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“Segregation is the link to understanding the perpetuation of urban poverty in America and it is attributable to the present lack of affordable housing in safe and economically prosperous suburban communities.  The existence of isolated and racially segregated housing has preserved racial mistrust, furthering ignorant stereotypes that inhibit our society from attaining true racial equality” and it continues to be the most resistant behaviors and policies to change
.

Fair share housing is an attempt to alleviate some of the disparities that low-income communities encounter, and it does this by distributing a “fair” share of affordable housing to every city in a particular region.  If implemented correctly it can decrease the levels of concentrated poverty in some neighborhoods and create a semi-leveled playing field between the wealthier and the poorer communities.  If implemented incorrectly, various loopholes will emerge such as New Jersey’s Regional Contribution Agreement (RCA).

The 1983 ruling by the NJ Supreme Court on Southern Burlington County N.A.A.C.P. v Township of Mount Laurel (NJ 1975) ruled that the township unlawfully excluded low and moderate income families from the municipality
 by implementing zoning regulations that maintained “enclaves of affluence and social homogeneity
”.  This ruling prompted the enactment of The New Jersey Fair Housing Act which was the umbrella for the RCA and the Council on Affordable Housing (COAH), a state commission that sets the ‘fair share’ levels mandated by the New Jersey Supreme Court, issues guidelines, and reviews local implementing plans
.  

The RCA essentially disregards the purpose of COAH by enabling wealthier communities to sell their fair share to other municipalities.  This agreement works directly against the fundamental purpose of fair share housing which is to alleviate concentrated areas of poverty, and thus RCA’s clearly present various ethical concerns. 

The role of a Planner

It is the planner’s responsibility to work in the best interest of the public.  More specifically, it is the planners responsibility to “expand choice and opportunity for all persons, recognizing a special responsibility to plan for the needs of disadvantaged groups and persons, and must urge the alteration of policies, institutions and decisions which oppose such needs”.  It is not just enough for a planner to initiate policies in the best interest of the disadvantaged, but the AICP codified behaviors suggests that they must alter those policies that work against this purpose. 

While New Jersey’s fair share plan was impressive on paper, the most apparent conflict is that in practice the State did not meet the requirements of ensuring that each municipality had its fair share of affordable housing.  COAH was established to ensure that another Mount Laurel did not occur, yet the State found another way to be exclusive without directly implementing exclusive zoning regulations.

The isolation of the low-income citizens denies them of a host of opportunities such as jobs and quality services, not to mention developing wealth through homeownership.

If I were a Practicioner

If I was a practitioner proposing RCA, I would first ensure that the following questions were asked:  (1) If the agreement is approved, how will it impact poorer communities? (2) Will the policy benefit one group more than another, and if so who benefits more and how? (3) Does the agreement work with or against the purpose of COAH?

Once these questions are asked, it would immediately become clear if the RCA should be implemented or disregarded.  It would have been clear to me that this agreement would be detrimental to deteriorating communities.  In fact, the implementation of RCA would have immediately put up a red flag because of its similarities to the redlining and blockbusting tactics implemented by the Federal Housing Authority in 1937.  The  practices “evaluated the risks associated with loans made to borrowers in specific urban neighborhoods
”, and enabled realtors to convince whites to move out of the central cities by striking the fear in them that blacks were moving in – respectively.

In the case of the RCA, it enables communities to keep the undesirables and low-income citizens out of “their” neighborhoods – just like redlining and blockbusting!  To make matters worse, these residents are also excluded from “the educational and employment opportunities of suburban areas, and this enables the cycle of oppression to perpetuate
”.  

In order to serve the best interest of the public, all citizens should be guaranteed access to quality services so that they can be productive citizens and a part of the economic process. 
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