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CHESTER TWP. -- Sussex County Freeholder Richard Vohden was seated on the New Jersey 

Highlands Council Thursday after a contentious confirmation hearing in Trenton focusing on his 

prior criticisms of the Highlands law. 

 

Vohden arrived 10 minutes before the 4 p.m. meeting. It was the first council meeting since the 

state Senate voted 29-7 on Jan. 9 to confirm him. 

 

"I'm excited about getting involved here," Vohden, nominated to the council by Gov. Chris 

Christie, told a reporter after taking a seat. 

 

Vohden's nomination appeared in some jeopardy after the Senate Judiciary Committee moved 

his nomination to the floor without making a recommendation, amid an uproar from 

environmental activists over some of his past associations and comments. 

 

He acknowledged a prior membership in the Highlands Conservation Association, a group that 

advocates repeal of the Highlands Water Protection and Planning Act, and past advocacy 

challenging the law's constitutionality. 

 

The 2004 Highlands law, signed by former Gov. Jim McGreevey, was aimed at protecting 

drinking water by placing additional restrictions on development in 88 municipalities spread over 

about 800,000 acres in northern New Jersey. Many Republicans, including Christie, have 

criticized the law for not reimbursing property owners for diminished land values. 

 

New Jersey Sierra Club Director Jeff Tittel, who opposed Vohden's confirmation, said Thursday 

he is concerned that critics of the law are on their way to making up a majority on the 15-

member council. 

 

"The concern I have is if they start rewriting the (Highlands Regional) Master Plan and giving 

everybody waivers, then the next thing you know, there's no act," Tittel said of the plan, which is 

aimed at promoting sustainable growth throughout the region. 

 

"Will he uphold the law," Tittel, in a telephone interview, asked about Vohden, "or will he try to 

weaken it?" 

 

Vohden said his earlier reservations about the law's constitutionality had been addressed. 
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"I had questions on the act. Those questions have been answered adequately," Vohden said. 

 

"The act is in the statute. The master plan is the law of the land," he said. 

 

Vohden and two other new members took their seats on the council without any ceremony, other 

than brief welcoming remarks from Chairman Jim Rilee. 

 

Deborah Post of Chester Township, a farmer who claims to have lost 17 buildable lots because 

of the Highlands Law, was at the meeting. She said she hopes that Vohden will help promote a 

viewpoint more sympathetic to property owners. 

 

"Richie Vohden is an upstanding citizen with a lot of experience on town councils and town 

boards. He will be a voice on the council to express the concerns of landowners who have lost 

six billion dollars," Post said. 

 

Erica Van Auken, campaign and grassroots coordinator for the New Jersey Highlands 

Coalition, was in attendance Thursday. Her organization supports strict enforcement of the 

Highlands Act. 

 

"His appointment has been confirmed. Now all we can do is hope he'll be a good asset to 

the Highlands Council," she said of Vohden, adding, "We're hoping that being on the 

council will open his eyes to what the council is actually doing." 
 

Vohden cast his first vote Thursday, naming Kurt Alstede, a farmer from Chester Township, as 

the council's vice chairman. 


