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Federal regulators were chastised Friday by an appeals court for failing to properly vet the 

environmental impact of the controversial Tennessee Gas pipeline extension, a project that cut 

down tens of thousands of trees in the Highlands. 

 

While work on the 200-mile extension is complete, the federal appeals court ruling could affect 

future pipeline proposals, said several environmentalists who had fought the project. 

 

"It's a major victory," said Julia Somers, executive director of the New Jersey Highlands 

Coalition, which along with the Delaware Riverkeeper and the Sierra Club had filed the suit 

against the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. "While this decision will have long lasting 

impact, it will not undo the permanent damage the project has inflicted on the Highlands." 

 

The three-judge panel sitting in Washington, D.C., said the regulatory commission "was 

deficient in its failure to include any meaningful analysis of the cumulative impacts of Tennessee 

Gas' projects." The commission should have looked at the environmental impact of the four 

pipeline segments that make up the entire project before construction started in 2010, the court 

said in its decision. 

 

The pipeline, which stretches from Pennsylvania to Mahwah, was completed last year and began 

transporting gas in November. The work required a wide swath of clear-cutting for the length of 

the pipeline. 

 

A commission spokeswoman did not return a phone call seeking comment. 

 

A spokeswoman for Tennessee Gas' parent company, Kinder Morgan, said the ruling will not 

disrupt the transportation of gas. 

 

"Whether the completed expansion projects are considered individually, as FERC did, or 



cumulatively, we do not expect any change in the ultimate conclusion that there was no 

significant environmental impact resulting from the projects," the company said in a statement. 

 

The pipeline has long been a contentious issue. It was built next to an existing Tennessee Gas 

pipeline to increase the ability to move the enormous amount of natural gas found in an 

underground Pennsylvania rock formation, known as the Marcellus Shale. 

 

The gas is extracted using a controversial process called hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, in 

which water and chemicals are pumped underground to release the gas. Some studies show the 

process contaminates groundwater. 

 

The pipeline also was built through one of New Jersey's last open expanses – the Highlands – 

whose reservoirs provide drinking water for millions. 

 

The last section alone was built through 7.6 miles of forest starting in West Milford. Workers 

drilled a tunnel under the Monksville Reservoir to fit the pipeline. It then crossed two state parks 

in Ringwood and made its way into Bergen County's largest park, the Ramapo Reservation. 

 

The four pipeline projects were reviewed separately by FERC, approved, and then constructed in 

rapid succession between 2010 and 2013, according to the court. 

 

Commission attorneys had argued that its 200-page environmental assessment of the 40-mile 

section of pipeline through New Jersey called the "Northeast Upgrade" project analyzed all of 

the pipeline's cumulative impacts. 

 

Environmentalists hope the court decision will force the commission to require Kinder Morgan 

to buy and preserve Highlands forest to offset the environmental impact of its pipeline. 
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