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What is Healy's vision?

Mayor lists accomplishments, says he wants Embankment for light rail 

Ricardo Kaulessar 
Reporter staff writer 
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This week marks Jersey City Mayor Jerramiah Healy's first 100 days in his four-year term in office.

Healy, an attorney currently not in practice, served as a city councilman at-large from 2001 to 2004, when he stepped down to run for mayor to replace Mayor Glenn Cunningham, who had died of a heart attack.

This past May, after serving out the remaining months of Cunningham's term, Healy was re-elected to a full four-year term.

Last week, Healy agreed to talk about his role, his accomplishments, and about hot issues affecting the city.

"We are continuing to work to make this city not only the biggest city in the state, but also the best city in the state," Healy said. "In fact, the best city in the Northeast." 

Accomplishments 

Healy takes great pride in repeating that he has fulfilled promises he made to the public when first running for office - in accordance with his "do what I say and say what I do" philosophy of government.

First, there is his contribution to law and order.

"I feel fortunate that the City Council has backed me up on that and the business administrator has found the funds to do it," he said. "Without raising taxes, we have hired 136 police officers in 11 months. That's a very good accomplishment."

He also mentioned the police initiatives created during his time in City Hall, such as the gun buy-back program that netted approximately 900 guns earlier this year, and the anti-gang task force formed to combat the growing menace of organized and juvenile criminal gangs.

Healy said the city has hired 67 firefighters during his term in office.

Healy said the pothole repair program that his administration started was the "biggest pothole filling and resurfacing program in 30 years." 

Wants Embankment for light rail, not necessarily nature trail 

Healy discussed his vision for the Sixth Street Embankment.

The six-acre embankment, located near the Newport Centre Mall (officially known as the Pennsylvania Harsimus Stem Embankment), is a series of sandstone and granite blocks where a section of the Pennsylvania Railroad ran starting in 1902.

The previous owner, Conrail, sold the property to real estate investor Steve Hyman for $3 million in July, but the sale is being contested by the city for not being properly abandoned by the previous owner. If the city wins the case, the Embankment could be sold to the city.

Members of a local coalition have worked for the last eight years to preserve the Embankment from any development in order to transform it into a nature trail/park.

But Healy is not completely on board with the park idea.

"In my opinion, I'll give you a low number for the acquisition, remediation, handicapped accessible and connecting bridges - [it will cost] $30 million at least," said Healy. "If there are 500 [members of the coalition], I represent 239,500 other people in the city, and I can't make their park, or as they say, 'make my park.' "

Healy offered his own vision for the Embankment.

"I would like to run a light rail spur from the Lautenberg Center [in Secaucus], right through Tonnele Avenue, right through the Bergen Arches, and hook it up with the Embankment," he said.

Healy said the Embankment will still be preserved, and advocates for preservation can have a pathway adjacent to the rail.

But he claimed that easing traffic congestion coming into Jersey City is a more pressing issue at hand.

Healy also said U.S. Rep. Steve Rothman and is reaching out to U.S. Rep. Robert Menendez about funding for the future light rail project. 

Further developments 

Healy is perceived as being pro-development. The public has criticized him at City Council meetings for allowing numerous tax abatements for developers, approved by the council. But Healy has defended his stance on abatements and development by saying that it brings in ratables, or tax revenue into the city's coffers.

He is enthusiastic about real estate mogul Donald Trump's announcement to build Trump Plaza: Jersey City, which will be two of the largest residential towers in New Jersey when construction is completed in the fall of 2007.

"I think that's a benchmark in the development of Jersey City when we can get that kind of development and big name interested in getting a piece of our city and taking part in the great resurgence and development," said Healy.

When asked about the development of affordable housing, Healy spoke about the groundbreaking last week of two Habitat for Humanity homes on Ocean Avenue, saying the homes "allow some of our citizens who maybe would not be able to get a stake in our city to obtain that stake."

He also cited the opening of the Lafayette Gardens Senior Center on Pacific Avenue in February, a 100-unit building of affordable units for senior citizens. The project is run by the Jersey City Housing Authority. However, the building mostly houses people who were moved from other JCHA buildlings that had to be closed.

Healy talked about the scarcity of land to build affordable housing, but also noted that the City Council in September approved a spending plan for the city's Affordable Trust Fund.

The fund accumulates donations by developers who are seeking to build market-rate housing in Jersey City. There is estimated to be $4 million in the fund.

"There's a finite amount of land, and as you probably know, land is a very hot commodity particularly in our city," he said. "Fifteen years ago, you could give a lot away because there was no action on a lot, nobody was interested, nobody was going to invest, and nobody was going to buy. Right now we are at a point where every vacant building in this city, every abandoned building, and every vacant lot has five or six investors ready to plunk down real money."

Healy added, "We want to realize those monies from selling off that land and we also want to achieve the ratables that will be brought to the city when investment and development [occurs]. At the same time, we're aware of the need for affordable housing, so between myself and the [City] Council, we will be able to locate certain pieces of land as we did for Habitat for Humanity."

When asked if legislation will be passed to protect city-owned land from speculators so that the land would be set aside for affordable housing, Healy was adamant about not being bound to set aside land for such a purpose. "I do not like my hands to be tied or my council's hands to be tied," he said. "I like the city government to have discretion to do whatever is best for the 240,000 people of Jersey City that we work for." 

This is the first of a two-part article. 

Ricardo Kaulessar can be reached at rkaulessar@hudsonreporter.com 
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