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The following five maps show the relative density of Hispanics within a 50-mile radius of Mt. Holly
Gardens in 1960, 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000. Note that throughout this era, most of the area remained
less than 5% Hispanic, with the highest concentrations of Hispanics in the poorer neighborhoods of larger
cities such as Philadelphia, Camden, Trenton, and New Brunswick. Also note that the Gardens’ census
tract (and later block group) had the largest concentration of Hispanics in Mount Holly from 1970-2000.
(Many rural census tracts had no data for 1960 and 1970 and are omitted from these maps. All data
courtesy of Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information System: Version
11.0 [Database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota. 2016. http://doi.org/10.18128/D050.V11.0.)
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The following three maps show the median household income for census tracts within a 50-mile radius of
Mt. Holly Gardens in 1980, 1990, and 2000. (Census tract median household income is not available for
1960 and 1970. Dollars inflation-adjusted to 2000 U.S. dollars.) Note that throughout this era the highest
concentrations of low-income households are in and around Philadelphia and Trenton and in the more
rural districts near the Atlantic coastline. The Gardens’ census tract had the largest concentration of
households in the lowest income bracket in Mount Holly in 1990 and 2000. (All data courtesy of
Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information System: Version 11.0
[Database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota. 2016. http://doi.org/10.18128/D050.V11.0.)
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A Failed Attempt to Save the Gardens

In the aftermath of Ronald Reagan’s election to the presidency in 1980 and the accelerated rollback of
federal welfare programs, progressive residents of Burlington County began to look at how they could
put their progressive politics to good use in their own communities.*° They began their search on Martin
Luther King, Jr. Day.

Dr. King’s birthday didn’t become an official national holiday until 1986, but it had been celebrated in
Mount Holly for many years prior by the Second Baptist Church, a predominantly African-American
congregation on Washington Street. This church celebrated Dr. King’s birthday with a breakfast followed
by a march down the street to the AME Church, the township’s other predominantly African-American
church.®* John Mengle, the superintendent of Mount Holly’s schools, became the first superintendent in
New Jersey to recognize the holiday by closing his schools for the day.** Mengle and the pastors of the
two churches encouraged everyone, child and adult alike, to spend the day in prayer and public
service.®

In the mid-1980s, a group of local progressives were inspired by this annual event to expand this public
service to a yearlong endeavor. Representatives of the local Methodist, Roman Catholic, Lutheran,
Presbyterian, Baptist, and AME churches, and of the Friends Meeting House, formed the Rancocas Valley
Clergy Association (RVCA), which began looking for ways to effect positive change throughout Burlington
County.*

One of these churches, the First Presbyterian Church, was already involved in housing. This church was
in an older neighborhood of Mount Holly, surrounded by some of the township’s most run-down
housing. Much of this housing was occupied by low-income families. The church leaders considered
moving to Eastampton, a wealthier community to the east, but instead decided to commit the church’s
resources to improving the housing in its current neighborhood. The congregation founded a nonprofit
called Homes of Hope, and three members of the congregation took out second mortgages on their own
homes so Homes of Hope could buy a house in the neighborhood. Volunteers rehabilitated the house
and Homes of Hope rented the house to a low-income family, using the rental income to buy its next
home. Eventually Homes of Hope owned 10 properties in or near Mount Holly, all of which it rented out
as affordable low-income housing.*

Like Homes of Hope, the RVCA recognized a growing housing crisis in Burlington County.*® Throughout
the 1980s, as public services were slashed and suburbanization displaced more and more low-income
families, the homeless population grew. By the mid-1980s, several people were living in cardboard
shacks along Rancocas Creek, so the RVCA organized a sit-in at the Burlington County government
building in Mount Holly, demanding that the county build a homeless shelter.*” Some of the churches in
the RVCA began inviting homeless people to spend the night in their church on a rotating basis, with
each church in turn taking in the homeless.*

Members of the RVCA believed that the cause of the homeless problem was a lack of good, decent
affordable housing in Burlington County. Homes of Hope pointed toward a solution. If the RVCA could
replicate the Homes of Hope model on a wider basis, it could keep many more families from becoming
homeless in the first place.
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The RVCA quickly identified a neighborhood that could meet its needs: Mt. Holly Gardens. By the late
1980s, the Gardens had a high concentration of overcrowded, poorly maintained housing and a largely
low-income population. Homes of Hope had turned 10 substandard homes into safe and affordable
housing, but the Gardens had 329 homes. If all those homes could be converted into safe and affordable
housing, the RVCA would go a long way toward solving the community’s housing crisis.

In 1990, members of the RVCA founded a nonprofit modeled on Homes of Hope but dedicated to just
the Gardens: Mount Holly 2000. As the name suggests, the goal was to turn the Gardens into a safe and
affordable low-income neighborhood by decade’s end.

On July 19, 1990, the founding members of Mount Holly 2000 filed their certificate of incorporation with
the New Jersey Secretary of State. This document makes clear that, unlike Homes of Hope, Mount Holly
2000 would focus on enabling low-income homeownership; it would not be a landlord. Mount Holly
2000’s primary purpose would be “to purchase, rehabilitate, resell and manage housing for low and
moderate income persons....”* As its long-time executive director, Thomas Hand, later explained, the
Gardens’ problems were principally caused by “slum landlords” who neglected their homes and rented
them to people with Section 8 vouchers. These tenants were bringing drugs and crime into the Gardens,
he says, ruining the neighborhood for the “good, decent people” who had lived there for years.*® This
narrative was not unique to Hand. It was shared by most of the Mount Holly 2000 Board of Trustees.
Even when Mount Holly 2000 was struggling to survive, its board refused to create a revenue stream by
owning rentals.

[Board member] Ms. Brooks reiterated that she and [board member] Ms. Scott do not
like the idea, that it would bring the stigma of landlordship upon the organization.
Rental of housing outside the Gardens was discussed, and it was generally agreed that
such a program would render Mt. Holly 2000 too much like other local non-profit
housing providers in the public perception.>!

Homeownership, Hand says, is the best tool to give people a stake in their community.>? Mount Holly
2000’s president, Joseph Jones, agrees, saying that homeowners take more responsibility for their
homes and neighborhood.>

To reverse the decline of the Gardens, Mount Holly 2000’s founders
believed that they needed a “critical mass” of homeownership.

To reverse the decline of the Gardens, Mount Holly 2000’s founders believed that they needed a “critical
mass” of homeownership. In 1990, they estimated that a third of the homes in the Gardens were owner-
occupied. Their goal was to transfer half of the rented homes to owner-occupancy, thus bringing the
total share of owner-occupied homes to two-thirds. According to Larry Miller, a Mount Holly 2000
fundraiser, studies show that if two-thirds of homes are owner-occupied, violence declines. If owner-
occupancy drops to one-third, violence rises. For Mount Holly 2000, dramatically increasing
homeownership would save the Gardens.
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... the homes, although they had a very low appraised value,
produced plenty of rental income for the landlords, and those
landlords were unwilling to give up that revenue stream unless they
were well compensated.

Mount Holly 2000, however, quickly encountered two insurmountable problems. One, the homes were
designed and built as rows of attached units. The best way to rehab these homes was to rehab an entire
row, combining smaller units into more desirable and comfortable larger units. But the rental units were
spread out throughout the Gardens, with a mix of rentals and owner-occupied units in almost every row
of houses. Second, the landlords who owned these homes—especially Harry Fry, who owned the largest
share of homes—were unwilling to sell at a price that Mount Holly 2000 could afford.>* The problem, as
Mount Holly 2000 quickly learned, was that the homes, although they had a very low appraised value,
produced plenty of rental income for the landlords, and those landlords were unwilling to give up that
revenue stream unless they were well compensated.

Protracted negotiations with landlords was but one of several obstacles. Applying for and receiving
funding for the project—principally from the state’s Department of Community Affairs and from federal
HOME funds controlled by the Burlington County Freeholders—took years.>® (Although the Township
wrote letters of support for these funding applications, it never appropriated its own funds to support
Mt. Holly 2000, further limiting the nonprofit’s resources.) Once Mount Holly 2000 had these funds in
1995, there were other delays related to construction. According to the Board of Trustees’ meeting
minutes for May 8, 1996:

Construction of first three units has been delayed due to bad weather, communication
problems with Mount Holly Township Building Inspector Office, mix-up on windows
order and the delay in the bidding process for a contractor. All problems which are not
uncommon in the construction business.>®

And once the rehabilitation was complete, there were delays in finding qualified low-income
homebuyers willing to buy in the Gardens.>’

Mount Holly 2000 could not overcome these obstacles fast enough to justify the administrative
expenses associated with operating as a nonprofit housing developer. After eight years of hard work,
Mount Holly 2000 had purchased, rehabilitated, and sold only 10 homes, two of which were created by
combining smaller units. With administrative costs rising due to the length of the project, and with
funders reluctant to fund additional rehabilitation until all 10 rehabbed homes were sold, the Board of
Trustees decided to shut down Mount Holly 2000 in 1998.

A few weeks after Mount Holly 2000’s Board of Trustees held its last meeting, Democrat Jules Thiessen
and Republican Brooke Tidswell were elected to the Mount Holly Township Council. Their goal:
Redevelop the Gardens. As Tidswell later explained, Mount Holly 2000’s failure to rehabilitate more
than 10 homes in eight years proved that nothing short of a full-scale redevelopment would end the
problems of the Gardens.>®
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The Redevelopment

By the end of the 1990s, it was clear to many observers that Mt. Holly Gardens was in trouble. The
housing stock was decaying and becoming more overcrowded. Families desperate for affordable
housing crammed into homes, leading to increased wear and tear on the homes as well as problems
with parking and garbage collection for the entire neighborhood. Meanwhile, the crack cocaine
epidemic followed many of these families into the Gardens. People in passing cars and trucks would pull
into the alleys behind the Gardens’ homes to buy their drugs. In one high-profile incident in 1998, a man
stopped in the parking lot of the nearby Anna C. Heller School to buy drugs. When the drug dealers tried
to rob him, he tried to flee but was run over and killed.>®

MT. HOLLY TWP.
TOTAL UCR STATS
1996-2007
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The chart above, produced by the Mount Holly Police Department (MHPD), charts the Uniform Crime
Reports (UCR) for the township from 1996 through 2007. It includes all property and violent crimes
reported by the MHPD to the UCR. The sharp and sustained decline after 2002 coincides with the
displacement of Gardens residents—especially renters, as owner-occupants were slower to sell than
were landlords. Source: Nick Sodano.

These were the conditions that Mount Holly 2000 wanted to reverse, but the end of Mount Holly 2000
served as proof to some township residents that this was a neighborhood that could not be saved. It
was, in their eyes, no longer a neighborhood or a community but a slum.® The crime rate in the Gardens
rose and fell throughout the 1990s but remained high enough to strain the Mount Holly Police
Department’s budget as the police kept responding to local calls for greater police protection.®! The
police had even purchased one of the homes in the Gardens for use as a police substation.®? Drug
dealers, however, merely relocated to other sections of the Gardens.®® Although the increased police
presence helped cut the crime rate by 2000, it was still much higher than in the rest of the township.
Targeting the municipality’s neighborhood most closely identified with crime would improve the
township’s overall public image and make it more attractive to investors, business owners, and
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shoppers. It was time, the officials decided, to do something. What followed was 15 years of conflict
between the Council and some of the residents of Mt. Holly Gardens, a conflict that eventually landed
both parties on the docket of the U.S. Supreme Court.

In October 2002, four years after Mount Holly 2000 sold the last of its 10 rehabilitated Gardens homes,
the Council passed a resolution designating the Gardens as blighted and in need of redevelopment.®* In
doing so, the Council was following a well-trod path. During the preceding decades, countless
municipalities throughout the country had declared their low-income, majority-minority neighborhoods
as blighted—and then transferred the neighborhood’s properties to a wealthier and often whiter class
of owners. As U.S. Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas wrote in his dissent to the 2005 Kelo
decision:

Urban renewal projects have long been associated with the displacement of blacks; in
cities across the country, urban renewal came to be known as “Negro removal”.... Over
97 percent of the individuals forcibly removed from their homes by the “slum-
clearance” project upheld by this Court in Berman were black. Regrettably, the
predictable consequence of the Court's decision [in Kelo] will be to exacerbate these
effects.®

Under New Jersey law, the Council then had to submit a redevelopment plan to the NJ Department of
Community Affairs (DCA) for approval. Early the next year, the DCA approved the Gardens Area
Redevelopment Plan (GARP), as it was then called, and the Council passed an ordinance empowering the
Township to purchase all the row houses in the Gardens (not just the rentals), demolish them all, and
sell the cleared land to a private developer that would build 180 new market-rate housing units, 30 of
which would be set aside for senior citizens.%® Janice E. Talley, the planner hired by the Township to plan
the Gardens’ redevelopment, included these 30 units in her redevelopment plan in response to pleas
from neighborhood seniors. However, none of these units were set aside specifically for site residents.®’
As the plaintiffs later argued in court, the GARP would likely result in the transfer of property from
lower-income, minority homeowners to whiter and wealthier homeowners.

Township officials were opposed to using eminent domain,® but everyone understood that state law
empowered the Township to do so once the state approved the redevelopment plan.®® With the threat
of eminent domain hanging over their heads, most homeowners agreed to sell their properties to the
Township as specified in the ordinance instituting the redevelopment. The Township moved forward,
evicting rental tenants, shutting down the neighborhood’s community center and playground, and
demolishing row houses it had acquired through voluntary sales. But not all neighborhood residents
were willing to move. In October 2003, several residents founded a nonprofit called Mt. Holly Gardens
Citizens in Action Inc.,”® which sued the Township in state court, alleging violations of New Jersey’s
antidiscrimination laws and redevelopment laws and procedures.”

The lawsuit didn’t stop the Township, but it did eventually prompt changes to the redevelopment plan.
In December 2004, the Township acquired 11.4 acres of undeveloped land next to the Gardens, which it
combined with the Gardens in a new West Rancocas Redevelopment Plan (WRRP).”2 Whereas GARP
called for 180 new market-rate housing units, this plan called for 228 new units. And whereas GARP set
aside only 30 units for senior citizens, WRRP set aside up to 22 units as non-age-restricted affordable
housing. Perhaps most significantly for the remaining residents of the Gardens in 2004, WRRP also
provided for the optional rehabilitation of some of the original Gardens homes and allowed for the
residents of those rehabilitated units to be temporarily relocated in phases so that they could remain in
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the neighborhood.”® This revised plan tried to address some of the concerns raised by Gardens residents
in discussions with Talley and the Township Council. Citizens in Action, however, maintained its lawsuit.
When the state trial court upheld the blight designation in 2005, Citizens in Action appealed.”

As the appeal worked its way to New Jersey’s top court, the Township continued acquiring and
demolishing homes in the Gardens. It also began looking for a redeveloper for the newly demolished
properties. In July 2005, it issued its request for proposals (RFP). Although the RFP stated that a
redeveloper would be chosen partly based on “the degree to which the Redeveloper’s redevelopment
concept meets the Township’s vision for the Project Site in the West Rancocas Redevelopment Plan,””®
the instructions for the RFP added, “The [Township] will consider proposals, which deviate from the
adopted Plan upon a showing of necessity for completion of a successful Redevelopment project.””®

Mount Holly received only two proposals. One, from Keating Urban Partners, hewed closely to the
WRRP. The other, from First Montgomery Group (FMG), deviated from the Plan by offering to
substantially rehabilitate some of the Gardens housing “to serve as a residential resource for the
remaining residents who may desire to remain in the Redevelopment Area.””’ Although the FMG bid
offered to address many of the complaints site residents had about the redevelopment, the Township
awarded the contract to Keating Urban Partners in February 2006. Keating, in turn, hired Triad
Associates Inc. to oversee relocation of all site residents.”®

Triad introduced yet another acronym into this story: WRAP, or the Workable Relocation Assistance
Plan. When Triad filed its WRAP with the New Jersey Department of Community Affairs in September
2006, it became the official relocation plan for site residents—and a source of contention in Citizens in
Action’s eventual appeal to the federal courts. Under WRAP, property owners would get between
$27,000 and $50,000 for their homes (depending on the number of bedrooms), in addition to $15,000
for relocation costs (the maximum allowed under the New Jersey Relocation Assistance Act of 1972) and
a $20,000 no-interest loan toward a mortgage for a new property anywhere. Residents would not have
to repay this new loan until they sold their new home. The total relocation package was worth up to
$85,000. Renters, meanwhile, qualified for $7,500 in relocation assistance.”

Although WRAP offered to reimburse property owners for far more than the appraised values of the
home,® the residents’ lawyers noted in later court documents that hardly any homes in the county, let
alone the township, cost just $85,000. To many of the site residents, WRAP looked like the Township’s
way of forcing them out of sight and out of mind.

In 2007, the New Jersey State Appellate Division affirmed the trial court decision in favor of the
Township, and the New Jersey Supreme Court declined to hear the case.®! According to the New Jersey
courts, Mount Holly had not violated any state laws or regulations. On May 27, 2008, Citizens in Action,
not satisfied with the state court decision, sued the Township in federal court, claiming that the
redevelopment violated their rights under the 1968 Fair Housing Act.

While Citizens in Action was suing the Township in federal court, the Township was adopting a carrot-
and-stick approach to the remaining site residents.

For a carrot, the Township amended the WRRP.8 Under the amended plan, Keating would construct 520
new homes, of which 56 would be affordable, and 11 of those 56 would be offered to existing Gardens
residents.®
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residents—including those who gained on-site replacement housing—lost the community that made the
Gardens in many ways a good place to live.

By then, site residents had suffered for over a decade as the Township acquired, neglected, and then
demolished their neighbors’ homes, depressing their property values and disrupting their quality of life.
They had struggled for years in Council hearings, the press, and the courts as they fought to save their
homes. They lived in constant fear, never certain if or when the Township would invoke its right to use
eminent domain to seize their homes by force. And they watched as one by one their neighbors and
friends either gave up and moved away or died, leaving a dwindling number of residents to continue the
fight on their own.

The redevelopment proved catastrophic for the Township, too. Its reputation was damaged. The
Huffington Post described the case as “New Jersey town rips up working-class neighborhood for private
developers” (8/1/2012). MSNBC described the redevelopment as “Bulldozing homes and civil rights”
(11/5/2013). And when the Philadelphia Inquirer described delays in constructing replacement homes
for plaintiffs, it titled its article, “At 97, her housing dream fades” (2/8/2016). Even when media was
more sympathetic to the Township’s position, they quoted site residents and their lawyer making the
case that the Township was abusing their rights. This media coverage painted a negative picture of a
township that had ironically pursued redevelopment in part to improve its public image.

Meanwhile, the township’s entire Council was voted out of office. When Brooke Tidswell and Jules
Thiessen, the two councilmembers who spearheaded the redevelopment, were up for reelection in
2010, they came in 4™ and 5% place in what the Philadelphia Inquirer described as a “stunning
outcome.” ™ The remaining three councilmembers who voted for redevelopment were voted out at the
next election in 2012.

Thanks to this redevelopment, the Township is also saddled by debt. By the end of 2010, the Township
had paid $6.6 million for the properties in the Gardens, but no replacement housing had yet been
built—and thus no new taxes were forthcoming from the neighborhood.® By 2012, Mount Holly
Township had paid Keating $1.2 million, “largely as reimbursement for the demolitions and
relocations,” ! and the Township was $18 million in debt, “with annual debt service payments at about
$1.1 million.” %2 By 2017 the Township was $24 million in debt!®® and, except for the section with the
replacement housing, the redevelopment of the Gardens has not yet begun as of spring 2018.

What is more, to encourage the construction of the market-rate housing on the undeveloped land to the
north of the Gardens, land that was added to the redevelopment plan in 2005, the Township granted
the developer there, Ryan Homes, a five-year tax exemption and abatement on all the neighborhood’s
new properties, further starving the Township of real estate tax revenues that could have enabled it to
more rapidly pay off this debt.

This disappointing outcome need not have happened. There was common ground between the two
sides, and if the Township had focused on that common ground, it might have accomplished much good,
and at a much lower cost.
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Common Ground

Court cases are about conflict, and the Mt. Holly case was no different. In their arguments before the
court and their subsequent appeals, both sides in the case presented starkly different views of what was
happening in the Gardens. But precisely because a court is a venue for adjudicating conflict, a focus on
the court case may distract from the common ground shared by both sides. Despite their differences,
the Township and the site residents agreed that the Gardens was not trouble-free. Had they focused on
this common ground, they could have addressed many of their concerns without resorting to the courts.
The two sides were most in alignment when discussing quality-of-life issues and problems associated
with absentee landlords.

Both Gardens residents and the Council were concerned with the quality of life in the Gardens. Drug
dealing, litter, noise, and auto traffic—all interrelated problems—troubled the Gardens residents, who
wanted to live in a safe and comfortable neighborhood. Some site residents described having to rely on
neighbors to keep an eye on their children lest they get in trouble with the criminal elements in the
neighborhood. Others describe the noise of people yelling in the street late into the night or the
constant flow of cars as people drove through the neighborhood to buy drugs. These site residents were
not usually critical of their neighborhood, and none of them wanted to leave, but they agreed that the
quality of life in the Gardens could have been much better.

Councilmembers were also concerned about the quality of life in the Gardens, although for different
reasons. The Township had been trying for several years to redevelop its business district, which had
suffered from disinvestment and competition with more modern shopping malls elsewhere in the
county. In 1995, the State of New Jersey approved Mount Holly’s application to become home to an
Urban Enterprise Zone (UEZ). This zone included the business district (but not the Gardens). “This is a
program adopted by the NJ State Legislature to create jobs, leverage new investment, and revitalize
selected communities.... A portion of the sales tax revenues generated in the UEZ is dedicated to
economic development projects in the zone.” %

But this investment would do no good if the Township had a reputation for antisocial behavior—not just
crime but also any rowdy behavior. Such a reputation would scare off potential shoppers for its
revitalized business district. The Council needed to address the quality-of-life issues in the Gardens if it
was to improve the Township’s reputation and attract the shoppers it needed.

Gardens residents and the Council were also concerned with the absentee landlords operating in the
Gardens. (This paper defines an absentee landlord as someone who owned two or more properties in
the Gardens and whose primary residence was not in Mount Holly.) As of January 1, 2001, 38 homes
were owned by one absentee landlord: Harry Fry. All other absentee landlords owned six or fewer
homes each. Altogether, the Gardens’ 16 absentee landlords owned 89 (27%) of the 329 Mt. Holly
Gardens properties subsequently redeveloped by the Township.

Both sides blamed these landlords for overcrowding and poorly maintaining their homes, and some
interview subjects from both inside and outside the Gardens argued that most of the crime in the
neighborhood emanated from homes owned by absentee landlords, who, they argued, didn’t care if
they were renting to criminals so long as the tenants paid their rent. Indeed, site residents, stakeholders
in Mount Holly 2000, and councilmembers all identified absentee landlords as being the root cause of
the neighborhood’s quality-of-life problems, although each came up with a different solution for the
problem—targeted government intervention, expanded homeownership, and redevelopment,
respectively.
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Addressing the Affordable Housing Crisis in Burlington County

Both these issues—quality of life and absentee landlords—are strongly connected with another issue:
the lack of decent affordable housing in Burlington County. If “good people” were suffering in the
Gardens due to quality-of-life issues compounded by negligent and exploitative absentee landlords, it
was because there were so few other affordable homes for rent or sale in the county. The Council’s
initial refusal to include affordable replacement housing for site residents compounded conflict between
residents and nonresidents. The Council, however, had the opportunity to include affordable housing,
had it been so inclined. Indeed, it was encouraged to do so by both the state and county governments.

The Redevelopment Handbook: A Guide to Rebuilding New Jersey’s Communities—written by two
planners, Stan Slachetka and David G. Roberts, for the New Jersey Department of Community Affairs
and the American Planning Association New Jersey Chapter—warned municipalities that “minimizing
relocation costs requires planning and forethought. Municipalities should consider providing
opportunities for relocation in either the redevelopment-plan area or in subsequent phases of the
redevelopment plan or in previously constructed redevelopment projects. Some municipalities also may
consider smaller-scale projects that avoid significant relocation.”16°

These goals were not beyond the reach of municipalities in Burlington County, whose Department of
Economic Development wrote in its Five Year Consolidated Plan 2000-2004, “Burlington County’s
dedicated and productive community of non-profit housing developers have created well over 400
permanent affordable housing units that provide excellent examples of successful housing and physical
improvements to the community.”% The plan goes on to describe an example of what this might look
like:

Affordable housing advocacy works hand in hand with production as the developers form
boards of trustees, which include low-income people and advisory committees and
representatives of the business community, meet with town councils to obtain municipal
support for housing and sponsor community workshops and presentations to promote their
activities.®’

If the Mount Holly Township Council had been serious about building upon the common ground shared
by residents and nonresidents, it would have incorporated affordable replacement housing for site
residents into its request for proposals (RFP). At the very least, it could have accepted a bid from a
developer willing and able to build affordable replacement housing for some of the site residents.

As it turns out, just such a bid exists. First Montgomery Group (FMG), a local developer with ample
experience in Mount Holly, having already “transformed the Village Square in Mount Holly from a vacant
[blighted area] to an award winning residential development,”% was the only bidder besides Keating.
Significantly, FMG had an ongoing relationship with Saint Joseph’s Carpenter Society (SICS) of Camden,
New Jersey, and SJCS joined its bid to provide “key services around the relocation needs of remaining
residents of Mount Holly Gardens.”%° According to their bid, FMG would substantially rehabilitate some
of the Gardens housing “to serve as a residential resource for the remaining residents who may desire to
remain in the Redevelopment Area.”?”°

The FMG bid offered to turn some of these rehabilitated units into affordable housing, and in marked
contrast with Mount Holly 2000, which aimed to replace renter households in the Gardens with

homeowners, FMG offered to make some of these affordable units rentals. “FMG and SJCS recognize
that all the families relocating from Mount Holly Garden [sic] may not best be served by owning their
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own homes. Due to age or specific situations of the individuals, some may best be suited for a rental
replacement unit.”1’! Those residents moving into rehabilitated owner-occupied units, meanwhile,
would receive counseling and education from SICS “to better prepare them for the challenges of
homeownership.”'’? This affordable housing, renter- and owner-occupied, could be subsidized through
“the Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) Program as well as other subsidy programs available from
the New Jersey Housing and Mortgage Finance Agency (NJHMFA).”173

Although this bid left it to the Township to decide how many units would be rehabilitated, it at least
recognized the right of some site residents to return to their old neighborhood, and the unique
challenges they faced in a housing market generally hostile to minority and low-income households.

FMG deviated from the RFP by including rehabilitated housing for site residents, but this itself was not
grounds for rejection, per the RFP: “If the conceptual plan does not conform to the Redevelopment Plan,
Redevelopers must indicate the justifications for the proposed change to the Redevelopment Plan. The
[Township] will consider proposals, which deviate from the adopted Plan upon a showing of necessity
for completion of a successful Redevelopment project.”*’* It is not self-evident why the Township
rejected FMG’s bid unless, as alleged by the Gardens residents, its goal was to rid the Gardens of all
rental and subsidized housing, and all the families who might live in such housing.

The existence of this bid, which did so much to address the concerns raised in the county’s Five Year
Consolidated Plan and The Redevelopment Handbook, shows that the capacity did exist to “fix” the
Gardens without destroying it. But the Township, wed to its narrative of irreversible neighborhood
decline, was incapable of incorporating other narratives into its decision-making, or of heeding the
advice of planning professionals and state and county government officials. The result was disastrous for
almost everyone involved.

Collective Impact, Defined

It is too late for Mount Holly to pursue this strategy, but municipalities today facing similar problems
may find their way to a less destructive solution if they embrace a more holistic policymaking endeavor
that considers the perspectives and goals of all stakeholders. Some people call this collaborative
planning or comprehensive community planning. Although this study adopts “collective impact” to
describe this type of planning, there are many successful case studies that predate the coinage of this
termin 2011.

The theory behind collective impact is that “large-scale social change comes from better cross-sector
coordination rather than from the isolated intervention of individual organizations.”*”> Under collective
impact, stakeholders from different sectors join forces to solve a specific social problem.”® These
stakeholders enter collective impact policymaking with an open mind and no clear idea about where it
may take them. The goal is not to enforce any one stakeholder’s solution but rather to create a process
where stakeholders learn from each other and benefit from the resulting feedback loop.”” Once this
process has been established, the stakeholders can turn their attention to identifying the best solutions
for the challenges burdening a community.

Proponents of collective impact identify five conditions for its success: a common agenda, shared
measurement systems, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and a backbone
support organization.'’® Of these five conditions, the most important—and the one that does the most
to elevate collective impact above mere collaboration—is the backbone support organization, which can
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be a municipal government, a nonprofit, a for-profit—any organization willing and able to take on the
multiyear dedication needed to transform collective impact into a transformative planning process.'”

Collective Impact and Neighborhood Revitalization

“Collective impact” was coined only in 2011, but conceptually it has deep roots in several foundation-led
comprehensive community initiatives (CCls) beginning in the 1990s. The success of these CCls suggests
that collective impact policymaking can succeed when applied to low-income, majority-minority
neighborhoods like Mt. Holly Gardens.

One of the first and most expansive CCls was the Surdna Foundation’s Comprehensive Community
Revitalization Program (CCRP) in New York City’s South Bronx. From 1992-1998, Surdna invested $10
million in six (later just four) community development corporations (CDCs) in the South Bronx as they
worked to revitalize their respective neighborhoods.'® Surdna was disappointed by the results of its
previous investments in CDCs. Its staff suspected that the problem was too narrow an agenda: Each CDC
focused on only one problem at a time. CCRP, by contrast, was designed to holistically address health
care, economic development, employment, and quality-of-life issues all at once. CCRP’s focus on grass-
roots agenda setting, process over product, and measurable results points toward collective impact,
with Surdna acting as the backbone organization that provides technical advice and investment.

Participants in the CCRP are particularly proud of their Quality of Life Plans, which, in its partial focus on
the built environment, most resembles the work that needed to be done in the Gardens:

The CDC plans... created a road map for revitalization that the CDCs continue to pursue even
today. The community action they called for has helped bring residents together and
strengthened the social fabric of their buildings and blocks. Moreover, the goals set forth in the
plans inspired each of the communities to go far beyond the initial efforts they made in 1992
and to develop a full range of quality of life improvements. These include both physical
improvements and improvements in the number and quality of human service programs for
their residents. 8!

Several other CCls quickly developed in CCRP’s wake. The Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Rebuilding
Communities Initiative (RCI) was a seven-year collaboration between the foundation and community-
based organizations in five target cities. It was Casey’s first “experiment with a ‘bottom-up’ strategy for
improving the lives of children and families by changing the conditions of the neighborhoods in which
they lived.”*82 The RCI ran from 1993 to 2001 and improved the quality of life in all five of its target
cities.!® Most relevant to the Gardens, the Boston RCl resulted in “resident-guided physical
revitalization planning and a new community facility.” 18

In Philadelphia, the Pew Charitable Trusts provided $4.5 million from 1996-2001 for the Targeted
Neighborhood Initiative. “TNI was intended to support the efforts of four CDCs to achieve significant,
visible change in housing and physical conditions in neighborhoods hard-hit by decades of economic and
social disinvestment. ... TNI enabled its participating CDCs to build nearly 500 units of affordable housing
in their target areas ... [and] undertake repairs in scores of owner-occupied homes.” 8>

In Baltimore’s Sandtown-Winchester neighborhood, Enterprise Community Partners funded the 10-year
Neighborhood Transformation Initiative (NTI) to address problems related to the built environment,
health, and education.® A recent study found that this NTI has resulted in a large increase in
homeownership in the neighborhood, from 22.9% in 1990 to 42.1% at the end of the 2000s.%’
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If these initiatives could improve the physical environment and
quality of life in these very troubled big-city neighborhoods, then @
similar initiative could certainly make a difference in a small,
suburban neighborhood of just 329 homes.

In Memphis, Tennessee, a 20-person steering committee of senior leaders from across the public,
private for-profit, and private nonprofit sectors oversees Memphis Fast Forward, whose goal is to make
“Memphis one of the most successful economic centers in the southern United States.”

In its first five years, Memphis Fast Forward helped reduce violent and property crimes by 26% and 32%
respectively and create more than 14,000 new jobs.® Committee members meet monthly to share
insights and coordinate their initiatives. Although Memphis Fast Forward predates coinage of “collective
impact” by several years, it later adopted the term to describe its endeavors.®

These five case studies show what can be accomplished when a backbone organization invests its
resources in grass-roots agenda setting, collaboration among stakeholders, comprehensive revitalization
plans, and measurable results. The target neighborhoods dwarf Mt. Holly Gardens in area, population,
and the depth of their problems. If these initiatives could improve the physical environment and quality
of life in these very troubled big-city neighborhoods, then a similar initiative could certainly make a
difference in a small, suburban neighborhood of just 329 homes.

There are critiques of collective impact. It is time-consuming and costly. Its focus on process over
product means that nobody knows where the process will take them. The traditional planning process
can seem much “cleaner” and more straightforward.

But when we compare the costs of collective impact to the costs of redeveloping the Gardens, collective
impact’s costs no longer seem so onerous. The CCRP in the South Bronx ran for six years and cost $10
million—money that was funneled into four CDCs to develop and implement comprehensive
revitalization plans. The RCl lasted seven years in five target cities and cost $15 million—money that was
spent on capacity-building and attracting outside investment for housing.'®® The TNI in Philadelphia
lasted five years and cost $4.5 million. As mentioned earlier, this funding nearly doubled the percentage
of homeowners in the target area. Although the NTI in Sandtown-Winchester, Baltimore, which lasted
10 years, cost an impressive $70 million, half of which was earmarked for housing, this money was
raised “from more than 65 public and private sources.” !

By contrast, the redevelopment of Mt. Holly Gardens—a neighborhood a fraction of the size of the
South Bronx or Sandtown-Winchester—has lasted 15 years and counting and cost the Township $24
million. This amount excludes real estate tax revenue lost during the redevelopment, when most of the
land was vacant and Township-owned; real estate tax revenue lost due to the tax abatement for many
of the new homes; additional costs yet to be expended for roads and sewers; unknown costs of
increased insurance coverage for Township;'%? and the incalculable social costs of dismantling a
community and dispersing its residents throughout the region.

When addressing problems in low-income, majority-minority neighborhoods, history suggests that the
traditional planning process may end up causing more harm than good. Collective impact policymaking
is not as time-consuming, costly, or divisive as what happened in Mount Holly. This alone makes it worth
a municipality’s time to consider collective impact before diving into the deep end of redevelopment.
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Collective Impact in Mount Holly Township

Although “collective impact” had not yet been coined when the Mount Holly Township Council voted to
redevelop the Gardens in 2002, there were plenty of examples of similar urban revitalization initiatives
for Mount Holly to draw upon had it been so inclined. What if it had done so? What would collective
impact have looked like in Mount Holly in the early 2000s? There is no way to know for certain, but
based on this study’s interviews with stakeholders, archival research at Mount Holly’s City Hall, and
analysis of court documents related to the state and federal cases, we can draw some conclusions about
what might have transpired had the Council opted for a decision-making process that would
subsequently be called collective impact.

Researchers identify five conditions for success of collective impact: “a common agenda, shared
measurement systems, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and backbone
support organizations.” %3

The first and most important step is to designate a backbone support organization. Such an organization
would need funding, and numerous foundations were already funding such organizations in other cities.
Mount Holly’s first step would have been to apply for funding from one of these foundations, preferably
one with deep roots in the mid-Atlantic region. Two logical options were the Pew Charitable Trusts
(which, as we’ve seen, had just funded the Targeted Neighborhood Initiative in Philadelphia) and the
Baltimore-based Annie E. Casey Foundation (which had just funded the Rebuilding Communities
Initiative in five cities). If foundation funding to create a backbone organization was not forthcoming,
the Council could have designated a local unit of government, perhaps the Township’s Planning Board,
to be the backbone organization, but only after carefully vetting the Board’s leadership to ensure that it
was committed to the inclusive spirit of collective-impact policymaking.

Next, the backbone organization would have assembled a wide array of stakeholders to identify a
common agenda for the Gardens. Under collective impact, this group of stakeholders should include
representatives of government, the for-profit sector, and the nonprofit sector.

Governmental stakeholders would have included the township manager, at least one member of the
Township Council, and representatives of the township agencies whose actions most affected the
Gardens: the Mount Holly Police Department (responsible for policing the Gardens); Economic
Development (invested in the success of the downtown shopping district); Public Works (responsible for
garbage collection); and Planning and Zoning (responsible for any changes to zoning rules for the
Gardens). A representative from the Burlington County Board of Social Services (responsible for
administering the Housing Choice Voucher program) would also have been included.

From the for-profit sector, the group of stakeholders would have included a representative landlord
operating in the Gardens and a representative from the local downtown business community.

From the nonprofit sector, it would have included a representative from one of Burlington County’s
CDCs, and a representative of the RVCA, preferably one who had been involved with the (by then
defunct) Mount Holly 2000.

Finally, the group would have included Gardens residents, both homeowners and renters. The success of
the neighborhood revitalization strategies described above suggests that when lower-income residents
are empowered at the very start of the decision-making process, their communities will be less likely to
suffer from unjust and inequitable outcomes.
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Together, these stakeholders would identify a common agenda for the Gardens. We can deduce what
this agenda would look like by examining the results of the interviews and archival research discussed
earlier in this study. We know from this data that a wide array of stakeholders agreed that the two
biggest problems for the Gardens were quality-of-life issues, especially related to the drug trade, and
neglectful (if not outright exploitative) absentee landlords. We also know from the greater
socioeconomic context of this redevelopment that both of these issues were exacerbated by the
affordable housing crisis in Burlington County, a crisis that disproportionately affected African-
Americans and Latinos. Thus, we can surmise that a common agenda would address the quality-of-life
issues; decrease the damage done by absentee landlords; and improve the quantity and quality of
affordable homes.

The backbone organization could have used a combination of shared measurement systems and
mutually reinforcing activities to address the quality-of-life issues without resorting to redevelopment.
First, the Mount Holly Police Department (MHPD) could have identified crime “hot spots” and targeted
its policing just to those homes and blocks. The MHPD could have also instituted a curfew and quiet
zones. Had it adopted clear metrics for tracking crimes throughout Mount Holly by street address, it
could have quickly judged which of these interventions were most successful in reducing crime in the
Gardens.

The Public Works Department could have cleared trash and litter more frequently, especially from the
yards of vacant homes, and used a count of violations to measure the success of its interventions.

The Township Council could have voted to limit auto access to the Gardens through street closures and
barriers. This would have undermined the viability of the drug trade in the neighborhood, which
depended on non-resident customers. Again, by using metrics, the MHPD could have ascertained the
success of this intervention by tracking the number of drug-related arrests in the Gardens, and how
many of those arrests were of suspects who had arrived in the Gardens by car.

A combination of shared measurement systems and mutually reinforcing activities could have also
addressed the problems caused by absentee landlords while preserving their ownership of Gardens
properties. With help from the Township’s Buildings Department and the Burlington County Board of
Social Services (BCBSS), the Township could have targeted neglectful absentee landlords by enforcing
building codes and, when the landlord was renting to a family with a Housing Choice Voucher, HUD
regulations. Code violations could have again been used to track the efficacy of these interventions. (The
BCBSS could also have altered the fair market rent for Gardens homes to reflect the lower rents in the
Gardens, thus ensuring that exploitative landlords could not take advantage of the HCV program.)
Where appropriate, the Council could have helped a CDC buy and manage properties associated with
crime. One such CDC, the Salt & Light Company, already owned several homes in the Gardens.

The common agenda, however, would likely have evolved as metrics identified which interventions were
most successful. For that reason, the backbone organization would have ensured continuous
communication among all stakeholders. The group of stakeholders from different sectors would have
remained in continuous communication through repeated meetings until the quality-of-life issues and
the problems of absentee landlords had been measurably reduced.
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..had the Township decided to pursue redevelopment nonetheless, it
could have embraced the spirit of collective impact...

These interventions would not have increased the number of decent affordable housing units in the
County, but it would have improved the quality of those affordable units that did exist in Mount Holly,
rather than exacerbating the affordable housing crisis by demolishing 329 of the few homes affordable
to low-income families. And, as noted earlier, had the Township decided to pursue redevelopment
nonetheless, it could have embraced the spirit of collective impact by taking seriously the concerns of
site residents and accepting the FMG bid, which at least offered a chance for some of them to remain in
affordable homes in Mount Holly.

A Future for Collective Impact

In 1969, the Journal of the American Institute of Planners published Sherry Arnstein’s seminal article,
“A ladder of citizen participation.” In her article, Arnstein drafted a progressive typology of citizen
participation in planning:

Manipulation: Get citizens to agree; persuade through lies

Therapy: Treat poverty as mental illness; teach citizens to come to terms with their status
Informing: Talk, but don’t listen, to citizens

Consultation: Talk and listen

Placation: Add token citizen representation to decision-making bodies; try to co-opt community
leaders

Partnership: Citizens and power holders negotiate power sharing

7. Delegated power: Citizens control parts of plans

8. Citizen control: Citizens in total power!
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Arnstein was writing at the peak of the post-War Urban Renewal regime, when hundreds of thousands
of Americans—disproportionately low-income and minority—were being evicted from their homes so
that their neighborhoods could be demolished and put to a “higher and better use.”** This use was
often for people with more money and whiter skin: middle-income housing projects, office projects,
elevated freeways to the suburbs, and arts districts like Lincoln Center.**®

In her article, Arnstein identified the tools by which planners excluded these displaced persons from the
decision-making process, and she urged these planners to adopt more inclusive decision-making
strategies (i.e., to move to higher rungs on her ladder of participation).

In response to articles like Arnstein’s and the activism of low-income and minority communities,
planners moved away from such explicitly exclusionary redevelopment strategies. In many cities, new
governmental structures were instituted to ensure that site residents had at least some say in the
redevelopment process. In New York City’s Lower East Side, locals, through their Community Board
(established in 1975), were able to ensure that one leftover urban renewal scheme, the Seward Park
Urban Renewal Area, would include far more replacement affordable housing for displaced site
residents than would likely have been allowed when the project was first proposed in the 1960s.%’
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Meanwhile, since the 1970s several foundations have funded ever more sophisticated urban
interventions designed to empower locals to take control of their own neighborhoods. They have
provided funds for training, technical assistance, housing construction, and workforce development.
They have introduced metrics for measuring the success of different interventions, and they have taught
other communities how to adopt the most successful of these strategies. Collective impact is the
culmination of this movement, a structure upon which community activists, professional planners, and
municipal officials can address the problems of low-income and minority neighborhoods without
destroying them.

But these new governmental structures and interventions are often absent in smaller suburban
communities like Mount Holly, which until recently have had few opportunities to redevelop
neighborhoods. This is changing. Poverty is growing faster in the suburbs than in the cities,'*® and more
and more suburbs are faced, often for the first time, with the need to address problems associated with
low-income, often majority-minority neighborhoods. The Township Council of Mount Holly, having no
experience in this area, reverted to the same exclusionary strategies Arnstein identified 50 years ago. It
treated the redevelopment process as its opportunity to inform site residents of what would happen to
them; councilmembers talked but did not listen. The result was little different, albeit on a smaller scale,
than what happened in large urban neighborhoods from the 1940s to the 1970s.

However, because of disparate impact and the Fair Housing Act, residents of these suburban
neighborhoods may be in a position to challenge these redevelopment schemes in court; they can turn
redevelopment believed to be discriminatory into a costly experience for suburban municipalities, as
Mount Holly learned. Collective impact, then, is not merely a progressive thing to do, nor simply the
right thing to do. It is the tool by which suburban municipalities can avoid making destructive and costly
mistakes.

Most big American cities have transitioned from planning that focuses on segregating land uses and
people to planning that integrates multiple perspectives and communities. That process is certainly
incomplete, but it has saved America’s large cities from repeating the worst of the mistakes they made
in the mid-20th century. It is not too late for suburbs to learn from these mistakes. The story of Mt.
Holly Gardens is a stark warning for suburban America as it struggles to craft revitalization efforts that
are effective and equitable.
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