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Dear Chairman Sarlo and Members of the Senate Budget and 
Appropriations Committee:   
  
Thank you for the opportunity to submit this testimony. My name is Henal Patel, and 
I am the Law & Policy Director 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.   
  
The Institute submits this testimony requesting the following budget 
appropriations:    
• $30 million in first-generation homeownership down payment assistance; 
• Increased funding for fair housing enforcement and testing to root out     

discrimination in housing, including in appraisals; 
• Increased funding for higher education in the state to make college 

affordable and reduce the burden of student loans in our state; 
• Continued funding of hospital-based violence intervention (HVIP) 

programs;  
• $20 million to create and fund a pilot program for non-police community-

based behavioral health first responder teams in New Jersey; and 
• Passage and funding of the John R. Lewis Voting Rights Act of New Jersey. 
  
First-Generation Homeownership  
The Institute urges the Legislature to support homeownership among first-generation 
homebuyers through the expansion of Down Payment Assistance for buyers who are 
the first in their families to buy homes.   
  
Establishing a First-Generation Down Payment Assistance program would target 
funds to families who do not have generational wealth and do a better job of closing 
racial disparities in homeownership than existing down payment assistance 
programs.1 Black families and other families of color have faced barriers to 
homeownership in New Jersey for generations and continue to face ongoing 
inequities in the housing market.2 The Institute encourages the Legislature to double 
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the Governor’s proposal and invest $30 million in First-Generation Homebuyer Down Payment Assistance 
to help expand homeownership for families of color.  
  
Fair Housing Investments  
The Institute recommends increasing investments in fair housing to better combat housing discrimination in 
the state.  
  
Discrimination in housing remains a persistent problem in New Jersey.3 Increased funding, provided to the 
Division on Civil Rights, for fair housing enforcement and testing would help to protect New Jerseyans 
against discrimination in housing, including in home appraisals, ensuring that all residents in the state have 
equal access to fair housing.  
   
Higher Education  
The Institute supports increased funding for higher education in the state to make college affordable and 
reduce the burden of student loans in our state.  
   
In order to ensure that all students have access to college without a decades-long debt burden, the Institute 
supports expanding funds for Tuition Assistance Grants (TAG), the Community College Opportunity Grant 
(CCOG) and the Garden State Guarantee. In addition, overall funding for higher education must be 
increased to ensure that our public institutions of higher education are able to provide the quality 
education that help students succeed in the classroom and beyond. The state has still not adequately 
reinvested in higher education since the Great Recession with per-student funding down $1,301 per 
student from 2008-2020, adjusting for inflation.4 
  
Investments in Behavioral Health Crisis Response  
The Institute supports the continued funding of hospital-based violence intervention (HVIP) programs.  
  
HVIPs, like the Paterson Healing Collective,5 pair professionals – who are credible messengers within their 
communities and who are trained in providing crisis response, trauma-informed mediation and culturally 
appropriate services – with individuals who have been targeted by violence. By disrupting the cycle of 
retaliation, these programs work to proactively prevent violence.  
  
The Institute stands with our partners Salvation and Social Justice in calling for New Jersey to provide funding 
to create a pilot program for non-police community-based behavioral health first responder teams in New 
Jersey by creating a separate line item in the budget allocating $20 million.  
  
New Jersey must develop a pilot program, similar to the program in A5326, for non-police community-
based behavioral health first responder teams that is separate and apart from the Attorney General ARRIVE 
Together program. Unfortunately, with the tragic police killing of Najee Seabrooks, we see that any mental 
health response that involves police can result in unnecessary death.6 
 
This pilot program should be modeled on the nation’s longest standing non-police first responder system, 
the Crisis Assistance Helping Out On The Streets (CAHOOTS) program in Eugene, Oregon, which has 
operated for over 30 years.7 CAHOOTS provides an unarmed, community-based crisis response team that 
handles calls for service related to “mental illness, homelessness, and addiction.”8 In about 24,000 calls for 
service over the course of a year, the CAHOOTS crisis response team requested police assistance in only 
150 cases, less than one percent of the time.9 Notably, the CAHOOTS program is cost-effective, saving the 
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city of Eugene about $8.5 million in public safety each year,10 while costing only approximately $2.1 
million,11 about $12 per capita.12 

 
Similar to CAHOOTS is the Denver Support Team Assisted Response (STAR) Program.13 During the six-month 
pilot from June through November 2020, the STAR program responded to 748 calls, with none requiring 
police assistance.14 The STAR program now costs approximately $3.37 per capita15 and early data shows 
25% less personnel time is required when STAR responds.16 
  
$20 million will ensure that municipalities that wish to follow in the steps of Eugene and Denver can do so, 
saving the lives of their residents by pairing them with actual members of their communities without the 
concern of law enforcement escalating or mishandling the situation with devastating consequences.   
A call for help during a mental health crisis should not be responded to with a militarized response. This 
pilot program not only makes fiscal sense, but it will also save lives.   
  
Fund the John R. Lewis Voting Rights Act of New Jersey  
The Institute urges passage and funding of the John R. Lewis Voting Rights Act of New Jersey.  
  
Voting rights are under attack across America and at risk with a radical U.S. Supreme Court, especially for 
voters of color. As one of the most diverse states in the country17, New Jersey must be a leader in standing 
up for democracy, and that includes passing a state Voting Rights Act that not only codifies but expands 
and strengthens the already weakened federal VRA. Legislators must pass a strong version of the John R. 
Lewis Voting Rights Act of New Jersey (A4554/S2997). The legislation will address barriers voters, 
disproportionately Black and other voters of color, continue to face in New Jersey in places like Newark18 
while also expanding language access, in a state where over 31% of the population speaks a language other 
than English at home.19 We must prioritize and invest in ensuring that our democracy is available to all 
people in New Jersey.  
  
Thank you for your consideration.  
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