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Kevin Abernethy 
Township Administrator, Township of Millstone | twpadm@millstonenj.gov
Kevin Abernethy is an experienced executive taking lifetime skill sets developed over decades of  
international banking experience to the public sector. Kevin currently oversees and manages all Millstone 
Township municipal departments including Public Works, Finance, Recreation, Clerk’s Office, Construction, 
Land Use, Zoning, Code enforcement, Engineering and the Tax Office. Kevin serves as the Community  
Development Representative, the Monmouth County Municipal JIF Fund Commissioner and the 911  
Coordinator. Kevin began a shared service agreement with the Millstone Township Fire Department to  

provide EMS services to Millstone residents, restructured the Township’s debt service at historically low interest rates, saving 
the residents millions of dollars in interest expenses, and preserved over two hundred acres through three land acquisitions. 
Kevin is working with the Affordable Housing Alliance on four new properties to provide low-income housing options for  
families and seniors. Kevin holds a Bachelor of Arts in Economics from Saint Michael’s College, Vermont.

Ann Basil, LCSW 
Behavioral Health Director, Amerigroup, NJ | ann.basil@amerigroup.com
Prior to joining Amerigroup, Ann Basil spent almost 20 years working in the non-profit provider sector in both 
New York and New Jersey. In Ann’s previous experience, Ann held leadership and clinical positions across 
Behavioral Health (BH) services including outpatient, partial care, acute partial hospitalization, outpatient 
substance use treatment programs, Child Protection Substance Abuse Initiative (CPSAI), and children’s system 
of care prevention programs. Ann joined Amerigroup in May 2018, when Managed Long-Term Services and 
Supports (MLTSS) to manage the Behavioral Health component of MLTSS was going live in New Jersey. In 

2018, Ann led the BH Carve-In of Acute Inpatient psychiatric and detoxification admissions for Amerigroup as well as  
expansion of BH benefits for MLTSS and ID/DD membership, built Office-Base Addiction Treatment (OBAT), and led the  
carve-in of Autism Services in 2020. Ann is responsible for oversight of the NJ Medicaid Behavioral Health Utilization 
Management team and all Behavioral Health Case Management for Amerigroup Medicaid in New Jersey.

Ken Bland 
Director, Community Engagement, Nonprofit Finance Fund | kbland@nff.org
Ken Bland is a community development and commercial banking professional formally credit trained and  
adept in all facets of commercial and industrial financing, commercial real estate financing, affordable  
housing underwriting, charter and public school underwriting, small business lending (SBA) and nonprofit 
finance. He is practiced in public relations, marketing, social media engagement, and nonprofit governance 
and management.  Ken is Director - Community Engagement (NYC and NJ) at the Nonprofit Finance Fund 
(NFF.) Previous to this position, he was a Vice President - Relationship Manager at Valley Bank.

Pilar Hogan Closkey 
Executive Director, Saint Joseph’s Carpenter Society | phogan@sjcscamden.org
Pilar Hogan Closkey is Executive Director of Saint Joseph’s Carpenter Society (SJCS), a Camden-based 
community organization whose mission is to build wealth and cultivate community through healthy,  
affordable homes, vibrant neighborhoods, and empowered residents. SInce 2005, Pilar has overseen the  
construction and gut-rehabilitation of over 450 houses as well as the repair of over 550 homes owned by 
community residents. She is responsible for the oversight of property management of 87 rental units in  
Camden. Prior to joining SJCS, she  worked as a planner with a non-profit affordable housing developer in 

Raleigh, North Carolina and as a civil engineer for a large, international consulting engineering firm in Chicago. She holds her 
Professional Engineering license and is a Professional Planner in New Jersey and is a certified planner with the American  
Institute of Certified Planners

Shamira Cruz  
Resident Service Coordinator, North Bergen Housing Authority | scruz@nbhousing.org
Shamira Cruz has been working in housing for 12 years and oversees the Resident Service Department of the 
North Bergen Housing Authority consisting of 3 employees and over 1100 residents. She runs the Family Self 
Sufficiency (FSS) and Ross Grants. In 2019 she received SHA’s Direct Support Award.  She herself is a mother 
of a child with special needs and has dedicated her life to assisting people with disabilities and low-income 
residents in achieving self-sufficiency.
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Jacob Day
Community Investment, FHLBNY | Jacob.Day@fhlbny.com
Jacob Day is a Community Investment Business Development Officer at the Federal Home Loan Bank of New 
York where he works in the Community Investment Strategy Group. His role involves program development, 
policy research, and community outreach. He works specifically on the Bank’s Affordable Housing Program, 
the Home Buyer Dream Program, and its other Community Lending Programs, including small business and 
disaster relief funding. His background is in municipal government, having worked previously for the NYC 
Housing Authority and the Department of Housing Preservation and Development.

Pam DeLosSantos,  
Director of Technical Services, NJHMFA | delossantos@njhmfa.gov
Pam DeLosSantos leads a team of architects and construction professionals in the Division of Technical 
Services who are responsible for ensuring that the New Jersey Housing and Mortgage Finance Authority’s 
Multifamily and Supportive Housing projects meet underwriting and design guidelines. Pam focuses on the 
implementation of sustainability and energy efficiency improvements within the state’s affordable housing 
stock. Working with Supportive Housing staff, she helped create the Special Needs Design Best Practices 
Questionnaire for Special Needs Trust Fund-financed projects. She has over 27 years of experience in the 

architecture and housing fields. She is a graduate of Rutgers College, New Brunswick and Pratt Institute, New York. She is 
a licensed New Jersey architect, member of the American Institute of Architects and a LEED Accredited Professional. She is 
devoted to the continued success of the Agency’s affordable housing projects, as well as striving to make those projects as 
sustainable and energy efficient as possible, which includes leading the shift towards Climate Adaptive Design.

Amber Delaney 
Construction Supervisor, RPM Development | adelaney@rpmdev.com
Amber Delaney joined RPM Development Group in 2017 and currently serves as Construction Supervisor. 
With over 16 years of experience in the multi-family new housing industry, she ensures seamless  
coordination in the Contracting division of RPM Development.  Amber earned her B.A. from William Paterson 
University as well as her OSHA-30 Certification. In order to ensure RPM is on the forefront of green building 
practices, she is experienced with the requirements of Energy Star, LEED, and Passive House.

Michael De Blasio
Chief Real Estate Development Officer, NJCDC | mdeblasio@njcdc.org
At New Jersey Community Development Corporation in Paterson, Michael De Blasio is in charge of all real 
estate, property management, and facility operations. Throughout his 20 year career, Michael has completed 
over 200 million in development, focusing on affordable housing, charter school space, and community  
facilities. He began his career as a charter school educator and administrator, has a passion for education 
based community development and, is currently the Board President of the Community Charter of Paterson.

Jerry Flach 
Vice President, Corporate Responsibility and CRA Regional Officer, Valley National Bank | GFlach@valley.com
Jerry Flach, MBA, is a Community Development and Project Management Professional furthering community 
investments through her current role as VP, Corporate Social Responsibility and CRA Officer for the NJ Region 
at Valley National Bank, an innovative regional bank. Fully engaged in her community, Jerry chairs her town’s 
Sustainable Jersey Green Team and serves as a Commissioner with the Manchester Utility Authority and with 
the local Planning Board. In her volunteer role as a Soil Conservation District Supervisor for the Hudson,  
Essex, Passaic District, she advocates for soil health and urban agriculture. As Chair of the Trust for Public 

Land NJ Advisory Board, she seeks to increase equitable access to open space.
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Patrick Gillespie 
RVP State Affairs, Amerigroup, NJ | patrick.gillespie@elevancehealth.com
As a Regional Vice President for State Affairs for Elevance Health, Patrick Gillespie serves a thirteen-state  
region, including New Jersey, New York, Connecticut, Maine, New Hampshire, Maryland, Massachusetts, 
Pennsylvania, Delaware, Rhode Island, Vermont, Virginia, and the District of Columbia. In addition to 
supervising Government Relations Directors in nine states, Patrick supports Amerigroup operations in New 
Jersey as well as the implementation of Elevance Health’s public affairs agenda within the Northeast region. 
Prior to joining Elevance Health, he served as a Director of State Government Affairs for Cigna and held 

leadership positions in several insurance industry trade organizations including the New Jersey Association of Health Plans. 
He served previously in several public positions including Mayor of Old Bridge Township, Executive Director for the New Jersey 
Senate Majority office, New Jersey’s second Smart Growth Ombudsman, and District Director for U.S. Congressman Frank  
Pallone, Jr (6th-NJ.) He received his Bachelor of Arts degree from Siena College.

Corey Hannigan 
Active Transportation Program Manager Tri-State Transportation Campaign | Corey@tstc.org
At the Tri-State Transportation Campaign, Corey Hannigan works on a variety of campaigns including  
completing the 800-mile Circuit Trails network, expanding the implementation of Complete & Green Streets 
policies, and ending traffic deaths through the statewide Vision Zero NJ Alliance. In previous roles, Corey 
worked on road safety audits, Complete Streets training webinars, local Vision Zero Action Plans, New Jersey 
Transit’s Transit-Friendly Planning, and NYC’s East Side Coastal Resiliency. He proposed revisions to NJ’s  
statewide Residential Site Improvement Standards and helped plan the first-ever NJ Trails and Greenways 

Summit. He received his Master’s degree in City and Regional Planning at Rutgers University with a concentration in  
transportation and land use. 

Christina Kata 
NJ Policy Associate, Regional Plan Association | ckata@rpa.org
Christina Kata assists with the Regional Plan Association (RPA)’s campaigns, fundraising, and outreach in the Garden 
State. Christina graduated from Brown University in 2014 as magna cum laude with a B.A. with Honors in Middle 
East Studies and a B.A. in Health & Human Biology. She has a Certificate in Public Policy from the Edward J. Bloustein 
School of Planning and Public Policy at Rutgers University.

Ann Kohler 
Former Medicaid Director for NJ and NY, former head of National Association of State Medicaid Programs |  annckohler@yahoo.com
Ann Kohler has worked for both the States of New York and New Jersey along with directing the National Association of  
Medicaid Directors. At the NY Department of Health’s Office of Medicaid Management, as Deputy Commissioner, she served 
as the Medicaid Director for the State, the largest Medicaid program in the country. At the NJ Department of Human Services, 
she was the Deputy Commissioner where she was responsible for the Department’s overall operations and budget and  
oversaw the Medicaid Program and a number of programs for the disabled. In this role she also functioned as Medicaid 
 Director.  In 2000, she managed NJ’s Office of Management and Budget where she was responsible for the oversight of the 
budget and fiscal operations for the Departments of Health and Senior Services and Human Services. As Executive Director of 
the National Association of State Medicaid Directors, Ann represented the Medicaid Directors in all 50 states, DC and the  
territories.  In this role she was instrumental in the passage of the Affordable Care Act. She has also worked for the Marwood 
Group where she advised private equity programs on state Medicaid programs. She holds a Bachelor of Arts and Masters in 
City and Regional Planning from Rutgers, the State University where she was an Eagleton Fellow.

John Lambert, MA 
Director of Housing, Pathways to Housing PA | jlambert@pthpa.org
John Lambert is an advocate for the Housing First model. Since 2008, he has served as the Director of  
Housing for Pathways. John received his B.A. in Sociology from Ramapo State College and his M.A. degree from  
Rutgers University. He came to Pathways to Housing PA with a diverse background which includes working as a 
teacher and a certified Substance Abuse Counselor. In 2000, John joined the staff of the Mental Health Association 
of Southeastern PA (MHASP.)  He received training and certification as a Targeted Case Manager and later became 
the Program Manager for a low-income housing project for people with mental health issues. After spending several 

years learning the “ins and outs” of housing alternatives for people dealing with behavioral health/substance abuse issues, he brought 
his wealth of knowledge to Pathways to Housing PA, where he faithfully serves Philadelphia’s chronically homeless population.
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Meghan Leigh 
Senior Development Director, Covenant House New Jersey | mleigh@covenanthouse.org
Meghan Leigh is the Senior Director of the Covenant House Action and Research Tank (CHART) at Covenant 
House New Jersey where she is responsible for innovative service design, program evaluation, data analysis, 
advocacy and oversees the agency’s government and foundation funding.  Meghan has worked for Covenant 
House New Jersey since 2000 where she has also served in a number of roles including supervising the work 
in the shelter, transitional housing programs and housing department.  She has a Bachelor of Arts degree in 
African American Studies and Sociology from Syracuse University and a Master’s of Science in Social Work 

from Columbia University.  She is a Licensed Social Worker in the State of New Jersey.

Rebecca Lorusso 
Senior Director of Adults Service-Residential, ARC of Essex County | rlorusso@arcessex.org
Rebecca Lorusso graduated from Northeastern University with a B.S. in psychology and has been working at The Arc 
of Essex County since 2005. Rebecca began her career as a Group Home Manager providing guidance and  
supervision to a group of six adults with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities. During her tenure, she served 
as the Assistant Director and then Director of Residential Services and most recently as the Sr. Director of Residential 
Services. In these increasingly capacities, she managed and developed a myriad of residential community supports 
and housing models. Currently, she is in charge of a department that oversees more than 130 consumers living in 

more than 25 locations throughout Essex County in group homes, supervised apartments, and scattered site supportive living 
 apartments which are supported by over 200 staff. She played a key role in the development of the policies, procedures and  
implementation plan for the fee for service conversion and has become an expert in successfully navigating the complex and  
multifaceted system of delivering residential services under the NJ Department of Human Services, Division of Developmental Disabilities.

Stephanie Lupinacci 
Program Lead, DCF Office of Housing | Stephanie.lupinacci@dcf.nj.gov
Stephanie Lupinacci is a Licensed Social Worker providing program management for the Department of  
Children and Families (DCF), Office of Housing where she is the Program Lead for the NJ Keeping Families 
Together Program and the Foster Youth to Independence Initiative.  Before joining the Office of Housing, 
Stephanie worked in various capacities within the New Jersey State Government. working with DCF, the 
Department of Treasury, and the Department of Human Services. Stephanie graduated with her Master’s in 
Social Work from Rutgers University where she worked as a Research Project Coordinator for the Institute for 

Families. Stephanie is passionate about ensuring a safe environment for all New Jersey Children and Families to thrive.

Kristen Mathews 
Director of Support Brokerage, Eiros Group | kristenm@eiros-group.com
Kristen Mathews has been working in the sector since she was a young adult but she really found her footing 
about 10 years ago. Kristen is blessed to have a wonderful brother, Richard, who experiences a  
developmental disability. He has been living independently in his own home since 2012 and continues to 
live his life to the fullest. He inspires Kristen to show other people what is possible. Working for Eiros Group 
for the past 3 years, Kristen has had the opportunity to work alongside its CEO and Founder, Jennifer Brown, 
assisting people through Supports Brokerage. The Eiros Group is one of the first agencies to provide Supports 

Brokerage in New Jersey and it has been a pleasure to navigate this together.
Brian McShane 
Associate Director PA/NJ, CSH Metro Team, CSH | brian.mcshane@csh.org
Brian McShane (He/Him), MSSP is the Associate Director for PA and NJ for the Corporation for Supportive 
Housing’s Metro team. He joined CSH in 2019 with over 16 years of experience in Supportive Housing,  
Homeless, Re-entry and Behavioral Health Services.  In his capacity at CSH, Brian provides technical assistance 
to government partners, non-profit providers, and advocacy organizations to expand the supportive housing 
opportunities and quality across PA and NJ
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M. McKinley Mertz, PP, AICP 
Principal Planner, Heyer, Gruel & Associates | mmertz@hgapa.com
McKinley Mertz is a Principal Planner at Heyer, Gruel & Associates. Since joining the firm in 2015, McKinley has 
expanded her role in affordable housing related work. She has assisted over 15 municipalities with a range 
of affordable housing services, including the preparation of Housing Elements and Fair Plans, negotiating 
settlement agreements, assisting communities in navigating the current Mt. Laurel process, collaborating 
and coordinating with affordable housing developers, and pursuing plan implementation through ordinance 
amendments and redevelopment plans. She also serves as a Board Planner on nine Planning and Zoning 

Boards across five different municipalities. She served recently as the project manager for comprehensive ordinance re-writes 
in several municipalities, all focused on bringing communities’ zoning and land use ordinances up to current standards,  
including those designed to provide opportunities for the development of affordable housing. She has a Bachelor of Fine Arts 
in Architecture from Miami University and a Master of City and Regional Planning from the Bloustein School at Rutgers  
University. She completed the Affordable Housing Professionals Certification Program through Rutgers University and has 
served on a panel for new Zoning Board members through the Somerset County Bar Association Land Use Symposium.

Maria Maio-Messano  
SHA Board of Trustees | messano468@gmail.com
Maria Maio-Messano has over 40 years of experience in developing and managing affordable housing. Prior 
to her retirement, Maria was the Director of the New Jersey State Office of the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD.) In this role, she served as HUD’s contact to the New Jersey Congressional 
Delegation, State and local officials and stakeholders. HUD funding allocations in New Jersey total $1.7 billion 
annually, including the Public Housing/Housing Choice Voucher, Community Planning and Development and 
Multi–Family Programs and Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity. Prior to that position, Maria Maio-Messano 

served as the Executive Director of the Jersey City Housing Authority, the second largest housing authority in New Jersey. 
Maria was responsible for the oversight of 2,300 Public Housing Units, 4,000 Vouchers and 130 Assisted Housing Units. Under 
her leadership, the JCHA successfully implemented the revitalization of three obsolete public housing developments to new 
mixed-income communities. The JCHA received the first Choice Neighborhood Initiative Planning Grant in New Jersey that 
implemented a place based community driven strategy and was a recipient of the NJ Smart Growth Award for a Collaborative 
Planning Process. Retired in 2019, Maria was recognized by SHA with the 2019 Cornerstone Award.

Kenneth Morris, Jr., MHA, MA 
Vice President, External Affairs, St. Joseph’s Health | morrisk@sjhmc.org
Kenneth Morris has administrative responsibility for Government Affairs, Community Outreach, the  
Regional Health Coalition, and WIC, as well as a portfolio of St. Joseph’s Health’s real estate holdings. St. 
Joseph’s Health has campuses in Paterson, Wayne, and Cedar Grove. During his 42-year tenure at St. Joseph’s, 
Ken has designed programs throughout Passaic County to improve access to healthcare for the poor and 
disenfranchised residents. This includes the first supportive affordable housing development in New Jersey  
that addresses the social determinants of health. He led efforts to redevelop the geographical area  

surrounding the St. Joseph’s Health’s medical center by working with local developers to create jobs, housing, and economic 
opportunities for area businesses, leading to the revitalization of the South Paterson Business district.

Kristine Novakowski, 
Executive Director, Northern Ocean Habitat for Humanity | executivedirector@nohfh.com
Kristine Novakowski is the Executive Director of Northern Ocean Habitat for Humanity affiliate located in 
Toms River. Kristine became the Executive Director of the affiliate in August 2020. Prior to this appointment, 
she served on the organization’s board from 2018-2020 and had volunteered with several affiliates in New 
Jersey since 2007. Kristine worked in Broadcast Media for over 25 years. Focusing on cause marketing, she 
created ‘Blitz Build’ events that partnered Habitat for Humanity affiliates with local radio stations tohelp raise 
awareness and funds for their home builds. Since 1999, Northern Ocean Habitat for Humanity has served 

over 400 households through Homeownership, Neighborhood Revitalization, Critical Home Repairs and Aging in Place  
programs through collaborative and innovative partnerships. Under her leadership, Northern Ocean Habitat for Humanity was 
certified by Habitat for Humanity International as a Housing Plus, Aging in Place affiliate. She holds a B.A. in Communications 
from William Paterson University. She earned her Certified Aging in Place Specialist (CAPS) designation in 2022 and is currently 
working towards her certification to become an Affordable Housing Professional.
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Krystal Odell 
CEO, Pennreach | kodell@pennreach.org
Krystal Odell has been a well-known advocate in the field of disability services within NJ for the last 30 years. 
The personal experience of having a sibling who is a person with a disability has fueled her passion for  
providing the best quality services for people with special needs. Ms. Odell is the founder and CEO of  
PennReach, an organization born out of the affordable housing world to meet the needs of the poor and 
disenfranchised. PennReach serves people with special needs, families who are homeless, seniors and  
veterans. Its goal is to help people find affordable housing and the supportive services they need to be 

 successful living and working in their home community.  The provision of supportive services in affordable housing is  
Krystal’s passion as she believes the provision of a good, safe place to live is the building block of all good service provision. 
Her previous positions include founder, President, and CEO of Allies Inc., a national non-profit, Director of the Division of 
Developmental Disabilities, NJ Department of Human Services, and COO of Community Options, Inc.  Ms. Odell consults 
nationally and internationally on innovative supports, self-determination, community education and community connections, 
housing and education/ transitional services.

Luther Owens 
Supervising Administrative Analyst, NJDCF Office of Housing | Luther.Owens@dcf.nj.gov
Luther Owens is the Supervising Administrative Analyst for the New Jersey Department of Children and  
Families (DCF), Office of Housing. Luther supports the development and execution of the Office’s vision to 
ensure that individuals, youth and families involved with DCF have access to a comprehensive and seamless 
continuum of housing opportunities. He manages both youth and family housing initiatives, including the 
planning, implementation and oversight of programming as well as strategic partnerships across public and 
private partners. He has been an influential part of DCF’s youth housing work since 2009, aiding DCF to be 

awarded several federally funded initiatives including the Youth At-Risk of Homelessness grant, FUP-FSS demonstration 
 project and the Foster Youth to Independence initiative. He obtained his Bachelor’s Degree from Ursinus College and his 
post-baccalaureate certification in Adolescent Advocacy & Development from Montclair State University.

Chris Pugliese 
Director of Housing Development, Affordable Housing Alliance | cPugliese@housingall.org
Christopher Pugliese, Director of Housing Development, joined the Affordable Housing Alliance (AHA) in 
June 2021, bringing with him a wealth of experience and expertise. Christopher is responsible for  
implementing and overseeing all current and future affordable housing development initiatives at the AHA. 
Before joining AHA, he served for six years as a Project Director for Conifer Realty. During his tenure there, he 
successfully implemented and completed the development process for over 600 affordable homes across 
various locations, including New Jersey, Philadelphia, and Westchester County, NY. He is delighted to be 

back in Monmouth County where he was raised and where he previously contributed to the expansion of affordable housing 
units during his years of service with the City of Long Branch Housing Authority. He holds a Bachelor of Arts degree from the 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas. He has served as an Instructor for Rutgers University’s Housing Authority Executive Director 
Certification Program.

Patricia Ramirez 
Director Housing Choice Voucher Program, Jersey City Housing Authority | pramirez@jcha.us
Patricia Ramirez has over 28 years of experience in the Housing Choice Voucher Program (HCVP), budgeting, 
grant applications and HCVP management. Patricia was appointed HCVP Director in 2008 after serving as the 
Jersey City Housing Authority’s (JCHA)’s Assistant HCVP Director for one year. She leads a staff of 20,  
implementing programs with annual appropriations of more than $30 million. As Director, she has secured 
300 vouchers for non-elderly families, 600 Rental Assistance Demonstration vouchers, 70 Veterans  
Administration Supportive Housing (VASH) vouchers, and 38 vouchers for homeless individuals in the County 

and most recently, 50 811 Mainstream Vouchers. She has a Business Administration Degree and has received certifications for 
completing an HCVP Executive Management Course, as an HCVP Quality Standards Specialist, as an Rent Calculations  
Specialist, and for a HCVP Accounting and Budgeting Course and UPCS-V Training. She has a strong leadership and  
organizational management style which has contributed to being able to maintain a “High Performer” score for the HCVP for 
the past 9 years. In 2000, Jersey City Mayor Schundler recognized her with a Certificate of Appreciation for her outstanding 
contributions and lifelong commitment to improve quality of life in our community.
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Alle Ries 
Vice President and New Jersey CRA Officer, Community Reinvestment Group, M&T Bank | aries@mtb.com
Alle Ries has more than 20 years of experience in all aspects of comprehensive community and economic 
development including: assessing and funding organizations, analyzing real estate development deals of 
every size, fund development, organizational management, community planning, housing development and 
social service provision.  Since 2016, she has been the Vice President and New Jersey Regional CRA Officer at 
M&T Bank. Previous to this position, she worked for La case de Don Pedro for 14 years, first as the Director of 
Program and Fund Development and then, as the Director of Community and Economic Development. She 

holds a B.A. from Macalester College and a Masters in City and Regional Planning from Rutgers University.
Marina Rubina 
Architect | marina@mrubina.com
Marina Rubina is a Registered Architect in the states of New Jersey and California and is a LEED Accredited 
Professional. She holds Master’s degrees in both Architecture and Structural Engineering from the University 
of California, Berkeley. Marina is involved in the life of her community as a member of Princeton’s municipal 
Site Plan Review Advisory Board, board member of Princeton Future, and founding member of Princeton 
Progressive Action Group.

Gerry Sanzari 
Executive Director, North Bergen Housing Authority | gsanzari@nbhousing.org
Gerry Sanzari has served since 2015 as the Executive Director of the Township of North Bergen Housing 
Authority (NBHA) and the North Bergen Renaissance Corp. Before his appointment, he was the Chief Clerk/
Special Probate Deputy for the Hudson County Surrogate Office. He served 25 years with the North Bergen 
Police Department and retired as Deputy Chief of Police. He has a Master’s Degree in Criminal Justice from 
New Jersey City University (NJCU) and, since 2014, he has been a part-time adjunct professor at NJCU. He is a 
Certified Public Housing Manager and in 2016, completed the National Association of Housing and  

Redevelopment Officers (NAHRO) Executive Director Certificate Course at Rutgers University (RU.). He is certified in managing 
low-income tax credit properties. The NBHA has received numerous grants from HUD, been named a high-performing agency 
by HUD sine he became its ED, and received two highly competitive Merit Awards from the national NAHRO chapter.

Steve Schoch 
Principle, Director of Housing, Thriven Design | sschoch@thriven.design
Since Steve Schoch joined the firm in 1984, he has been either the Lead Designer or Principal-In-Charge for 
residential development projects surpassing 70,000 units. Of that total, approximately two-thirds are  
affordable homes developed specifically for individuals and families with low-to-moderate incomes. His work 
is regarded as among the best examples of design for the disabled and is held up as an example of  
excellence on a national level. His influence as an advocate has helped institute changes in the NJ  
regulations that allocatefunding for affordable housing giving projects that integrate Supportive Housing 

into their communities a competitive advantage. He has been an active member of the Supportive Housing Association of NJ 
since its founding in 1998. He is the only architect ever to serve on SHA’s Board of Directors, currently serving as Board  
Chairman. He contributes key perspectives as both someone fully engaged in the housing development process and as the 
parent of a disabled child.

Sheldon Schwitek 
Director of People and Culture, Eiros Group | sheldons@eiros-group.com
Sheldon Schwitek brings more than 30 years of experience supporting people who experience disability 
which began with the birth of his youngest brother when he was 13 years old. With a firm grounding in  
Person Centered Work through long associations with Inclusion Press and the Toronto Summer Institute, 
Sheldon’s focus has always been on encouraging people to “dream bigger” as a pathway to true citizenship. 
He is passionate about people living meaningful lives of contribution in their communities. In 2011,  
Sheldon began to work in Michigan with The Center for Positive Living Supports and their implementation 

of a Culture of Gentleness. He works nationally and internationally, weaving together his experience in Person Centered Work 
and mentorship as exemplary tools to assist people to realize full potential as citizens. Sheldon is the Co-Founder of In the 
Company of Others and Director of People & Culture at the Eiros Group in New Jersey. The key message in Sheldon’s work is 
that all people can lead lives that are rich and meaningful and that this is our most important work.

Speaker Bios:



Breaking
GroundNew Success Begins Homewith

Andrea Telez 
Family Self Sufficiency Supervisor, Jersey City Housing Authority | atelez@jcha.us
Andrea Telez has over 13 years of experience helping low-income families with housing assistance and 6 
years working in resident services. As the FSS program supervisor, Andrea coordinates program services, 
builds community partnerships, and leads a team of 3 program officers. Specializing in the area of case 
management and resident services, she  uses that experience to help JCHA assisted low-income families 
reach self-sufficiency and reduce dependency on government assistance.

Jonathan Tew
Regulatory Officer, NJ DMAHS | Jonathan.Tew@dhs.nj.gov
Jonathan Tew is Policy Director in the Office of Policy and Innovation in the NJ Department of Human  
Services (DHS) Division of Medical Assistance and Health Services’ (DMAHS) where he oversees the 1115 
Comprehensive Demonstration as well as other waivers of federal authority needed by New Jersey  to run 
NJ FamilyCare, New Jersey’s Medicaid program. He is a lawyer by training and prior to working at DHS, he 
worked at the Camden Coalition and prior to that, the Pennsylvania State Senate.

Jessica Torres, MPA 
Program Analyst, Department of Citizen Services, Essex County, CoC | jtorres@communityaction.essexcountynj.org 
Jessica Torres, an MPA graduate from Seton Hall University with a focus on nonprofit organizations, boasts 
nine years of experience in homeless planning and human services. Beginning her journey as a youth  
volunteer providing essentials to emergency shelter residents, she now serves as the Continuum of Care 
Coordinator in Essex County. In this pivotal role, Jessica acts as a liaison connecting federal, state, and local 
government agencies with nonprofits and private partners to coordinate resources for at-risk and homeless 
low-income residents. Her comprehensive approach involves collaboration with various stakeholders like 

medical providers, housing authorities, law enforcement, educators, and food pantries. She’s a staunch advocate for  
data-driven decision-making and firmly believes in the collective strength of her team and partners.

Steve Vlaovich 
Associate Principal, Architecture, Aufgang | steve@aufgang.com
Steve holds a Bachelor’s Degree in Architecture, Pratt Institute and is a licensed architect in the state of New 
York. He joined the firm in 1997 and over the years he has led the development of a multitude of projects 
throughout New York City and the surrounding area, including new and existing structures consisting of 
commercial buildings, community facilities, multi-family residential structures, and educational occupancies 
of varying sizes. He also has extensive experience in building rehab projects. As an Associate Principal at  
Aufgang, he is responsible for overseeing the development of varying projects, including initial zoning 

analysis and project development from schematic phase to construction documents, project management and coordination, 
agency filings and approvals, and construction site oversight.

Cassondra Warney 
Senior Program Manager, CSH | cassondra.warney@csh.org
Cassondra Warney is a strategy and partnerships professional with nearly 10 years in nonprofit consulting. 
As a Senior Program Manager leading CSH Metro Team’s New Jersey portfolio, her priorities are increasing 
affordable housing development and reducing racial disparities in the State’s homeless system. She is the  
primary author of a CSH cost-savings analysis to help NYC save $1.2B spent annually on Rikers Jail by  
investing $108M in supportive housing. Previously, Cassondra worked at the CSG Justice Center on statewide 
political projects that reduced the carceral system footprint by changing how systems operate and invest.
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Kathy White-Thomas 
COO, Volunteers of America Delaware Valley | Kwhite@voadv.org
Kathy White-Thomas has been with Volunteers of America since 2004 and served in various roles in the 
agency, including Assistant Director of Garrett House, Operations Coordinator, VP of Human Resources and 
currently, as Chief Operating Officer. Kathy sits on the board of New Jersey Association of Mental Health and 
Addiction Agencies and was appointed by Governor Murphy to the Corrections Ombudsman Advisory Board. 
She is instrumental in conducting training to prepare individuals for work in the helping field. She is a Class 
of 2022 Lead NJ Fellow. She earned her Bachelor’s degree from Thomas Edison State College and her Masters 

of Science in Human Services from Capella University. She holds a certification from Volunteers of America Nonprofit Executive 
Program through the University of Notre Dame. She is an expert in working with ex-offenders. She is a native of South Jersey, 
where she enjoys time with her family. Her brightest and biggest accomplishment to date is being a mother and grandmother.

Wakida Williams
Assistant Clinical Director, Pathways to Housing PA | wwilliams@pthpa.org
Wakida Williams, MS (she/her), is the Assistant Clinical Director at Pathways to Housing PA. She has over 10 
years of experience leading Assertive Community Treatment (ACT) teams and holds a Master of Science in 
Administration of Human Services, as well as a Bachelor of Arts in Criminal Justice. Wakida first joined  
Pathways in 2013 and previously held the role of Assistant Team Leader before helping in 2015, to launch a 
newly developed Clinical Team 6 within the agency. As the Team Leader of Team 6, she spearheaded the  
creation of services tailored to the unique needs of participants ready to transition to a lower level of care. 

Team 6 focuses on helping participants reach their highest level of potential by supporting advanced goals such as  
maintaining complete financial self-management, obtaining competitive employment, independently managing their  
behavioral health needs, navigating resource coordination, and transitioning to independent living through the Philadelphia 
Housing Authority (PHA) program. Today, Team 6 continues to thrive, leading to the development of its Alumni Association 
(AA), which Wakida oversees. In June 2021, Wakida and Pathways celebrated the first graduating class of ten participants and 
welcomed them into the Alumni Association. In September of 2022, Wakida was promoted and now holds the title of Assistant 
Clinical Director, and oversees the Opioid Use Disorder (OUD) teams within Pathways to Housing.

Janel Winter 
Director of Housing and Community Resources, NJ DCA | janel.winter@dca.nj.gov
Janel Winter is the Assistant Commissioner and Director of the Division Housing and Community Resources 
at the NJ Dept. of Community Affairs. Janel has been instrumental in connecting NJ’s nonprofit community 
development sector with resources that help build capacity and strengthen our neighborhoods. Under her 
leadership, DCA has been responsive to the needs of vulnerable residents especially during the pandemic, 
providing programs and accommodations to help people stay in their homes. The department’s relief pro-
grams have been so successful that NJ has been granted additional Federal Emergency Assistance funding 

on several occasions. During her tenure with DCA, shel has led programmatic innovations that have helped revitalize neigh-
borhoods and keep NJ residents safely and stably housed.
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