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Highlands group fears plans to change water 

quality standards  

Posted: Wednesday, November 18, 2015 3:00 am  

By PHIL GARBER Managing Editor  

The leader of a large environmental group says the administration of Gov. Chris Christie is 

trying to carry through on plans to emasculate laws that protect the environment. 

A spokesman for the N.J. Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), however, said plans 

are being considered to streamline water quality rules but that environmental protections will 

remain intact. 

That’s not how Julia Somers of Harding Township, executive director of the N.J. Highlands 

Coalition, sees it. 

“The administration sees the end in sight and they have limited time to fulfill the promise of 

gutting water quality rules to allow more development around the state,” said Julia Somers of 

Harding Township, executive director of the N.J. Highlands Coalition. 

Somers said the latest assault involves the DEP plans to amend statewide water quality 

management rules for stormwater and waste water management. Both areas are critical to 

determining where development will be allowed and restricted. 

Somers said the proposed amendments would “severely reduce the effectiveness and 

protectiveness” of current water quality management rules. 

“(The rules) are tremendously weakened,” Somers said. “They (DEP) claim this is streamlining 

the law. It’s not. It’s about taking controls away from towns and it is totally builder-friendly.” 

The DEP spokesman, Lawrence Hajna, said the current water quality management rules were put 

in place under the administration of Gov. Jon Corzine and were too unwieldy. 
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“What we had wasn’t working,” Hajna said. “We’ve been stumbling along trying to get the water 

quality management plans adopted.” 

Hajna said the current water quality plan puts too much responsibility on counties to complete 

the extremely technical procedures for the plans. The proposed amendment would give greater 

authority to the DEP to complete water quality examinations. 

“We have the staff and the expertise,” Hajna said. “(The amendment) will ensure that 

development is consistent with the state development and redevelopment plan. By using the 

environmental indicators that we have, we will be able to make sure that development goes 

where it should go and that the environment is protected.” 

The DEP hosted a public hearing on the proposed amendments on Tuesday, Nov. 10, in 

Morristown. The hearing was advertised to run from 1 to 4 p.m. but it was concluded at 2 p.m. 

Somers said the result was that many people were not able to voice their concerns with the 

proposed amendments. 

“Clearly, DEP neither cares what people think about their proposed wholesale weakening of 

environmental protections, nor has any intention of listening to them,” Somers said in a letter to 

the editor. “They have turned the process into a sham.” 

Somers said about 70 people were at the hearing and all opposed the proposed amendments. 

“Needless to say, not one person commenting in Morristown supported the department’s 

amendments,” Somers wrote. “The people who have the department’s ear — developers – didn’t 

need to come and comment. They know the fix is in.” 

Hajna said the DEP hearing officer was new to the process and closed the hearing early because 

he believed everyone in the public had the chance to be heard. 

“He erred but it wasn’t intentional,” Hajna said. 

Two more public hearings on the proposed amendments were set for Tuesday, Nov. 17, in 

Gloucester County and another from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m., Monday, Nov. 30, at the DEP offices in 

Trenton. Written comments also can be submitted by Dec. 18. The DEP will respond to the 

comments and subsequently either adopt, amend or reject the proposed amendments. 

Highlands Protections 

Somers said the Highlands Coalition members expect that the DEP will next set its sights on 

changing rules that limit development in the area regulated by the state Highlands Act. She said 

proposals would increase permitted development in the most restricted, preservation area by 400 

percent. 

In a related issue, the Assembly Environment and Solid Waste Committee was scheduled to meet 

Monday to decide if it will reverse DEP plans to change flood hazard regulations. The Highlands 



Coalition said that, If enacted, the proposed DEP flood hazard regulations would cut protections 

of stream headwaters including eliminating the 300 feet buffer against development near 

headwaters. 

The DEP has said the proposed regulations would not restrict protection of headwaters but the 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency said in a statement that it had concerns over the planned 

changes in the regulations. 

Sen. Steven Oroho, R-Morris, expressed support for the proposed changes to state water quality 

management regulations that he said “will allow economic growth while maintaining key 

environmental standards.” 

Oroho said in a statement that the proposed amendments would mean the the water quality 

management regulations would “no longer hinder reasonable economic growth yet maintain key 

environmental standards.” 

“The water quality management plan drafted by the previous administration forced 

municipalities to adopt extremely complex and overly broad regulations that put local planning 

agencies at odds with the DEP,” Oroho said. “We cannot continue to enforce a “one-size-fits-all” 

set of mandates. Our communities must have the flexibility to develop clear and consistent land-

use plans that recognize zoning and environmental impacts that are unique to each municipality.” 

Oroho said Christie’s plan to overhaul the state’s Water Quality Management Plan “allows 

counties and towns to effectively identify suitable areas for implementing wastewater 

infrastructure. The proposed rule also cuts unnecessary red tape by removing duplicate and 

overlapping DEP regulations.” 

 


