[image: image1.png]Housing and
Community Development
Network of New Jersey






Testimony before the Newark City Council
Newark's Foreclosure Crisis
April 18, 2013
Good morning and thank you for the opportunity to be here today.  My name is Arnold Cohen, and in addition to be a lifelong resident of this city, I am also the Policy Coordinator at the Housing and Community Development Network of New Jersey.  The Network, as some of you may know, is a statewide association of community developers and our partners are working to ensure that NJ residents have affordable homes and economic opportunities.  We have been working with members of the Mayor’s office for the last three years to help address the vacant and problem property issues plaguing our neighborhoods.  The situation has been made worse by the foreclosure crisis, which has devastated Newark's communities and many like ours around the state.

Even as local elected officials work to solve these problems, with tools like the Abandoned Property Ordinance and the Vacant Property Registration Ordinance, the flood of foreclosures continues to challenge us all.  Unfortunately, our state is doing much worse than the rest of the nation in addressing this crisis. Governor Christie has not helped when we needed it most.

The governor has raided resources and refused to put programs in place that could help struggling families.   Last year, the governor took $75 million that NJ received from the national mortgage settlement and put the money into the general fund.  This is in direct contrast to other states that used that money for its intended purpose of addressing foreclosures, including providing support to housing counselors and legal services, for example. The national mortgage settlement also forced banks to spend $300 million in NJ to address their prosperities facing foreclosure. NJ is not monitoring how those funds are being spent. 

In addition, Governor Christie has vetoed legislation, some of which have passed with bi-partisan support that would have helped NJ homeowners facing foreclosure. One bill, S2157 would have given the New Jersey Housing and Mortgage Finance Agency, a semi-government organization, the ability to purchase foreclosed homes and dedicate some to be affordable for lower income families.  Another bill, S2202, would have directed the state to use no less than $50 million of its Hardest Hit Funds, federal dollars that NJ got to address foreclosures, to establish a mortgage principal reduction program.  Such a program would have meant a real change for homeowners facing foreclosure.  
There are three bills that are currently moving through the legislature that need to become law.  They are all supported by Newark’s state legislators who should be congratulated for their efforts on this issue.  Senator Rice and Assemblyman Coutinho have been especially active as prime sponsors of foreclosure legislation. These bills will help Newark learn who is foreclosing on a building and who to go after if the building they are foreclosing on is in disrepair. Another bill before the legislature will codify the judiciary's current Foreclosure Mediation Program and collect money from each foreclosure filing and use fines to fund the program on a permanent basis.  These bills must pass the legislature and be sign by the governor.

The one bill that the governor did sign, will speed up foreclosure on vacant and abandoned residential property so they will not continue to be eyesores that bring our neighborhoods down.  But New Jersey can be doing a lot more.  

Right now New Jersey is using most of the federal money it received to address foreclosure, the Hardest Hit Fund, for the HomeKeeper program.  This program does NOT reduce the mortgage principle, it is just an immediate “fix” with no guarantee that homeowners will be helped in the long-term. The median assistance received from this program is $10,000.   The program has a current denial rate of 63.4% so most people applying for it are not getting any help. 

Hearings like today are important so all remain vigilant and force the state to implement foreclosure programs that reduce principal and work closely with homeowners and tailor solutions to meet their needs.  Thank you for the opportunity to be with you today.
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