Borgata to housing bust: 10 things that changed southern New Jersey in the past decade
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As the first decade of the 21st century comes to an end, The Press of Atlantic City looks back at some of the issues and events that changed life for our region’s residents. Compiling such a list is never easy, but we’ve come up with a sampling of some issues that matter to southern New Jersey today and will continue to matter tomorrow.

Casino competition
Atlantic City casinos had a corner on the East Coast gambling market in 1990. But by the time the decade came to an end, the game had changed. Surrounding states Pennsylvania, Delaware and New York all offer gaming in one form or another and more casino projects are ahead. The competition, combined with a national economic downturn, has sent casino revenues into a downward spiral since 2006, the year casino revenues hit an all-time high. In November, Atlantic City’s casinos took in $299.3 million, down 13.4 percent compared to November 2008. November marked the 15th straight month that casino winnings dropped. The trend, said casino analyst Cory Morowitz, is likely to continue as gaming grows in Pennsylvania and elsewhere. “They have started to saturate the traditional feeder markets,” he said. The solution is not an easy one, but Morowitz said the city’s casinos will have to work together. “Atlantic City needs to change the perception and continue to get rid of the blight. It needs to become an energized entertainment destination. People don’t leave here saying ‘Wow, that was the greatest experience I ever had,’ and that’s what Atlantic City needs,” Morowitz said.

9/11
Sept. 11, 2001. The date has such significance that much more need not be said. It was the day terrorists seized four U.S. airliners and used the fuel-filled planes as ready-made bombs. The attacks killed nearly 3,000 people at the World Trade Center, the Pentagon and in a field in Shanksville, Pa. People who grew up here, including Andrew Alameno, of Wildwood Crest, and John P. O’Neill and Victor J. Saracini, of Atlantic City, were among those who died. North Wildwood volunteer firefighter and fire official Lew Ostrander was among the thousands of volunteers who traveled to ground zero the day after the attacks. “I’m a Vietnam vet, and I couldn’t believe the carnage, the devastation that those guys caused. I will never forget the smell and the sounds. It was similar to Vietnam, but this was so unbelievable because this was our country. I had tears in my eyes,” Ostrander said. The attacks soon led U.S. troops to wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and at home the government allocated millions of dollars to homeland security in the form of grants for new police officers and equipment for towns big and small across the country. It left Americans more wary, Ostrander said. “People are more aware of their surroundings, more savvy.” And air travel, which had become so routine, would never be the same. “The terrorists altered how we live our daily lives,” Ostrander said.

Property taxes
The American dream of owning a home continued to become more a nightmare for New Jersey residents this decade as government turned to taxpayers to cover its growing list of bills. According to the U.S. Census Bureau and the Tax Foundation, figures released in September showed New Jersey homeowners continued to pay the most in property taxes of all 50 states. The median real estate tax bill in 2008 was $6,320 compared to the national median of $1,897. Those figures come as no surprise to former Hamilton Township resident Bill Turner who moved to the small community of Calabash, N.C., more than four years ago to escape New Jersey’s heavy tax burden. “We retired, and it was killing us up there,” Turner said, noting that he also escaped New Jersey’s sometimes harsh winters. Turner and his wife left Hamilton Township where they were paying for a mortgage and the accompanying property taxes. “It was taking all of our retirement (money) to live,” he said. His latest purchase, made possible in part by his annual property tax bill of just $700, is a motor home. “I never could have done that (in New Jersey),” he said. His annual tax bill when he last lived in the Garden State was about $4,000.

Borgata’s new wave
Opening day at the Borgata Hotel, Casino & Spa was a fairly low-key event. Just after 11:30 p.m. July 2, 2003, actor Stephen Dorff called out “Borgata, baby, Borgata!” as he blew on the dice at a craps table, kicking off the opening of the city’s first new casino in 13 years. What Dorff helped launch that day was a $1.1 billion project that changed the way the city’s other casinos and its visitors viewed Atlantic City. “The Borgata opened up markets that had previously shunned Atlantic City,” said Cory Morowitz, chairman of Galloway-based Morowitz Gaming Advisers. The casino drew a more youthful, entertainment-oriented crowd, folks who wanted more to do than sit at a slot machine. “It also ushered in a wave of investment,” Morowitz said, noting that other casino operators such as Harrah’s, Tropicana and Trump built new hotel towers and created new shopping and dining destinations such as The Quarter. “There was a general change in how Atlantic City positioned itself,” Morowitz said.

Real estate bust
Boom, bust, boom, etc. That’s the nature of the nation’s real estate market, and southern New Jersey’s housing market is no exception. The middle of the decade saw real estate prices climb thanks to investors and second-home buyers eager to have a piece of the Jersey Shore. The revaluations that followed saw the assessed values of the region’s homes double or triple. But the bust had to come eventually and did it ever. The nation plunged into a recession and in 2008 the bust was officially here. New-home construction hit an all-time low in December 2008, capping the worst year for builders on record since 1959. Locally, foreclosures were on the rise as home buyers found themselves with mortgages they could no longer afford.

Going condo
The family-run motels, once a part of most typical Jersey Shore vacations, came face to face with a new competitor in the latter part of the decade as a real estate boom led developers to knock down the old in favor of new, upscale condominiums. The condos in turn changed the way the region’s tourism economy functioned. “It used to be the front desk at the motel was the place visitors turned to. Now, the realtor is the concierge. We want them to give more to visitors than just the key,” said Diane Wieland, director of tourism in Cape May County. Tourism officials have instead come to rely on the Internet and social networking groups such as Facebook, along with real estate agents to spread the word about what visitors can see and do while they’re here. “It’s changed the whole dynamic of how we market,” Wieland said.

Smoking ban
Smokers were told to take it outside in 2006 when Gov. Richard J. Codey signed a state law banning smoking in restaurants and other public buildings — with the exception of Atlantic City’s casinos — as of April 15 of that year. New Jersey became the 11th state to ban smoking in public buildings in the face of the public health burden caused by smoking and second-hand smoke. But some opposed the government’s intervention in private enterprise, arguing that it should be up to patrons to decide if they want to enter restaurants that permitted smoking. At the time, two-thirds of the state’s 18,000 restaurants were smoke-free without a government mandate. The exemption of casino gaming floors upset many. Today, the debate continues about the economic damage a complete ban on smoking inside Atlantic City’s casinos could cause. Workers have cited the desire to breathe smoke-free air, but operators say a ban will further harm an industry already dealing with a recession and growing competition. Atlantic City Council voted in 2007 to ban smoking on 75 percent of the gaming floor in each casino, but recently council determined it will not discuss the possibility of a full ban again until the end of 2011.

Quicker trips
Life in the Garden State rarely has been described as slow paced or easy going. So in many ways increasing the speed limits on the state’s major highways was more of a formality. The state raised the speed limit on some highways from 55 mph to 65 mph in 1998 and by 2001 all major highways saw their limits increase. Opponents said the increase would add to the number of traffic fatalities, but the state found the percentage increase in fatalities was about the same in zones marked 55 mph. And those who enjoy traveling at a faster speed got another lift when the state adopted E-ZPass electronic toll collection for its roadways, taking out some local toll booths in the process. E-ZPass took effect in November 1998 on the Atlantic City Expressway and by 2000 it was in place on the New Jersey Turnpike and the Garden State Parkway.

The connector
Atlantic City visitors and residents found a new way to get around in the summer of 2001 with the opening of the long-awaited Atlantic City Expressway connector. The $330 million project linked the Atlantic City Expressway with the city’s Marina District. The link opened four days late because of a glitch with the tunnel’s emergency radio-communications system, but now travel along the connector is a routine way to skip downtown Atlantic City’s congested streets. Casino mogul Steve Wynn wanted the connector built in conjunction with his plans for a luxury casino he planned for the marina district, but that casino never left the drawing board. The tunnel’s construction also led to the demolition of nine homes along Bryant Drive in the city’s Venice Park area.

Motorsports Park
No recession was going to get in the way of a good racetrack. In July 2008 the New Jersey Motorsports Park in Millville opened for business and continues to draw racing enthusiasts from across the East Coast. While its long-term economic effects are not fully known, in the short-term it has brought optimism to Cumberland County as it strives to build its economy. But the noise produced by the track makes some residents unhappy. TrackRacket, an anti-noise group, filed suit against the raceway and the City of Millville, alleging deception on the part of the track about the noise it produces.
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