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Churches Improving Communities (CIC) transforms lives through effective social justice and community
service programming fueled by the passion and expertise of our staff and volunteers from faith
communities of Central NJ.

CIC is the umbrella organization for programs that serve diverse communities with different strengths and
needs, alongside volunteers and organizations with unique interests, skills, and convictions. As the umbrella,
CIC provides its programs with administrative support and oversight for finance, grants and funding,
compliance, human resources and policies, insurance, and overall cohesion of the organization. CIC and its
Board of Directors also assists with fundraising, new program development, and overall development of the
organization.

Online at: www.IlmprovingNJ.org

Contact: CIC@ImprovingNJ.org
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Dear Friends,

Despite the constant uncertainty and turmoil which bombards us locally, internationally, and globally, |
continue to be so thankful for CIC staff, volunteers, and clients, who throughout 2024, built connections and
positive community in central New Jersey.

CIC is local and our effect on individual lives is tangible and meaningful.

Through supporting people on their re-integration into community after incarceration, providing affordable
legal services that change families’ lives, meeting emergency needs like food, clothing and housing for
undocumented families, and walking with cancer patients and caregivers with supportive community, CIC
makes a critical difference for individuals and families in our communities.

To me, there is no better response to the often-difficult realities in our world than to create connections,
safety, and beauty in our own backyards.

As you read through this report and celebrate with us our incredible

work in 2024, we invite you to join us through volunteering, financial Ve b B
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support, and helping us to think about additional ways to continue lives of program participants
and find creative ways to
help meet needs using the

connecting in our communities.
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In gratitude, volunteers. "
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Executive Director,
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NeighborCorps

Re-Entry Services

Online at: www.NeighborCorpsRe-Entry.orgq

Contact: Austin.NCRS@ImprovingNJ.org

NeighborCorps Re-Entry Services works to lower the rate of recidivism in New Jersey by providing free,
supportive services to returning citizens. We work with individuals who are currently incarcerated—or who
have previously been incarcerated—in Middlesex County Adult Correctional Center and help them transition
back into the community. The NeighborCorps staff and our volunteers provide guidance and support to
participants and their supportive family members, connecting them to resources as they strive to reach their
post-release goals, including (but not limited to) gainful employment, housing, substance treatment and/or
mental health counseling, and regaining the trust of others through honest communication and
accountability.

In addition to directly serving the returning citizens of Middlesex County, NeighborCorps is also involved in
social justice and criminal justice advocacy efforts and works to create strong relationships with individuals
and organizations whose work focuses on re-entry and/or the myriad of public health issues that intersect
with re-entry.

Program Accomplishments:
e Worked with a total of fifty-four clients
o 31% were incarcerated for the majority of our relationship in 2024
o 66% were male, 34% were female
o 39% were Black, 36% were White, and 6% were Hispanic
o 69% reported a mental health diagnosis or—if not an actual diagnosis—an assumption that
they had a mental health issue

o 72% reported a previous or current substance use disorder or casual use of substances

o 27% of the non-incarcerated clients were employed for the majority of our relationship in
2024

o 24% of the non-incarcerated clients were unhoused for the majority or our relationship in
2024

Services provided/offered:

e One-on-one support meetings (for incarcerated and non-incarcerated clients)

e Connections to social service agencies and programs and community resources such as food banks,
backpack drives, etc.

e Referrals to substance use disorder programs and/or mental healthcare programs

e Assistance with completing social services benefits forms, SSI forms, etc.

e Assistance with job applications and job leads

e When possible/applicable, transportation to doctor’s appointments, probation meetings, job
interviews

e C(Client advocacy with probation officers, judges, attorneys, etc.

Community Partners/Partnerships:
e Rehabilitation Services at Middlesex County Adult Correction Center
e Rutgers University Behavioral Healthcare
e Beyond Day Zero



RCHP-Affordable Housing Corporation

RCHP-Affordable Housing Corporation’s Reentry Housing Program
Visual Arts Center of NJ

The Erik James Montgomery Foundation

LEAD (Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion) Operations Workgroup
ALl (Abolish Life Imprisonment) Coalition

CoLAB Arts

Kean University Re-Entry Program

Events and Activities:

Bi-monthly LEAD (Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion) Operations Work Group meetings
B-monthly Abolish Life Imprisonment meetings

Voter registration drive at Middlesex County Adult Correction Center

Client self-portrait project with the Erik James Montgomery Foundation and the Visual Arts Center
of NJ; Self-portraits were displayed in an exhibit titled, “Reentry, Reimagined, Reestablished” and
the exhibit was part of a larger exhibition at the Visual Arts Center of NJ

Art therapy program for clients offered in collaboration with the Visual Arts Center of NJ; Ran four
cycles in 2024 and was extended into 2025

Austin served on the NJ Visual Arts Center Humanities Grant Advisory Committee for VACNJ re-entry
project

“Second Chance” Conference at Montclair State University

Damon House “Family and Friends” Picnic at Donaldson Park

Beyond Day Zero’s support group for returning citizens

Volunteers:

Utilized four volunteers on a regular basis to provide in-jail and out-of-jail client support

Client Highlights, Client/Partner quotes:

A jury acquitted TP of a murder charge for which he’d been convicted and had spent ten years in
state prison and county jail.

KD saw a cousin he hasn’t seen in over thirty years at the opening night of the art exhibit at the
Visual Arts Center of NJ, as well as met a cousin he’s never met before because she had been born
after he had been incarcerated.

KD received his settlement from the motor vehicle accident in which he was injured last November.
GP was released from Middlesex County Adult Correction Center and admitted to a residential
substance use disorder program.

JW got a car.

Participant JC was approved for SSI.

MN had surgery to remove his cancerous thyroid and several lymph nodes that had malignant
tumors on them, a hugely important event in MN’s life.

TP accepted a job as a field engineer with a company called Amtec Optical Services.

JW, his wife, and his mother-in-law moved into an apartment in Woodbridge.

DB obtained housing for his fiancé and himself.

LB and his fiancé celebrated the birth of their second child.

AC made the Dean’s List at Middlesex College.

PK graduated from the East Brunswick Blue Cares substance use disorder program. She was also
approved for SSI.

“Thanks for your assistance and great service.” —Middlesex County Recovery Court Team Member



o “I wanted to share with you that December 4th marks my four years of being home from prison and
it marks one year I've been [working] with Easter Seals. God is so good. I'm so excited about my life.”
—J.A.C., long-time NeighborCorps client

D.L.R.E.

Support Services

Online at: www.direteam.org

Contact: DIRESupport@ImprovingNJ.org

Deportation and Immigration Response Equipo (DIRE) has provided support and services to immigrants
since January 2017 when rapid changes in American attitude, policy, and practice at federal and local levels
began to have serious negative consequences for individuals, families, and communities.

DIRE Support Services provides wrap-around and referral services for any immigrant with a
detention/deportation issue in the state of NJ who calls our hotline, 1-888-DIRE-SOS. These services include
connecting people with legal services, social services, and supportive community volunteers who assist both
the detained individual and their families.

Funding
CIC is grateful to be generously supported by United Way of New Jersey.

Staff
DIRE Support Services is headed by Project Coordinator, Carlos Castaneda.

D.LR.E.

Legal Services

Online at: www.direlegal.org

Contact: DIRELegal@ImprovingNJ.org

DIRE (Deportation and Immigration Response Equipo) Legal Services provides very low-cost legal services
for immigration cases as well as referrals to other pro bono and low-cost immigration lawyers.

In 2024, DIRE Legal Services provided legal services for new as well as existing clients in the following
immigration categories:

i U Visa (victims of crime) applications.

ii.  Special Immigrant Juvenile (SlJ) visa applications.
iii. DACA (Deferred Action) for labor violations.

iv. Family-based adjustment petitions.

v.  Adjustment petitions for refugees eligible to adjust.
Vi. Asylum applicants.
vii. Humanitarian Visa applications.


http://www.direteam.org/
http://www.direlegal.org/

viii. Central American Minors Program.
ix.  General admissibility and adjustment of status matters.
Xx.  Victim of trafficking applicants.
xi.  Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) applications.

2024 Program Highlights
In 2024, DIRE Legal Services provided 390 client intakes and 466 legal consultations/services for clients.

Following is a representative list of the consultations provided in the year 2024.

e Gave legal advice to immigrants in our target area facing diverse legal
problems on how to avoid being placed in removal proceedings.

e Continued to work on asylum application for a Guatemalan human rights and political activist. The
potential client was harassed by Guatemalan authorities due to her human and political rights work.

e Continued to work on asylum application for a Mexican family that fled Mexico after their daughter
was murdered.

e Provided consultation for potential SlJ applicants. The clients comprise of nationals from mainly
Ecuador, Haiti, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Peru and Venezuela who seek to adjust status under
the SI) program.

e Provided in-office and telephone consultations for various general adjustment of status applicants.

e Provided in-office and telephone consultations for potential asylum applicants.

e Filed deferred action applications for labor violations. This immigration relief allows undocumented
immigrants who have been victims of unfair workplace practices apply for a work authorization
document.

e Provide consultation for potential Central American Minor program applicants from Guatemala. The
applicants are asylum applicants in the United States who seek to bring their children to United States.

Community Partners

Our community partners include United Way, Elijah’s Promise, Casa Freehold, New Labor, Central Jersey
Legal Services, Puerto Rican Action Board, Solidaridad Princeton and Women Aware. Additionally, DIRE Legal
provided legal support to clients of Accompany Now and Interfaith RISE clients, programs of community
partner RCHP Affordable Housing Corporation.

Staff and Volunteers

DIRE Legal is staffed by 1 attorneys, 2 part time assistants, and 1 Volunteer Accredited Representative, and
supported by several volunteers. We also had a few other volunteers who assisted with various parts of our
work including assisting with preparing immigration documents, interpretation and translations and
transporting clients to immigration interviews.



NJ Interfaith
Center for

Cancer Care

Online at: www.NJIC3.0rg
Contact: NJIC@ImprovingNJ.org

NJIC3 seeks to address the spiritual, emotional, social, and practical needs of those dealing with cancer,
using tools drawn from the areas of contemplation, collaboration, and care. It responds to the complexity of
cancer in families and communities through individual, congregational, and systemic engagement, support,
and advocacy.

2024 Program Accomplishments:
e Engaged with approximately forty individuals, whether via a support group, one-on-one support, a
book group, or an interfaith prayer/discussion group
o The majority of the individuals were White, approximately 20% were Black, Hispanic, or
Asian
o Ages ranged from mid-40s through late 70s

Services provided/offered:
e One-on-one support to cancer patients and/or their loved ones or caregivers
e Interfaith prayer/discussion group
e Book discussion group
e Online support group
e Transportation to/from medical appointments, pharmacies, grocery stores, etc.
e Referrals to partner organizations and community resources

Community Partners/Partnerships:
e Goals of Care Coalition of NJ
e Crossroads4Hope

e Rutgers Cancer Institute of NJ " The work we do matters B
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e American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network
e Interfaith-RISE
e Fans for the Cure


http://www.njic3.org/

Events and Activities:

Online support group
Annual in-person holiday lunch with support group members
Online book discussion group
Interfaith prayer/discussion call
In-person event with Maggie Bruehl, author of “Suspended: Living With Dying,” the book the book
group discussed, and her husband and daughter
Annual blood drive with the Raritan Valley Roadrunners and Robert Wood Johnson Hospital
Austin spoke at “Beyond the Rainbow,” a webinar hosted by the American Cancer Society that
addressed the healthcare and cancer care disparities faced by members of the LGBTQ+ community
Participated in Interfaith-RISE resource fairs
PanCAN Purple Stride—NJ striders raised over $400,000; Team Friends of Franco raised over $8000
ACS Cancer Action Week—met virtually with Assemblyman Karabinchak and Senator Diegnan to
discuss:

o Continuing support for policy that will make casinos in NJ smoke-free.

o Support for funding for biomarker testing.

o Maintaining the NJ Cancer Education and Early Detection budget at $5 million

o Maintaining the NJ Commission on Cancer Research budget at $4 million
Attended Goals of Care Coalition NJ's quarterly meetings
Connected Interfaith-RISE to Crossroads4Hope and helped coordinate CR4H providing their “Health
Champion” to I-RISE staff. (“Health Champion” is a train-the-trainer program that helps prepare
community members to respond to individuals who are facing health crises.)
Participated in a focus group that was organized by the Goals of Care Coalition of NJ to discuss the
structure of the community-based palliative care Medicaid benefit

Volunteers:

Utilized three or four volunteers to assist with program/event execution, facilitate prescription
pickups or provide short rides to appointments

Client Highlights, Client/Partner quotes:

Definitely not a highlight, but important to mention—one of our regular support group members
passed away

A person we’re supporting in collaboration with UBHC who had been unhoused for several months
received a housing voucher and moved into her own apartment

One of the members of the support group was told at the end of the year that she was cancer-free.
(She’ll need to continue to have quarterly scans to look for a recurrence.)

“You’ve helped me survive this.” -support group member, book group participant, and one-on-one
support receiver who was told she was cancer-free in mid-July after a year and half of ongoing
chemotherapy and surgeries



Church Based
Mental Health

Services

In 2024, Church Based Mental Health Services began the work of transitioning its programming from its
previous model to a new community partnership called the Global Grace Mental Health Consortium to build
on the strength of local community-based organizations who are serving vulnerable populations who have
experienced trauma but who don’t traditionally access mental health services. The goals of the Global Grace
Mental Health Consortium, of which CBMHS is a member, are to create a three-tiered program of push in
services, professionally and peer-led support groups, and connections to culturally and linguistically
appropriate clinical services for our target population. Global Grace Mental Health Consortium consists of
program partners CBMHS, Interfaith-RISE refugee resettlement organization, Still Waters Anti-Trafficking
Program, RCHP Affordable Housing Corporation, NJ Interfaith Center for Cancer Care, DIRE Support Services
for undocumented immigrants, and NeighborCorps Re-Entry Services.

In 2024, CBMHS partnered with Interfaith RISE refugee resettlement program to provide NAMI (National
Alliance on Mental lliness) trained peer-led support groups to newly arriving refugees in Middlesex County.
Topics covered during weekly meetings include:

e General mental health and wellness

e Women’s issues

e Employment issues; conflict resolution

e Challenges and potential solutions to family discord

e Additional unmet needs



Finances — Programs & Administrative

Churches Improving Communities operates as the non-profit umbrella organization for NeighborCorps Re-
Entry Services, Church-Based Mental Health Services, DIRE, and NJ Interfaith Center for Cancer Care. CIC
resources such as bookkeeping, grant writing, administrative oversight and others are shared among the
programs. Similarly, CIC expenses are also shared including insurance costs and a portion of the CIC
Executive Director salary.

Programmatic budgets reside under CIC but are managed separately by the program steering committees
who conduct their own fundraising and are responsible for programmatic expenses. Programs are
structured to maximize each budget dollar. Because faith community buildings donate space for CIC
program offices, there is very little program overhead. Very modest program budgets fund the staff
providing services, as well as money for direct client assistance. Because of the volunteer focus of each
program, CIC programs are able to leverage a tremendous amount of value from their small budgets.

Expenses

Combined expanse budgets for all CIC programs in

employment EXPENSES 2024 totaled approximately $358,652, while the CIC
Trau;:\?’g;:sTP), NeighborCorps, administrative budget was $33,980, meaning that
' $66,846 9.4% of the total agency budget is administrative

(which includes program insurance costs).

DIRE Support, Community & In-Kind Investment

$78,745 CIC, $33,980

Based on the amount of volunteer engagement of
NJIC3, $18,686 approximately 1900 volunteer hours valued at
$63,631 for the year and other leveraged resources,

Mental Health, . .
CIC programs invested a value of approximately

P02 D;?;;:%Z" $488,866 invested in central NJ communities in
2024.
Income INCOME e
Income is generated through grants, individual Passthrough
donations, and congregational donations. In 2024, Grants 13%
CIC received $337,233 in total income, including 35% Client Legal

Fees

individual donations for program functioning and o,

for direct emergency relief for NJ residents. Over
$134,431 was donated by individuals and $6073
by congregations — over 41% of CIC’s budget waw

directly funded by the community in 2024. Congrsgations ndividuals
6 41%




Please Help Support Our Work

It is the Churches Improving Communities’ mission to assist communities and congregations to develop and
expand justice and mercy service projects by pooling skills and expertise to leverage funding, volunteers and
community support. To this end, we are committed to using our resources wisely and effectively, and CIC
accomplishes much with very lean operational practices and programmatic budgets. Churches Improving
Communities is funded solely through foundation grants, and individual, faith community, and corporate
donations. We count on your support to positively impact the lives of people in need in our communities.

Please donate today to help us continue this important work in 2025.

Classis New Brunswick Community Development Corporation doing business as Churches Improving
Communities is a non-profit 501(c)3 organization. Your contribution is tax deductible.

Donations by Check
Please make checks payable to CIC and mail to:

19 S. 2" Avenue
Highland Park, NJ 08904

Donations by Credit Card
Donations can also be made via credit card or PayPal on our website, ImprovingNJ.org.

Board of Trustees & Staff

Kristy Lauricella, LCSW, President
Amanda Bruehl, Vice President
Craig Jensen, Treasurer
Francesca Maresca

Melissa Quaal

Tracy Cangiano
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