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WASHINGTON, D.C. -- Less than two weeks after the National Park Service gave its approval 

for new 500-kilovolt electric lines to cross the Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area, 

10 environmental groups on Monday filed a challenge to the decision in Federal District Court 

and are seeking to have the entire environmental study set aside. 

 

Among the 11 causes of action, the lawsuit alleges that the National Park Service was influenced 

by the Obama Administration, which placed the project on a fast-track that "placed undue 

pressure on rapid approval" of the project even before the environmental study was done. 

 

The National Park Service and Department of the Interior "really overstepped their authority," 

said Hannah Chang of Earth Justice, one of the lead attorneys in the lawsuit. "The Organic Act 

carries with it a flat-out mandate and their reasoning for going around the act seems to be flat-out 

wrong." 

 

The lawsuit names Interior Secretary Kenneth Salazar and Dennis Reidenbach, Northeast 

regional director for the park service as defendants. 

 

The lines, known as the Susquehanna-Roseland Transmission Project, are being proposed to 

bring power from Pennsylvania to join with the Public Service Electric & Gas system in 

Roseland along an existing right-of-way. PSE&G serves much of New Jersey's population, but 

does not provide power to Sussex County homes. 

 

The 145-mile route crosses through the Sussex County towns of Stillwater, Fredon, Newton, 

Andover, Byram and Sparta. A substation to serve the line and another transmission route from 

New York is being built in Hopatcong. 
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The project involves dismantling an existing 230-kilovolt transmission system, which has 85-

foot towers and six individual power lines, and replacing it with 185-foot towers carrying as 

many as 20 lines for two, 500-kilovolt systems. Initially, one of the sets would continue to carry 

the 230-kilovolt power, but could be upgraded with out additional work along the line. 

 

The Organic Act created the national park system and was approved by Congress early last 

century. Chang said the methods used in the study also violated the individual legislation which 

created the recreation area as well as the Appalachian National Scenic Trail and the Middle 

Delaware Scenic and Recreational River, two other units of the park system which would be 

crossed by the lines. 

 

The Department of the Interior referred calls seeking comment to the National Park Service 

where the spokeswoman could not be reached at either her office or cell phones and did not 

return messages seeking a response. 

 

While lawsuits involving actions on federally-owned lands are relatively common, Chang said 

what is unusual in this case "is the fact they included such damning language against the project 

in their studies, then went ahead and approved it anyway. That is somewhat unique." 

 

Cinda Waldbuesser, Pennsylvania senior program manager for the National Parks Conservation 

Association, one of the plaintiffs, called the decision "extraordinarily disappointing' and added 

the parks "are not blank spots on the map, conveniently set aside for development projects like 

super-sized transmission lines." 

 

"This is a day of shame," said Jeff Tittel, director of the New Jersey Sierra Club. "Citizens 

groups have to go to court to protect our national parks from our own government." 

 

The lawsuit faults the park service for not stepping back and looking at whether there is even a 

need for the line, an argument still being fought in New Jersey's court system. 

 

The suit said that even though the National Park Service said it would not address that issue, the 

park service is required to "rigorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable 

alternatives" and argues that an alternative outside the park must be analyzed if it is reasonable. 

 

As one of the causes of action, the lawsuit alleges that the park service acknowledges "serious 

and abiding damage to the Parks," but does not give any reason for choosing an alternative with 

significant adverse impacts. 

 

The lawsuit also questions the park's decisions involving a mitigation fund proposed by the 

utilities without giving the public a chance to respond. Initially set at $35 million in the draft 



environmental impact study, the amount rose to $56 million in the Decision of Record, yet no 

explanation or discussion of the fund was contained in any documents. 

 

When first proposed in 2007, the power companies said they were ordered by JPM, the power 

grid operator for 13-state region, to upgrade the lines by 2012 because of expected brownouts 

and blackouts. 

 

Even without a lengthy court battle, the project is not expected to be in service until sometime in 

2015, and opponents to the lines point to declining demand for power because of conservation 

and alternative sources as well as the economy. 

 

Karen Johnson, a spokeswoman for PSE&G called the lawsuit "a threat to reliable electric 

service for millions of people throughout the mid-Atlantic region," and said any delay "could 

lead to brownouts or even blackouts across a wide region." 

 

Johnson said the decision was "the right decision under federal law. It was the right decision for 

the people of the mid-Atlantic region. And it was the right decision for the federal park system." 

 

The line which crosses 4.3 miles of the federal park and is known as the Kittatinny-Roseland leg 

of the project, dates back to the 1920s when the existing towers and 230-kilovolt lines were built. 

 

The Record of Decision signed by Reidenbach on Oct. 1, takes note that the power companies 

have said the deeds that give them the right-of-way contain the legal right to go ahead with the 

project even without National Park Service permission and permits. 

 

Johnson referred to that issue in her statement saying "the line was built on property easements 

that give the companies the legal right to reconstruct the line. The park units were created 

decades after this aging power line was built. The government acquired lands for the parks 

knowing about the easements and the rights those easements give the power companies." 

 

The lawsuit takes note of utilities' threat and notes the government used phrases like the 

applicant "might" and "may decide" to go ahead with that threat, even if the park were to deny 

access. 

 

Joining the National Parks Conservation Association and Sierra Club in the lawsuit as plaintiffs 

are the Appalachian Mountain Club, the Appalachian Trail Conservancy, the Association of New 

Jersey Environmental Commissions, the Delaware Riverkeeper Network, the New Jersey 

Highlands Coalition, New York-New Jersey Trail Conference, Rock the Earth, and Stop the 

Lines, a Fredon-based grassroots organization. 


