NJI15J

NEW JERSEY INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

Board of Trustees

Paulette Brown, Esq.
Chair

Robin A. Lenhardt, Esq.
Vice Chair

Kenneth Y. Tanji
Treasurer

B. John Pendleton, Jr., Esq.
Secretary

Ryan P. Haygood, Esq.
President & CEO

Douglas S. Eakeley, Esq.
(Immediate Past Chair)

John J. Farmer, Jr., Esq.
(Past Chair)

Paul J. Fishman, Esq.

Michael D. Francis, Esq.

Jerome C. Harris, Jr.

Rev. Timothy Adkins-Jones

Sandra King

John H. Lowenstein, Ph.D.

Diana DeJesus-Medina

James McQueeny

Patricia Nachtigal, Esq.

Darrell K. Terry, Sr.

Martin Vergara Il

Nina Mitchell Wells, Esq.

Antoinette Ellis-Williams, Ph.D.

Gary M. Wingens, Esg.

Zulima V. Farber, Esq. (Emerita)

Roger A. Lowenstein, Esq. (Emeritus)
Theodore V. Wells, Jr., Esq. (Emeritus)

Founders
Alan V. and Amy Lowenstein*

Founding Board President

Nicholas deB. Katzenbach, Esq.*

Founding Board Vice President
Hon. Dickinson R. Debevoise*

*deceased

60 Park Place, Suite 511
Newark, NJ 07102-5504
ph. (973) 624-9400

fax (973) 624-0704
email: justice@njisj.org
Www.njisj.org

do social justice.

“Social justice should be the underlying goal of all humanity.”
-Alan V. Lowenstein, Institute Founder
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Thank you for the opportunity to present this testimony. My name is Yannick Wood,
Director of the Criminal Justice Reform Program at the New Jersey Institute for Social
Justice (the “Institute”). | would like to thank my colleague, Emily Schwartz, for her
assistance in preparing this testimony.

The Institute’s advocacy empowers 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 supports A5326, a bill that creates increased funding opportunities for
both current and future service providers thereby recognizing the crucial work
community-based public safety programs provide.

Introduction

An unfortunate reality is that traditional policing, even when well-intended, results
in significantly disparate treatment for New Jersey’s diverse communities and
individuals in need of mental health treatment. In New Jersey, Black residents are
three times more likely to face police violence than white residents.? Since 2015,
fatal police encounters in New Jersey have resulted in the deaths of 86 people; 48%
of those who lost their lives were Black,® while Black people comprise 15% of the
population.* People experiencing mental health crises are killed at alarming rates
during police interactions® even though many calls to police are health-related, not
criminal.® In recent years, a military veteran’ and a community activist® have both
been killed by police while experiencing mental health incidents. Given these
staggering statistics, it is not surprising some people do not feel comfortable calling
the police for help.® Black, Latina/Latino, LGBTQIA and other marginalized
communities too often fear that calling the police will escalate conflicts or otherwise
put themselves in danger®® — and thus respond to community conflicts or other
public safety challenges without calling the police.

Public safety is more than just policing. It involves providing communities with the
tools to keep themselves safe. The Institute is pleased to join Salvation and Social
Justice and partner organizations in supporting A5326, a bill that will make deep
investments in community-based resources that promote public safety.

The Institute supports A5326 for the following reasons: (1) it recognizes the crucial
role community-based public safety models provide in creating real public safety; (2)



A5326 expands funding opportunities by allowing communities to craft their own models based on their
community’s distinct needs; and (3) by creating an advisory council, community-based public safety
programs will have longevity in New Jersey, moving from pilots to established programs through the
expertise and insight of this council.

1. A5326 recognizes the crucial role community-based public safety models provide in creating real public
safety.

A5326 will provide $10 million in state funds to community-based public safety models.*? These programs
have proven to be highly effective at preventing violence.®® This contrasts with national data showing no
clear correlation between law enforcement spending and crime rates.* Community-based models work,
in large part because of their reliance on highly trained professionals. Nationally, community-led first
programs such as CAHOOTS® in Eugene Oregon, STAR in Denver, Colorado and CRESSY in Amherst,
Massachusetts have documented success in disrupting violence and in limiting unnecessary and harmful
interactions between police and communities of color.'® This trend also includes programs here in New
Jersey including Atlantic City Community Street Team,* Newark Community Street Team,? Paterson
Healing Collective,? Life Worth Living?? in Cumberland County and the Trenton Restorative Justice Hub.
A5326 not only recognizes the racial disparities in New Jersey’s current police model framework, but the
need to look beyond policing when mental health crises arise. This bill can be used to support the creation
of mental and behavioral health first responder programs which can serve individuals in crisis without the
need for police. The earlier mentioned CAHOOTS program has been able to handle 24,000 cases in one
year while only requesting police backup in less than 1% of those cases.?® A5326 authorizes the Department
of Health to administer the grants ensuring that community-based organizations will center public health
as well as safety in their work.

2. A5326 expands funding opportunities by allowing communities to craft their own models based on their
community’s distinct needs.

New Jersey must prioritize well-funded community-based responses to address public safety concerns.
A5236 is the catalyst for New Jersey to do so. A5326 will allow communities to create models to address
where policing falls short. While it does prescribe the necessary components for eligibility for the grant, it
does not dictate any particular model—recognizing that different communities have different needs. For
example, one community may have a history of law enforcement responding to mental health crises and
their priority may be to use funds from A5326 to create a community-based mental health response as an
alternative. In another community, the most pressing concern may involve youth and therefore the model
sought may prioritize finding ways to reach vulnerable young people engaging in high-risk behaviors. A5326
will improve its public safety and may even save municipalities in law enforcement spending as select cases
are reassigned away from traditional police to community-based programs.

A5326 also recognizes that here in New Jersey, community-based models already exist and serve in New
Jersey’s cities. This bill will allow New Jersey to expand its existing community-led violence prevention
programs such as Newark Community Street Team, Trenton Hub and the Paterson Healing Collective with
stable funding, allowing them to continue doing this crucial, lifesaving work. These types of programs
already provide credible messengers from communities trained in resolving conflicts and preventing
violence without law enforcement intervention.



3. By creating an advisory council, community-based safety models will have longevity in New Jersey, moving
from a pilot program to established programs through the expertise and insight of this council.

Furthermore, by creating an advisory council with members who have direct knowledge of harm reduction
services, crisis response, the criminal legal system and public health officials, A5326 can create a template
for future successful models based on the insight and real-life experience of these experts shepherding the
pilot programs into long-lasting robust models which make our communities safer. A5326 requires the
council to publish annual reports and, in doing so, the council will be able to make recommendations and
highlight the successful practices of the community-based models. These reports will be accessible to the
public and will provide much-needed transparency. The oversight created by these councils will allow us to
establish programs throughout New Jersey. As these programs expand, we urge the state to expand funding
to support them.

Conclusion
For these reasons, the Institute supports A5326, a bill that will create new community-based public safety

models and provide necessary financial support to current community-based service providers. The
Institute thanks this committee for their thoughtful consideration of this bill and urges them to release it.
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