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CHESTER TOWNSHIP— The chairman of the state’s Highlands Council has defended the group’s retiring 

executive director, Gene Feyl, who was accused by environmentalists of taking the job for just two years to 

improve his pension. 

 

Feyl is “doing a great job. I’m sorry to see him go,” said council chairman Jim Rilee, the Roxbury mayor who 

nominated Feyl for the Highlands post in 2012. 

 

Feyl, who was paid $116,000 annually as council director, announced his retirement last week after 22 months 

in the position. Feyl, 68, will receive an annual state pension of $63,622, or 54.5 percent of his compensation 

last year, according to a spokesman for the state Treasury Department. 

 

Had Feyl not taken the Highlands position in 2012, his pension would have been based on his final average 

salary as a Morris County freeholder, $25,000, said Treasury spokesman Christopher Santarelli. 

 

Feyl was credited with 21 years of service, including 13 months of military service, after entering the state’s 

Public Employees Retirement System in 1994 as a Denville councilman with a salary of $3,000, Santarelli said. 

 

Feyl has filed for a retirement date of April 1, or Tuesday. 

 

With Feyl turning 69 in August, “Nobody expected him to be here for another 10 or 15 years,” Rilee said. 

 

As for Feyl taking the job to improve his pension, Rilee said, “I don’t have anything to support that. He was 

very good at doing his job while he was here. He came in, worked every day and attended meetings at night." 

 

Feyl has declined to talk about his pension. In an interview last week, he pointed out that he will turn 69 in 

August and said it’s time to step down from full-time employment. 

 

The council’s deputy executive director, Margaret Nordstrom, another former Morris County freeholder who 

was also appointed in 2012, will be serving temporarily as executive director until the council chooses a 

permanent replacement for Feyl. 

 

Rilee credited Feyl for promoting the council’s Transfer of Development Rights program, which is aimed at 

compensating landowners whose property lost value as a result of the 2004-passed Highlands Act. The law 



restricts development in an 88-town, 860,000-acre area of northern New Jersey that provides water to more than 

half the state. 

 

Under the TDR program, business owners in areas with the proper zoning who want to exceed building density 

requirements pay landowners for the development rights. Although the program has not yet been started 

anywhere, several municipalities have embarked on TDR feasibility studies during Feyl’s time as director. 

 

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

group, last week called Feyl’s retirement “entirely predictable.” 

 

She said he was not qualified for the position and accused him of taking the job to improve his pension. 

Somers said Feyl’s Republican allies, led by Gov. Chris Christie, arranged the job for him as “a reward 

for services rendered.” 

 

Somers and other environmentalists were angry when the council, with a majority of members appointed by 

Christie, voted in 2012 to remove the former director, Eileen Swan, who had emphasized getting towns to 

conform to the Highlands Act. 

 

Jeff Tittel, director of the Sierra Club’s New Jersey chapter, said Feyl’s appointment “was done to weaken 

protections in the Highlands region” and give “one of Christie’s cronies a high-paying government job.” 

 

Feyl and his supporters have vigorously cited his long record of service in government as evidence of his 

qualifications. 

 

According to his biography listed at the Highlands Council website, Feyl served on the Denville council from 

1994 to 1999 and on the Morris freeholder board from 2007 to 2012. He served as Morris County’s 

representative to the North Jersey Transportation Authority from 2007 to 2012, and on the New Jersey Clean 

Air Council from 2000 to 2007. 

 

In 1972, Feyl founded E-Food Systems, a beverage distribution and equipment service company, running it 

until 2001, when he sold it. 


