic 
violence.24 New Jersey even allows judges to consider dangerousness,25 a practice that has drawn heavy 
criticism26 and is prohibited in New York State.27 Prosecutors in New Jersey already have more than enough 
tools to make arguments to detain individuals.  
 

3) A2426 fails to address the root causes of crime 
 
This bill is a return to the failed “tough on crime” approach which led to mass incarceration, which has had 
a devastating impact particularly on Black families.28 Instead, we need to increase sustained investment in 
community-based anti-violence programs which reduce crime.29 As we outline in our recent Refunding 
Communities report, these programs have trusted messengers who know their communities, know all the 
players and will work to disrupt violence before it occurs. These programs need to be funded in times of 
high crime and low crime. Governor Murphy recently took a positive step in pouring millions of dollars into 
community-based violence-interrupter programs.30 New Jersey should build upon this program to create a 
state-wide model for community-based investments that will provide opportunities for restorative justice 
and not return us to a failed 1990’s model of overincarceration and continuing harm which have been 
shown not to be effective at preventing crime.31 
 
      Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, we call on legislators to hold the line on New Jersey’s hard fought CJRA which eliminated 
cash bail. Legislators should refuse all efforts to roll back this reform and bring us back to a system that led 
to unnecessary incarceration. We urge you to not support A2426 which will disproportionately lead to Black 
New Jerseyans being detained before trial, will unravel the CJRA, is unnecessary and fails to address the 
root causes of crime. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/njisj/pages/691/attachments/original/1635275334/Refunding_Communities_Report_6_10_26-compressed.pdf?1635275334
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/njisj/pages/691/attachments/original/1635275334/Refunding_Communities_Report_6_10_26-compressed.pdf?1635275334
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