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Two leaders diverge on school voucher proposals
By Chris Sykes

Staff Writer
A disagreement over the effects of the Opportunity Schol-

arship Act, a bill dealing with student vouchers that is cur-
rently in the Legislature, has positioned two local education
advocates on opposite sides. 

Kathleen Witcher, president of the Irvington Unit of the
NAACP, opposes the bill, which last week was released by
the Assembly Commerce Committee. The bill proposes a
system of vouchers allowing a select number of students to
attend private or parochial schools. 

The Rev. Reginald Jackson, pastor of St. Matthew AME
Church in Orange, is among the supporters of the bill.

In a column on Page 7 of this newspaper, Witcher claims
the bill provides vouchers for a small number of students,
and that not all  would qualify for them. She said statewide,
less than 10 percent of the students in districts that have
failed to meet national standards would be eligible in the pro-
gram. Witcher said she believed that violated the goal of
equality in education.

Witcher then reaffirmed the national NAACP’s opposi-
tion to school vouchers or the use of public funds for private
schools. 

Jackson said while Witcher is historically accurate, her
interpretation sidesteps the ongoing struggle to realize the
goals laid out by both civil rights leaders and President
Barack Obama. 

“I’m ready for this fight. I’m tired of seeing our children
go to jail; be unemployed; and tired of seeing urban areas
struggling,” said Jackson, a member of the Orange Board of
Education and Excellent Education for Everyone, which sup-
ports school-choice options. “If they put half as much effort
into reforming the public schools as they do in blocking the
options for our parents, the schools would be much better
than they are.” 

Jackson said he also was concerned about the stance of
latter-day NAACP leaders such as Witcher and national Pres-
ident Benjamin Todd Jealous. Jackson said they are among
organization leaders who want to question anyone whose
opinions differ from theirs. He warned they could open

themselves to charges of hypocrisy.
“The NAACP stands for the advancement of colored peo-

ple, not the stagnation of our people,” said Jackson. “I urge
the NAACP to join in the advancement of our children and
not the continued stagnation. Ben Jealous graduated from a
private school; why can’t our children have the same
option?” 

Jackson said that question has become more pressing
since the economy has suffered, putting pressure on public
officials to save money. But Jackson said he does not want it
to come at the expense of children in urban municipalities.

“Over the last 20 years we’ve spent billions and billions
of dollars in these districts, but the students’ performance did
not improve,” said Jackson. “So the money wasn’t the prob-
lem. They want to put more money into failing schools, what
sense does that make?

“The longer the kids stay in the charter schools, the better
they eventually do. Most of the kids who come to the charter
schools are low-performers,” Jackson claimed. “This new
bill has bipartisan support. For that, I am extremely happy.”

New Valley project
will receive funds
from state program

By John Zucal
Managing Editor

Efforts to continue redeveloping
the Valley section of Orange
received a boost recently when
state officials announced a grant to
help fund a project.

Lori Grifa, commissioner of the
state Department of Community
Affairs, appeared during a Jan. 25
ceremony to announce that Hous-
ing and Neighborhood Develop-
ment Services of Orange had been
awarded $397,500 for a project
along Forest Street. A HANDS offi-
cials said the effort would turn a
former firehouse and the Adams
Bar into mixed-use commercial and
residential units.

The project was one of three
Grifa announced during the cere-
mony. The others recipients are in
Camden and Jersey City.

Grifa said funding is being pro-
vided through TD Bank as part of
the state’s Neighborhood Revital-
ization Tax Credit Program. Corpo-
rations which contribute to a fund
used to support redevelopment
projects in low- and moderate-
income municipalities by nonprofit
organizations receive a 100-percent
state tax credit.

Robin Gordon, HANDS admin-
istrative manager, said the project
is a continuation of its work in the
Valley section. “We rehabilitate
these vacant, eyesore properties,
using the Arts District as a tem-
plate, then provide programs to
enrich the neighborhood.” 

She noted the project is part of
the Heart of Orange Neighborhood
Plan, which HANDS submitted
last April to apply for the grant.

Previous projects have included
commercial space which house
arts-themed businesses and gal-
leries as well as residential units.
Gordon said this project, which is
in the planning stage, will retain
that process with commercial space
and six apartments at an “afford-
able” rent. 

She added HANDS hopes occu-
pants of the new units will consider
long-term residency.

“We’re looking for people to
move in and make a commitment to
stay and improve the life of the
neighborhood,” said Gordon. “The
more a neighborhood is alive, the
more vibrancy is created and the
safer the streets will become.”

Grifa said the state program pro-
vides a maximum of $10 million of
tax credits through an equal amount
of corporate contributions. She said
the TD Bank contribution helped
the program reach its maximum
the earliest in a fiscal year since it
began in 2003.

School open house
to present program

An open house introducing a
new education program to resi-
dents is scheduled Wednesday
at 6 p.m. in the cafeteria of
Orange High School.

Personnel from the Orange
Board of Education and New
Jersey Institute of Technology
will team to offer the “Orange
Center of Excellence.” District
officials said the program will
have students in grades 8-11
utilize science, technology,
engineering and mathematics to
solve real-world problems. It
would be a multi-year program.

District officials said the
cost of the pilot program,
approximately $60,000, will be
funded by a grant from the
Nicholson Foundation.

Call the superintendent’s
office at 973-677-4040 for
additional information.

Hawkins will speak
at Chamber event

Mayor Eldridge Hawkins
will give his report to the city’s
business community Wednes-
day when the Chamber of Com-
merce presents its annual
mayor’s breakfast program.

The breakfast is scheduled
for 8:30 a.m. inside the Elks
Lodge, 475 Main St. Reserva-
tions are required; call Melanie
Malawich at 973-676-8725. 

School closing
information

When winter storms come to
the area, the possibility exists
for schools to be closed. Public
notification will be made
through local television and
radio stations:

Radio: WOR-710, WABC-
770, WINS-1010.

Television: News 12 New
Jersey, WNYW-5, WRNN-55.

Editorial deadlines
• Letters: Monday, 9 a.m.
• Sports: Monday, noon.
• News: Monday, 5 p.m.
Call John Zucal, managing

editor, at 908-686-7700, ext.
115 for more information.

Court moves

\
Members of the dance squad at Orange High School perform Saturday during
halftime of the Tornadoes’ 64-59 home loss in boys’ basketball to East Orange
Campus in the Essex County Tournament. See Sports, Page 10.

Orange in line for emergency snow aid
Hawkins administration applies for $145,000 to cover winter storm costs

By Chris Sykes
Staff Writer

Orange’s government is expect-
ed to receive reimbursement for its
expenses during the post-Christmas
storm that dumped more than two
feet of snow on the municipality.

President Barack Obama
approved federal aid for 13 New
Jersey counties considered the
hardest hit by the weather. Orange
was eligible to apply for funding to
recoup the cost of removal efforts
in the aftermath of the Dec. 26-27
snowstorm.

Mayor Eldridge Hawkins Jr.
said city officials have applied for
about $145,000 from the state,
which received the funds from the
Federal Emergency Management
Agency.

“Our summary of costs included
overtime, $52,318; vehicle costs,
$38,592; outside contractors-
Shauger Group, $7,313; DPW,
$7,670 for salting, sand, brine and
gas; and damaged property:
$39,790,” said Hawkins. “I am
pleased that New Jersey will be
receiving funds to offset the cost of
a previous snow emergency. This
money once distributed to munici-
palities like Orange will help
replenish the coffers so we have
additional financial resources for
future snow storms.”

With Gov. Chris Christie and Lt.
Gov. Kim Guadagno out of state,

Senate President Stephen Sweeney
declared a state of emergency as
more than two feet of snow fell
throughout much of New Jersey.
Hawkins said the declaration gave
him the power as mayor and the
city’s emergency management
supervisor to hire the Shauger
Group of East Orange to plow the
streets and remove the snow even
though the City Council had voted
against providing a season-long
contract.

Sweeney’s disaster declaration
covered Bergen, Burlington, Cape
May, Essex, Hudson, Mercer, Mid-
dlesex, Monmouth, Morris, Ocean,
Passaic, Somerset and Union coun-
ties. The state also will be eligible
for aid under the declaration
announced on Feb. 4 by Christie
after another storm hit New Jersey
and left more than a foot of snow
and ice.

Hawkins has been engaged in a
protracted battle with the City
Council over his desire to privatize
Orange’s snow removal services by
hiring the Shauger Group.

The mayor asked the council to
vote in favor of a resolution which
would have awarded a $50,000
contract to Shauger for the winter
season. That led to heated
exchanges between the mayor and
council members and audience
members at both meetings where
the resolution was on the agenda.

Photo By Barbara Kokkalis
Snow still covered much of a street in the the Valley section below the NJ Transit
line two weeks ago after more than a foot of snow fell during the last major storm..

HANDS awarded nearly $400K
Grifa said that the state
program provides a
maximum of $10 million
of tax credits through an
equal amount of corpo-
rate contributions. 


