How New Jersey Council on Special Transportation began advocating for 
Assembly and Senate Bills that would increase paratransit funding.

History

Prior to 2004, NJ COST, it’s members and in particular, the 21 county coordinated transportation systems began talking about the need for increased funding for paratransit.  Waiting lists for dialysis and other services were increasing and the need for more transportation was in demand.

In 2004, the NJ Council on Special Transportation along with it’s members continued these funding discussions and in December 2004, NJ COST President Michael Vieira met with Assemblyman Wisniewski to discuss possible legislation to increase the state funding program “Senior Citizens and Disabled Residents Transportation Assistance Program”.

The Senior Citizens and Disabled Residents Transportation Assistance Program (SCADRTAP) is a transportation funding program within the state’s Casino Revenue Fund.  The Casino Revenue Fund is a program where, by legislative law, the Atlantic City Casino’s must deposit 8% of their gross revenue “win” into this fund which provides much needed services for senior citizens and persons with disabilities.  From the Casino Revenue Fund, SCADRTAP receives 7.5% of the fund.
The meeting with Assemblyman Wisniewski went well and NJ COST suggested increasing SCADRTAP from a 7.5% share to an 8.5% share.  This additional 1% would have increased the SCADRTAP fund by approximately $5 million.  Assemblyman Wisniewski was receptive to the idea and asked for additional information that would support such a bill.
Just after the meeting with Assemblyman Wisniewski, NJ COST learned that “new taxes” charged to the Atlantic City casinos would be inserted into the Casino Revenue Fund and thereby automatically increasing the SCADRTAP fund by $10 million.  Although these new taxes were only temporary and would expire in two years, NJ COST decided that this was not the time to be greedy with funding and decided to slow down on advocating for the additional 1% increase.

On May 15, 2006, Assemblyman Wisneiwski introduced a legislative bill – A3093 - that would increase the SCADRTAP fund by an additional 1%.  In cooperation, NJ COST was able to secure a Senate sponsor and bill S1973 was introduced on June 12, 2006.  These two bills quickly moved through both the Assembly and Senate Transportation Committees and headed towards the Assembly Appropriations and Senate Budget Committee for posting.  NJ COST was asked to tell its members to “sit back and watch how fast this bill moves to get approved.”  Not too familiar with the legislative processes in Trenton, NJ COST followed this advice and watched both bill die when the legislative session ended.
Lesson NJ COST Learned:  
(1) Learn the Legislative Process.

(2) Even if a legislative bill looks good on paper and common sense says it should pass – become a heavy advocate and do not stop until the Governor affixes his/her signature to the bills.

2008 – 2009 Legislative Session

Assemblyman Wisniewski reintroduced the bill in the new legislative session.  The Assembly bill’s new number was A2046.

NJ COST learned the legislative process.

Once the new bill was introduced, every move NJ COST made was strategic.  Why did NJ COST first approach Assemblyman Wisnieski….because he was the chairman of the Assembly Transportation Committee and NJ COST “strongly assumed” the bill would be posted and quickly moved out of that committee.  NJ COST’s assumption was correct.
That same strategy continued and NJ COST was able to secure a Senate Bill sponsor.  Senator Nicolas Sacco was asked to post a Senate companion bill since he was the chair of the Senate Transportation Committee.

As planned, both bill quickly moved out of both committees.  Along the way, NJ COST and its members contacted legislators and requested they become a co-sponsor on the bill – it was a good bill.  The NJ COST strategy was that when the final vote is called, to pass the Assembly it needed 41 votes and the Senate 21 votes.

Every Committee the bills went into, NJ COST made sure to secure that Committee Chair as a co-sponsor as well as a majority of the Committee members…in order for it to successfully be voted out of that committee.  Again, this was strategic.

NJ COST also asked both sponsors if they would allow this bill to be bi-partisan – allowing both democrats and republicans to sign on as co-sponsors – the sponsors agreed.  Again, this was strategic.

NJ COST and its members stood along side their elected leaders as they too offered support for the bills.  NJ COST and its members spoke at hearings, legislative meetings, etc. in order to get attention and express how important these bills were.
TESTIMONY & MEETINGS
June 9, 2008

NJ COST testimony at Senate Transportation Committee (successfully voted out 5-0)
June 12, 2008

 NJ COST testimony at Assembly Transportation Committee (successfully voted out 12-0)
September 23, 2008
NJ COST testimony at Assembly Human Services Committee (by invitation)

November 13, 2008 
NJ COST testimony at Senate Budget Committee (successfully voted out 13-0)
November 19, 2008
NJ COST testimony at Casino Revenue Fund Advisory Commission Public Hearing
November 21, 2008 
NJ COST testimony at Casino Revenue Fund Advisory Commission Public Hearing

December 9, 2008
NJ COST testimony at Casino Revenue Fund Advisory Commission Public Hearing

March 11, 2009
NJ Transit Board of Directors Meeting
March 24, 2009
NJ COST testimony at the NJ Senate (Governor’s) Budget Hearing
March 26, 2009
NJ COST testimony at the NJ Assembly (Governor’s) Budget Hearing

April 15, 2009

Meeting with NJ DOT Commissioner

July 28, 2009

NJ COST Testimony at the SCADRTAP Pubic Hearing

September 18, 2009    Casino Revenue Fund Advisory Commission - Update
November 23, 2009
NJ COST testimony at Assembly Appropriations Committee (successfully voted out 10-1)
Getting the Word Out

NJ COST and it’s members created a network with county agencies, municipalities, Freeholders and County Executives/Managers, social service agencies, legislators and their staffs, NJ Transit and other State Agencies, NJ Transit Citizens Advisory Committee members, county advisory council members, NJ Aging Directors, NJ Offices on Disabilities, ARC’s, etc..  In addition, those that NJ COST networked with also set up networks with their contacts.

NJ COST members and supporters of the bills frequently spoke at nutrition and social service recreational sites, meetings, etc. to explain and emphasize how important these bills are for especially maintaining current county transportation services.

Also, NJ COST sent written letters to Governor Corzine, Senate President Richard Codey and Assembly Speaker Joseph Roberts requesting support and asking that a committee for formed to study the paratransit funding crisis.  Letters were sent July 7, 2008 however, no responses were ever received.

NJ COST sent numerous emails throughout New Jersey requesting support for A2046 and S1830.  One reason NJ COST continued writing to legislators was (1) to get them to sign on as a co-sponsor but (2) (most important) to explain what the bill was, it’s importance and just educate the legislators.

NJ COST wrote letters to each NJ Congress Member and Senator’s Menendez and Lautenberg. - April 6, 2009  

NJ COST wrote and responded to several “letters to the Editor” posted in several newspapers.

Hundreds of resolutions (from counties, municipalities and social service board of director) supporting A2046 and S1830 were received and forwarded to legislators.

History of Senate Bill S1830
11 Sponsors and Co-Sponsors

May 15, 2008              Bill Introduced

June 9, 2008

Senate Transportation Committee (successfully voted out of Committee5-0)

November 13, 2008
Senate Budget Committee (successfully voted out of Committee13-0)

December 10, 2009
Passed by Senate (39-0)

History of Assembly Bill A2046

43 Sponsors and Co-Sponsors (over 50%)

February 2, 2008
Bill Introduced

June 12, 2008

Assembly Transportation Committee (successfully voted out of Committee12-0)

March 9, 2009

Assembly Tourism and Gaming (successfully voted out of Committee 8-0) 

November 23, 2009
Assembly Appropriations Committee (successfully voted out of Committee 10-1)
January 11, 2010
Passed by Assembly (72-2-2)
Bill signed into law by Governor Jon Corzine on January 17, 2010 (2 days before he leaves office).
How the “Please Help Save My Ride” Campaign Began.

Prior to a June 20, 2008 NJ COST meeting, county COST members were polled to see if they believed that NJ is experiencing a paratransit funding crisis.  All members agreed with that statement.  Further discussions about that statement and how to move the legislative bills (which seemed to have stalled) were discussed at that meeting.

At the conclusion of that meeting, those present voted to approve the following statement:

"New Jersey's Human Services Community Transportation is in a serious financial crisis which is affecting every county, municipality and social service agency in the State.  This crisis negatively impacts New Jersey's older adult population, persons with disabilities, economically disadvantaged, veterans and other transportation dependent persons."

Also, it was suggested that an information and advocacy campaign begin to get the riders and those who benefit from paratransit services involved in getting the bills moving again and ultimately and successfully passed.  NJ COST expanded the advocacy for support of the legislative bills.
NJ COST Members were asked to email ideas

Following the June 20, 2008, NJ COST issued a press release throughout New Jersey and also sent it to legislators announcing the paratransit crisis statement.  More legislators signed up to become sponsors on the bills as a result.  Some legislators also held their own press conferences supporting the legislation.

Phase 1 – “Please Help Save My Ride” Campaign

July-August 2008 – NJ COST planned and outlined a campaign that resembled an individual petition form. A short letter to Governor Corzine and legislators was included as well as space for a person to sign their name with address.  Most of the flyer was taken up by a color photo of three senior citizens (with sad faces) below a caption ”Please Help Save My Ride”.  The photo shoot with these three seniors and a driver was set up by NJ COST with a professional photographer.  Again, the sad faces on the senior citizens faces were for strategic purposes.
The thought to send flyers came from the idea that during election times, our mailboxes are filled with campaign literature and flyers asking us to help “vote” and get a person elected...   The “Please Help Save My Ride” flyer was in retrospect doing the same thing…we (the constituents) were sending our elected legislators literature now asking them to help us.

September 2, 2008 – 20,000 full color 8.5” by 11” flyers were ordered.

September 15, 2008 – a four foot by five foot blown up “Please Help Save My Ride” poster was made for the unveiling.

September 19, 2008 – NJ COST officially unveiled the “Please Help Save My Ride” Campaign at NJ COST Annual Fall Transportation Expo.  NJ COST also distributed press releases with the announcement.

Beginning September 19, 2008, petition flyers were distributed throughout the state.  Within 2 weeks, all 20,000 were sent out…and more was needed.  Within 3 weeks after the start of the “Please Help Save My Ride” campaign, agencies had more than 11,000 already signed.  Within a month and half, approximately 22,000 petitions were signed by riders, users and supporters of the paratransit systems.  Those agencies that needed more copies made black and white photo copies.
With the petitions, NJ COST also ordered pins which stated “Support New Jersey’s Community Transportation…A Ride Makes a Difference”

Interestingly, a year after the campaign started, some signed petitions are still being mailed back to NJ COST.

As the petitions were collected, they were sorted in legislative order.  There were 40 piles.  
NJ COST planned to distribute the petitions strategically.  As the bills were making their way through the committee hearings, those legislators who did not sign up as co-sponsor on the bill received several hundred petitions.  This was done for every committee the bills went through.

Members of the Hudson County Advisory Committee delivered 1000 “Please Help Save My Ride” petitions to Governor Corzine’s Office. - September 18, 2009

Originally, it was thought that since there were a significant number of sponsors on the assembly bills, the Senate Bill would receive our most attention.  Petitions were sent to Senate members as well as the Senate President, Richard Codey.    NJ COST also set aside 5,000 petitions in the event they were needed for a final last minute delivery somewhere.

Phase 2 – “L.E.T.’s Help Save My Ride” Campaign

In October 2009, since the bills had not been successfully approved yet (the Assembly bill still needed the Appropriations Committee approval and a full assembly approval) (The Senate bill had stalled and had been in limbo for more than 1 year awaiting the Senate President’s approval to post the bill for a full Senate vote), the NJ COST membership agreed to a final push – Phase 2.
Phase 2 was called “L.E.T.’s Save My Ride”.  This two-sided full color flyer was printer on heavier stock paper and measured 8.5” by 5.5”.

The front of the flyer had the letters L, E and T bolded.  And read… L -Letters…write letters, E - Emails...send emails, and T - Telephone…Make telephone Calls.

15,000 pieces of literature was ordered and distributed to the 21 county coordinated systems to distribute on their vehicles and to sites of interest.  Attached to the postcard, NJ COST created an information sheet with a telephone script.  The information sheet also listed legislator’s phone numbers and addresses as well as the Senate President’s and Assembly Speaker’s information.  NJ COST made separate sheets for each county.
The information sheet asked riders to help their transportation system and help get these bills passed by making contact with their legislators within a two week period, November 9 and November 20, 2009.  Some counties and agencies even continued past the target stop date.
The L.E.T.’s campaign was very successful and some legislators said they received hundreds of phone calls.

Whether a coincidence or not, as the L.E.T’s campaign was drawing to a close, the Assembly Appropriations Committee posted the bill for a Committee vote on November 23, 2009.  Also on December 10, 2009, Senate President Richard Codey posted the Senate Bill for a full Senate vote.  The Senate Bill passed 39-0.

On January 11, 2010, the Assembly Bill 2046 (which had a total of 44 sponsors) finally came up for a full Assembly vote.  The Assembly Bill passed 74 yes, 2 no, 3 not voting and 1 abstention.
Companion bills, Senate 1830 and Assembly 2046  which would increase the annual appropriation requirement for SCADRTAP from 7.5% to 8.5% of the revenues deposited in the Casino Revenue Fund, and which passed both Houses was signed into law by outgoing Governor Jon Corzine on January 17, 2010.
