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After Highlands Council Executive Director Eileen Swan was dismissed last week, we 

congratulated  her on a job well done. Then we asked ourselves, what next?  

 

According to a story in the Daily Record, council Chairman Jim Rilee said it would be easier 

with a new executive director to make changes to the Regional Master Plan that will help 

landowners in the region.  One hopes the council will remember that its greater responsibility 

under the Highlands Water Protection and Planning Act is to help all the citizens of New Jersey 

by implementing the Regional Master Plan – a plan designed to identify areas for growth and 

preservation that will protect the drinking water enjoyed by more than half the state’s population. 

 

After all, 91 percent of New Jersey residents believe “protecting our drinking  water supply” is 

very important, compared to 88 percent who attach the same importance to “attracting new 

businesses and creating jobs,”  according to a recent Monmouth University poll.  And residents 

overwhelming believe the state should protect areas like the Pinelands and Highlands (58 percent 

say it is very important, 28 percent somewhat important). Both of these findings suggest that 

New Jerseyans expect the council to place a higher priority on protecting the Highlands and its 

drinking water than helping landowners. 

 

Let’s assume that the Highlands Council, with Governor Christie’s support, will in fact take 

action that respects the will of the Legislature, fulfills the wishes of residents and protects New 

Jersey’s future.  What should be at the top of their agenda? 

1. Hiring a qualified executive director, chief counsel and planning director.  (Note that 

acting Highlands Executive Director Dan Van Abs will retire in June, and Chief Counsel and 

Deputy Executive Director Tom Borden resigned last week.)  It is essential that their successors 

possess experience and professional credentials in the areas of regional land use planning, land 

use law, water protection, smart growth and intergovernmental coordination. 

A good job description for the executive director would be the following:  

 Demonstrated ability to manage, lead and inspire a hard-working, dedicated team.  

 Strong communications skills and experience with different levels of government, 

including municipal government, which aids in partnering, and state government, 

which aids in garnering resources.  

 Knowledge of land use planning (state and regional) and land use law.  

 Environmental protection experience.    
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 Ability to supervise professionals in planning, land use law, water and wastewater 

infrastructure and environmental resources.  

 A strong work ethic and willingness to work nights to meet with municipalities. 

2. Continuing the council’s work to implement the Regional Master Plan in partnership 

with municipalities through the conformance process. This process encourages municipalities 

to revise their master plans and land use ordinances to be consistent with the Regional Master 

Plan.  Conformance is mandatory in municipalities located in the Preservation Area; it is 

voluntary, but no less critical, in municipalities located in the Planning Area.  So far, 33 percent 

of lands in Planning Area municipalities are in conformance.  The next step in these towns is to 

adopt effective implementing ordinances and planning initiatives, which is complicated and 

requires a strong partnership with the Highlands Council.  With 20 additional petitions submitted 

but not yet approved, the opportunity is at hand to bring much more of the Planning Area into 

conformance – but only if there is sufficient staff, and qualified leadership, to accomplish this 

task. 

 

3. Advocating for appropriate state funding to preserve priority preservation lands and 

provide incentives for infrastructure, brownfield cleanups and economic development to 

advance growth in adopted centers and redevelopment areas.  The new executive director 

will have to be an effective advocate in Trenton. 

 

4. Completing the council’s work to help municipalities update wastewater management 

plans. To date, the council has completed 10 municipal draft plans, two of which have gone to 

public comment.  The council may draft as many as 35 municipal WMPs.  Updating these plans 

promotes smart growth by designating where sewers may go, while protecting environmentally 

sensitive areas from intense development.  Success depends upon close cooperation with the 

DEP and the counties. 

Landowners, both small and large, benefit from good planning.  The New Jersey Pinelands 

Commission, a national success story, has shown that regional planning is good for residents’ 

pocketbooks.  Municipalities in the Pinelands region enjoy better economic health than 

municipalities in the non-Pinelands towns of South Jersey, as measured by unemployment rates, 

property taxes, property values, growth of new business establishments and “effective tax rates,” 

a key indicator of municipal fiscal stress.  And New Jersey residents benefit from clean, 

affordable drinking water, and living somewhere known not for suburban sprawl but for strong 

communities and healthy green spaces. 

 

Now, more than ever, the Highlands Council has its work cut out for it. We wish it the best of 

luck in fulfilling its statutory obligation to implement and enforce the Highlands Water 

Protection and Planning Act.  New Jersey needs it – and our residents demand it. 
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