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State Leaders Support Voting “Yes” on Public Question #1 to Continue

Investment in Historic Preservation, Heritage Tourism in New Jersey

TRENTON  – State and local civic and business leaders, building and construction professionals and heritage tourism advocates gathered at the historic Trenton Masonic Temple today to urge residents of Trenton and Mercer County to vote Yes on Public Question #1 on November 3rd to continue funding for NJ Historic Trust grants programs. Voting Yes on November 3rd will continue New Jersey’s commitment to the NJ Historic Trust, which contributed significant grant funding to the major, "green" rehabilitation of the historic Masonic Temple, as well as restoration of nearby landmarks, including the Roebling Mansion, the Old Barracks, the War Memorial and the NJ Statehouse. 

Today, these beautifully rehabilitated historic places have become a key revitalization tool in spurring Trenton’s significant rebirth as an important heritage tourism destination and place to live, work and do business. New Jersey must continue to make these investments in sustainable heritage preservation to enhance the quality of life of our citizens and protect our heritage while creating skilled jobs and stimulating the state’s economy. 

The NJ Historic Trust is essentially out of funds for new investments, and can be renewed only by voters on November 3rd.   Approval of the ballot question would continue three vital New Jersey programs, the NJ Historic Trust, the Farmland Preservation Program and Green Acres, with a $400 million investment from the state. 

“New Jersey’s historic preservation program is among the nation’s most successful, and we cannot afford to let it go penniless so that critical sites are left unprotected, said Assembly Majority Leader Bonnie Watson-Coleman.  “This region is blessed with some of the most important historic sites in our nation, and they help drive our economy, creating jobs and generating income. Neglecting this program would have serious impacts on our quality of life from our suburbs to our cities, so it’s something every New Jersey voter should support…  Don’t get caught up in negativity; vote “yes” for our future ands the future of our children.”   

"By preserving our historic buildings we build our future," added Kelly Mooij, Coordinator of the NJ Keep It Green coalition of 135 organizations."  "We build it not only physically and culturally, but also economically.  By voting Yes on Public Question #1, we'll also be preserving our natural heritage to assure a future with clean water and more opportunities for our children and grandchildren to live full and healthy lives."

In the past 20 years, the New Jersey Historic Trust has awarded more than $123 million in matching grants for preservation planning and “bricks and mortar” capital preservation projects to 532 worthy historic sites throughout the State.   “The impact of the Trust’s grants goes far beyond the match provided by the grant recipients,” said John Hatch, Partner with Clarke Caton Hintz and President of Preservation New Jersey.  “For instance, here in Trenton, the Trust’s grants to the Masonic Temple totaling about $800,000 encouraged direct matches of about $1.2 million, and new, private investment of more than $3.8 million.”  Historic Trust grants to such important projects as the Old Barracks, the War Memorial, the Roebling Mansion and other nearby landmarks have had a dramatic impact on the economy of Trenton, increasing heritage tourism and encouraging other new development nearby, including the Broad Street Bank with more than 100 new apartments in a historic skyscraper; the Golden Swan on South Warren Street, with retail space, offices and apartments in a historic structure from 1815; and the new office building for the CWA on South Warren Street with office and retail space.  “Without the NJ Historic Trust and its crucial grants, these vital redevelopment projects would never have happened,” concluded Hatch. 

Meme Omogbai a member of the Board of Trustees of the NJ Historic Trust, pointed out that “because we are a matching program, this money has leveraged more than $150 million in private investment. (and probably a lot more when the property tax base is stabilized and the sales tax is calculated)   That means economic development is realized in new jobs, new business creation and sustainable redevelopment.”   Mercer County Executive Brian Hughes described the value of the Historic Trust and open space grants from the state that have been matched by the county and municipalities to “get even more value for citizens and their quality of life.”

When Public Question #1 passes on Nov. 3, two more years, or $12 million, of funding for historic preservation will be leveraged with private, municipal and county matching funds to complete many more critically needed community revitalization and heritage preservation projects that will help stimulate the state’s economy.  According to Taneshia Nash Laird, Executive Director of the Trenton Downtown Association (TDA), "It's hard to imagine downtown Trenton without anchors like the Old Barracks, the War Memorial and the Masonic Temple. They are not just reminders of our city's glorious history, but also of its great potential. As TDA moves forward with its Destination Trenton tourism campaign, we hope that voters in New Jersey will see the benefits that preservation has had on our city's ongoing revitalization, and support replenishing the NJ Historic Trust."

This public investment saves important buildings from destruction, preserves quality of life in communities, creates public awareness and creates a legacy for generations of New Jersey residents yet to come.  Investing in historic preservation is a sustainable form of development that recycles building materials and helps save the environment, creates “green” construction jobs and helps develop tourism destinations that boost economic development. City of Trenton Director of Recreation, Natural Resources, and Culture Samuel Frisby reinforced the notion that historic preservation is a “green” and sustainable development solution and described the many parks improvement projects, as well as the Assunpink Creek Greenway project, that have been funded in Trenton thanks to the Open Space and Historic Preservation funding form the state.  “These funds are critical to the people of Trenton, and we urge everyone to Vote “Yes” on Question #1,” he concluded, 

“The projects that have been spun off by the Historic Trust are crucial to contractors across the state,” according to Paul Mariano of P.E.M. Construction & Development Co. “The work in the Masonic Temple has provided jobs for several subcontracting firms and many workers during these difficult times.  The Historic Trust grants are not only great for New Jersey’s history, but they provide important economic stimulus benefits.” 

The limestone and marble Trenton Masonic building was designed by Henry Armstrong Hill of the Trenton architectural firm of Hill & Gollner.   The design was described by the distinguished jury that selected Hill’s design in a competition: “While it is based upon the traditions of the Italian Renaissance, it is sufficiently free in treatment not to be archeological but quite modern in character.”  The interior is decorated with rich materials, including Botticino and Travertine marble, American black walnut paneling and trim, emblems of the Masonic Fraternity in friezes and painted allegorical images of Justice, Fortitude, Prudence and Charity adorning the walls, created by Chicago-based artist Gustave Brand.   Opened in 1928, the historic Masonic Temple won widespread acclaim for its neoclassical facades and rich interior appointments.  Years of neglect and declining Masonic Lodge membership caused some deterioration of historic features and added to the building’s under-utilization.  

More than $2 million in funding, provided in part by the NJ Historic Trust, has restored some of the historic features, while improving access and providing new air conditioning for the first floor.  This funding in turn helped encourage another $3.8 million in private investment that is transforming the unused third floor into state of the art offices for Clarke Caton Hintz, a local architecture and planning firm.  These new offices will receive a LEED Silver Certification from the US Green Building Council in recognition of the environmentally sustainable design.  “Green” features on the third floor include extensive use of day-lighting through new skylights, sophisticated HVAC controls, highly efficient systems that reduce energy usage, and use of local and recycled materials. “By making our new office space LEED Silver Certified, we wanted to underscore the great connection between historic preservation and environmental sustainability,” added John Hatch, partner with Clarke Caton Hintz.

As is the case with nearly all historic renovation projects, the Masonic Temple restoration required more skilled artisans and craftsmen to complete the work than would have been the case with an equivalent new building.  Kelly Mooij from the Keep it Green campaign pointed out that, “While renovations are typically less expensive than new construction, because they are more labor intensive than new construction, dollar for dollar, renovation projects create far more jobs.  This is one more reason why the New Jersey Historic Trust is such a great economic stimulus tool!”  

Meme Omogbai,  NJ Historic Trust Trustee, summed up the morning’s comments: “As we know from our own houses, when buildings are in need of restoration, they cannot fix themselves.  So the leaky roof, left unattended, quickly becomes the collapse of the plaster ceiling, then the need to replace the buckling wood floor, and hope that mold and mildew have not set in.  If buildings have to wait for funding, once it starts to happen, deterioration escalates at a much faster rate, it becomes much more expensive and costs increase.  This is not smart preservation.  Passing the Nov 3 referendum will keep money reaching the sites in need."

John Hatch concluded by stating “A ‘Yes’ vote on Nov. 3 will mean communities across the state can continue their collaborative efforts to revitalize neighborhoods and preserve the valued places that tell the stories of past generations for the benefit of future generations.” 
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