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New Jersey Regional Coalition - Background
Launched in 2003, the New Jersey Regional Coalition (NJRC) is a diverse coalition of urban and suburban groups, congregations, unions and civic organizations all calling for fundamental fairness in taxes, affordable housing, access to jobs, education, and healthcare. The purpose of the coalition is to develop and advance a meaningful regional reform agenda in the state of New Jersey that addresses fiscal and social disparities, racial and economic segregation, concentrated poverty, neighborhood decline and urban sprawl. NJRC also strives to build the organizational capacity and political power to advance and defend such an agenda through public education, organizing and mobilization.

NJRC’s three component groups are: the Jubilee Interfaith Organization (JIO) in North Jersey led by the Reverend Gladys G. Moore, ELCA; the South Jersey Regional Equity Organizing Project (SJREOP) led by Rev. Carl Browne, Jr., Rev. Robert Sinatra, and Joanne K. Soden; and the Central Jersey Regional Equity Coalition (CJREC) led by Rev. Bruce Davidson and Marlene Lao-Collins. Martin Johnson of Isles in Trenton chairs the NJRC board and Paul Scully is the executive director.
Over its short life, NJRC has developed progressive and pragmatic solutions to questions of regional planning and regional equity with the help of a team of national experts that include: David Rusk, recognized as the leading urban/suburban policy expert in the nation and author of Cities Without Suburbs; metro-equity expert, former Minnesota state senator, and Brookings Institute scholar Myron Orfield; and Dr. John A. Powell, director of the Kirwan Institute on Race and Ethnicity at Ohio State University.

Martin Johnson, founder and president of Isles Inc., helped initiate the founding of NJRC which held its first large public meeting at Rutgers University in June 2003. Created in response to a growing recognition that the people of New Jersey were growing further and further apart from each other – economically, politically, racially, geographically, and even spiritually – the coalition attracted immediate and diverse public support.
NJRC’s grassroots organizing efforts among congregations and civic organizations have resulted in a robust group of participants and widespread discussion of New Jersey’s most intractable regional planning and taxation issues. With individual member congregations and organizations numbering over 100 statewide, each of the three NJRC sister groups has independently hosted regional public meetings at which attendees numbered over, or close to, 1,000 interested citizens. Five successful public meetings were held during Fall 2006 with elected officials in Legislative Districts 34, 12, 4, 6, & 7.
In September 2006, the NJRC was invited to testify before the New Jersey Joint Legislative Committee on Constitutional Reform on the issue of property tax reform. Rohn Hein, a member of SJREOP in South Jersey and a resident of Pennsauken, read a comprehensive statement on behalf of the organization. NJRC national consultant Myron Orfield joined with testimony by video-conference. Dianne Brake, president of Regional Planning Partnership and member of the NJRC board, also testified in favor of regional tax-base sharing.
Martin Johnson explains how Isles’ 20-year success record in community development in Trenton was undermined, in recent years by the increase in over-all neighborhood deterioration. “Sprawl was undermining the important community work we had accomplished,” he says. Johnson and his colleagues in the civic and religious communities recognized the need for a regional vision that would lead to regional equity.
“NJRC was created in response to a growing recognition that we, in New Jersey, were growing further and further apart from each other,” says Johnson. We realized that this growing apart was being driven by sprawl and overdevelopment. This includes flight out of the cities and older suburbs, abandonment of urban neighborhoods, bad housing polices that concentrated poverty in the poorest places, and a property tax system that was pitting town and against town in a perpetual race to the bottom. Rising property taxes are just one of the many costs of our growing apart from each other. It is just one of the many prices we pay,” he continues.
“Perhaps even more crucial than the blighted urban neighborhoods, stressed out middle-class suburbs, and the greedy destruction of the environment, is the very real cost to our humanity and our understanding of what it means to be in community today. When our children are deprived of the opportunity to grow up in stable, mixed communities, and to attend schools where they experience the kind of vibrancy and diversity that is a reflected of our emerging global society, we will all lose,” says Johnson. “Because the world today is moving closer together – like it or not – through technology, communication and trade. And if the world is getting closer, we certainly cannot afford to be moving further apart here in New Jersey.”
The New Jersey Regional Coalition is committed to making New Jersey a place that can compete in the 21st century. That means we must move away from the policies of containment and segregation to policies of opportunity and integration.
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