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The new leadership of the state's Highlands Council is trying to move forward on its pledge to 

provide more compensation to landowners hurt by development restrictions — something 

strongly advocated by Gov. Chris Christie. 

 

But no one believes the one method now being readied is adequate to make up for the tens of 

millions in lost sales value to many properties because of the Highlands Act. They just say it’s 

the only remedy now available. 

 

The council’s top two staffers say they are meeting with local officials to establish the state’s 

first "receiving area," a piece of land on which a commercial or residential project would be 

built, and its developer would pay to exceed local zoning requirements. 

 

Under the "Transfer of Development Rights" program — part of the Highlands Act — the 

money would compensate a landowner in the Highlands region unable to build on his or her 

property. 

 

Although no "receiving areas" have yet been established, $10 million was appropriated 

separately in 2008 under then-Gov. Jon Corzine to directly compensate landowners. A total of 

$7.996 million of that money has been allocated in 13 completed transactions and three pending 

transactions, according to Highlands Council records. 

 

The Highlands Act limits development in an 88-town, 860,000-acre area of northern New Jersey 

that provides the water supply to more than half the state’s residents. 

 

Three towns have expressed strong interest in establishing a "receiving area" and the goal is to 

start a pilot program in one of the towns, said Gene Feyl, the council’s executive director, who 

was appointed to the post in April. 

 

"We feel positive about the direction this is going," he said. 

 

Feyl and new Deputy Executive Director Margaret Nordstrom declined to identify the three 



towns but said discussions are ongoing. 

 

One possible use of the high-density zoning, Feyl said, would be to build "cluster housing" in the 

form of a "transit village" near a train station. 

 

Christie told a group in West Milford last month that state officials "have a new focus on trying 

to ease some of the restrictions (of the Highlands Act) where appropriate and also giving 

recommendations to me for a new funding recommendation on being able to compensate people 

in a way that Gov. (James) McGreevey promised." 

 

But with no additional funding approved yet, the TDR program, setting up the "receiving areas," 

is presently the only method available to compensate landowners. 

 

"From a practical standpoint, the program doesn’t work without receiving areas," said Kurt 

Alstede, the council’s vice chairman and a Chester Township farmer. 

 

Alstede said he hopes the pilot program will evolve into something that’s frequently utilized, 

saying a $10 million total for landowner compensation is "like giving a kid a roll of pennies to 

pay for college." 

 

Sussex County Freeholder and Highlands Council member Richard Vohden, said it’s "very 

good" that the council staff is pursuing the TDR program. 

 

"It’s a tough program to put in place. A lot of towns don’t want (development)," Vohden said. 

 

Jim Rilee, the council’s chairman, said he’s hopeful the TDR program "will make a dent" into 

reimbursing landowners, adding, "We continue to look at other funding mechanisms." 

 

Julia Somers, executive director of the New Jersey Highlands Coalition, an environmental 

advocacy group, acknowledged that setting up receiving areas was "an important priority" 

of the Highlands Act, but agreed it has become a more urgent concern under the council’s 

new leadership. 

 

The previous executive director, Eileen Swan, had emphasized getting towns to conform to 

the Highlands Act, Somers said. Although the new leadership says that’s still a priority, the 

council has a small staff and "something has to give," Somers said. 

 

The council fired Swan, and appointed Feyl and Nordstrom, after changes on the council resulted 

in nine of the 15 members being Christie nominees. 


