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CHESTER TWP.--Highlands Council members have attached protective strings to a proposed 

expansion of the Tennessee Gas pipeline in northern New Jersey, after a site walk convinced 

most council members that the interstate utility was following environmental guidelines. 

 

The 11-2 vote on Thursday, Feb. 16, assured that a comprehensive mitigation plan would be 

included if the 7.6 miles extension is approved by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 

(FERC) and the state Department of Environmental Protection (DEP). 

 

The existing gas pipeline expansion cuts through Vernon and West Milford Townships along a 

route first cut in the 1950s and will be extended to the Mahwah mertering station in Bergen 

County, if approved. 

 

The council action came after a one month postponement and after a lively public response that 

crowded the meeting room with opponents of the gas line. 

 

"We did not approve the pipeline," said council chairman Jim Rilee, of Roxbury Township. "We 

just added considerations if and when the project moves forward." 

 

Rilee said a careful review of the project assured that upgrades would be done in a responsible 

manner with safeguards for the area's residents and the environment. 

 

Vice chair Kurt Alstede, of Chester Township, noted that the council had never opposed an 

Exemption 11 project, one involving utility upgrades, including the Roseland-Susquehanna 

electrical transmission line project.. 

 

"What did the legislation intend when it wrote a specific exemption?" asked Alstede. "We will be 

improving the volume of gas delivered to residents of New Jersey." 

 

Alstede said environmental considerations will be addressed by a proper mitigation plan that 

meets the needs of the Highlands regional master plan. 

 

"What happens if the council votes no?" he asked. "It will eventually be approved with a 

likelihood that the environmental mitigation plan won't be included." 

 

Eight of the 15 council members had personally toured portions of the pipeline area in three 
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separate trips as recently as Feb. 8, after the council postponed a decision on the issue in January. 

 

At least one council member, Carl Richko, former mayor of West Milford Township, called the 

council action a sad day for the Highlands. 

 

"As much mitigation is done, it still results in a forest that will be fragmented," said Richko. 

"Reservoirs, lakes and C-1 (trout producing) streams will be affected by erosion." 

 

The West Milford Township Council had asked that approvals be withheld until each community 

affected by the impact of 2011 storms along the pipeline have their disturbed lands stabilized and 

roads repaired. 

 

Richko was joined by council member Michael Sebetich to cast the only negative votes. 

 

Soil samples taken along the pipeline right-of-way in Vernon Township showed levels of 

petroleum hydrocarbons and toluene that were within DEP threshholds, said Eileen Swan, 

executive director of the Highlands Council. 

 

According to a table of water turbidity displayed by Swan, levels of sediments in neighboring 

waters such as the Bearfort Waters in Wawayanda State Park and Lake Lookover, both crossed 

by the  pipeline, rose dramatically after the storms but then returned to acceptable levels by 

December. 

 

Council member Michael Francis, of Hopatcong, said he saw a mitigation process that "looked 

satisfactory" and said there didn't appear to be a whole lot of turbidity. 

 

"You have to realize that Lake Hopatcong had storm problems and turbidity also from those 

storms," Francis said. 

 

Soil samples taken along the pipeline right-of-way in Vernon Township showed levels of 

petroleum hydrocarbons and toluene that were within DEP threshholds, Swan said. 

 

Many of the state's most notable environmentalists spoke against the project. 

 

"When you speak of no net loss of forest, you are talking about acquisitions of land but no 

new creation of forest," said Julia Somers, executive director of the New Jersey Highlands 

Coalition. 

 

"That's not mitigation until you have a plan to create forests of the same value." 

 

New Jersey Sierra Club director Jeff Tittel said the additional pipeline should not be considered 

an upgrade. Tittel said tying the new line to the old doesn't mean it's not a new project. 

 

"There is a reason there are so many levels of protection from ten major programs. This is the 

heart of the Highlands," said Tittel. 

 



The 860,000 acres of Highlands Region designated land in seven New Jersey counties extends 

by federal definition north into New York State and to Pennsylvania as well. 

 

"An astounding number of unique natural areas will be adversely affected as a trench is blasted , 

forests are cut and access roads are built to make way for the pipeline," said Wilma Frey, senior 

policy manager for the New Jersey Conservation Foundation. 

 

Among the aspects of the comprehensive mitigation plan are forest management, based on a no 

net loss of trees, contingency plans to avoid the future runoff impact such as suffered during 

Tropical Storm Irene and the late October snow event of 2011, and acquisition of land for 

reforestation. 

 

In addition, the company must develop an open waters and riprarian areas plan, a steep slopes 

mitigation plan, groundwater recharge protection and plans to prevent disturbance of critical 

habitats along the route of the pipeline. The mitigation plan must also address protection of any 

historical, cultural, archaeological or scenic resource along the pipeline route. 

 

Tennessee Gas will also have to post a performance bond against failure to provide any of the 

mandatory safeguards. 

 

Two council members, Bruce James and Tracy Carluccio, recused themselves from the 

discussion and vote to avoid appearances of any conflict of interest. 

 

Swan said the Highlands Council staff receives copies of daily and weekly reports regarding 

activity at the pipeline that are sent to FERC. She said quarterly reports were requested to 

provide an overview of long term impacts. 

 

When asked by council member Timothy Doughterty if the public could view copies of those 

reports at the Highlands Council website, Swan said her staff didn't have the time to post them, 

but could provide a link to the FERC Internet postings. 

 

"Environmental watchdogs are clearly in the loop," said Doughterty. "I want to make sure they 

watch what this company does." 

 

"FERC posts weekly. You have a fairly large gas company, let them pay for it," he said. 


