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A file photo of Governor Chris Christie. (Associated Press) 

By Times of Trenton Guest Columnist  on September 18, 2015 

By James G. Gilbert 

Comprehensive land use and infrastructure planning is a critical and noble part of the public 
governmental policy process, just as comprehensive planning is a common and critical tool for 
private corporations worldwide. Without it we would have a chaotic world, with short-term thinking 
dominating and long-term strategic thinking and values ignored to our great detriment. 

As we well know, we are in a global economic race and it's more critical than ever to plan and to 
implement plans to succeed in that race. And as all of us involved in the process of global 
economic competition know, up-to-date infrastructure construction and location is necessary in 
order to attract and retain economic growth. At the same time, however, we have limited fiscal, 
natural and social resources to meet those needs. So a plan is needed to help determine what 
should be our priorities. 

In 1969, New Jersey adopted an internationally recognized standard for regional cooperation: the 
Meadowlands Authority, which put planners, economists and environmentalists together to 
transform a gritty area filled with garbage dumps, and got that region out of the self-defeating 
game between neighboring towns that we call the "tax ratables chase." 
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Then in January 1986, Gov. Tom Kean signed the State Planning Act, which established the New 
Jersey State Planning Commission and charged it with the task of formulating a plan that would 
serve in good part as an infrastructure prioritization mechanism.     

As a result New Jersey became a nationally recognized leader in regional planning for rational 
economic and social growth. 

To my utter amazement, however, we are now busily engaged in dismantling all that progress, and 
going back to the discredited old process of uncoordinated, tax ratable-driven growth.  First there 
was the most colossal infrastructure mistake: the abandonment of the new commuter tunnel under 
the Hudson River, under the pretexts that its termination a block away from the overcrowded and 
poorly-designed Penn Station made a difference; and/or that we couldn't afford it: and/or that New 
York was not carrying its fair share. This was a self-inflicted blow to our global competitiveness, 
and it has extended the ongoing suffering of New Jersey commuters. 

Next, the Office for Planning Advocacy, the administrative arm of the State Planning Commission 
was put on the total back burner after the governor's then chief of staff, Richard Bagger, left. Under 
him the Office for Planning Advocacy had been developing a State Strategic Plan, a requirement of 
the State Planning Act, which now appears to have been abandoned, with nothing on the horizon 
to take its place.  

But the final blow was the incredible return to the Stone Age in the Meadowlands, by abandoning a 
regional format that had made us nationally recognized. In so doing, the legislature and the 
governor risk returning us to a zero-sum local tax-ratable brawl. The legislature and the Governor 
recently passed a revision of the destructive  legislation first passed  a few months ago, with some 
adjustments pertaining to Liberty State Park, but it is more than obvious that they are totally 
abandoning a successful model of comprehensive growth management planning for the region. 

All this short-sightedness goes hand-in-glove with similar related planning issues in the state such 
as the undermining of critical economic resources such as water supplies through negative 
appointments by the governor and legislative leaders in the Highlands and Pinelands regions.  The 
point is:  planning is a big issue and we're not doing it. 

So where do we go from here? I fear we will continue to lose national and global ground until we 
get new leadership. And I worry we can't wait that long.  

James G. Gilbert, a managing director at Bank of America/Merrill Lynch, is the former chairman of 
the Englewood Planning Board, the former president of the New Jersey Federation of Planning 
Officials, and the former chairman of the New Jersey State Planning Commission. 

  


	Death of planning in N.J. | Opinion

