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CHESTER -- The Borough of Hopatcong is the second municipality in Sussex County and 10th overall 

to be designated a "Highlands Center" by the New Jersey Highlands Council. 

 

The council, in a 9-2 vote Thursday, approved Hopatcong's petition for plan conformance under the 2004 

Highlands Water Protection and Planning Act, which the council enforces. 

 

The law places additional limits on development in the Highlands Region, which covers 859,358 acres in 

Sussex, Warren, Morris, Hunterdon, Bergen, Passaic and Somerset counties. 

 

Hopatcong's petition included a plan, submitted in December 2009, covering 2,615 acres in the borough 

falling into the preservation area, a designation under the law for land that is mostly undeveloped with 

"exceptional natural resource value." 

 

The Highlands Region is roughly split in half between planning and preservation areas. 

 

Unlike Vernon, which received Highlands Council approval for its 29,305-acre preservation area plan in 

May, Hopatcong went a step further and incorporated 5,533 acres in the planning area into its application 

last February. Unlike with preservation area lands, the law does not require plan conformance in planning 

areas, which already have much development. 

 

As part of its application, Hopatcong sought, and received, a designation as a "Highlands Center" within 

its planning area. 

 

Highlands Centers, as described by the council in a statement last winter, are created "to fulfill the 

Regional Master Plan's commitment to plan for sustainable economic development and redevelopment in 

or adjacent to areas already developed and with the infrastructure capacity for growth." 

 

"The designation of Highlands Centers provides a focus for economic development opportunities and 

simultaneously discourages growth and sprawl in sensitive areas designated for environmental protection 

and agricultural viability," the council stated at that time. 

 

Hopatcong Mayor Sylvia Petillo, who attended the meeting but did not address the council, said afterward 
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that the designation is aimed at aiding the borough in redeveloping residential and commercial areas in 

need of growth. 

 

Petillo, outlining the region covered by the designation, said it would extend from Lakeside Boulevard to 

Hopatchung Road and continue through the River Styx area. The exact boundaries were not immediately 

available Thursday. 

 

"Redevelopment will enhance it. There's lots of empty buildings," she said of the area. 

 

Sussex County's two residents on the council, Freeholder Richard Vohden and Hopatcong Councilman 

Michael Francis, cited a potential conflict of interest in recusing themselves from the approval vote. 

 

Council Chairman Jim Rilee joined eight others in supporting the plan, which was opposed on the council 

by Tracey Carluccio, of East Amwell Township, and Hunterdon County Freeholder Robert Walton. 

 

Carluccio, who participated in the meeting via conference call, expressed concern about the already heavy 

development in the vicinity of Lake Hopatcong, which borders Roxbury, Mount Arlington and Jefferson 

in addition to Hopatcong. 

 

"It kind of takes your breath away with how much development there is around the lake," she said. 

 

Christine Danis, the council's director of planning and science, offered some context while addressing the 

application during the meeting. 

 

Danis sought to draw a distinction between a traditional town center, where dense development generally 

is encouraged, and the parameters of a Highlands Center designation that she said would promote 

"appropriate growth based on existing conditions." 

 

Byram, in September 2010, became the first municipality dubbed a Highlands Center. The plan was 

aimed at helping Byram redevelop the Route 206 corridor, including 30 acres of undeveloped land as a 

village center. 

 

Elliott Ruga, senior policy analyst and campaign coordinator for the New Jersey Highlands 

Coalition -- a Boonton-based organization advocating for protecting the water and other natural 

and cultural resources of the Highlands Region -- was among those in the audience addressing the 

council on the Hopatcong plan. 

 

Ruga voiced support, stating, "These center designations are extremely important to the success of 

the regional plan." 


