
the state’s climate change mitigation 
objectives identified in the Global 
Warming Response Act. 

If we are to stand any chance of 
preserving our way of life in the future, 
we must effectively protect our natural 
resources.
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Policy Update

Forestry remains the urgent policy 
priority for the Coalition because of 

the recent action in the Legislature that 
has brought a long simmering conflict 
to a very visible precipice and threatens 
what is perhaps the Highlands most 
essential resource, its core forest. 

We and others have written much 
about the specifics of the four bills. 
I will not get into them here, but if 
you do want to read about them and 
register your opposition to them, visit 
njhighlandscoalition.org/protectourforests 
and check out the Action Alert to write 
to Legislators. 

What is most significant, and 
why they must be defeated is that the 
introduction of these bills is an arrogant, 
preemptive move to lock out stronger 
ecological standards and restoration 
principles from forest stewardship—the 
stewardship for which we advocate and 

we believe necessary for New Jersey’s 
success in climate adaptation. The 
proposed bills grant exclusive control 
over how our forests are managed to a 
narrow representation of interests.

Aside from a few specimen tracts, 
New Jersey has no remaining old 
growth forest. Clearing woodlands for 
settlement, agriculture and the pervasive 
cutting of woodlands for charcoaling to 
fuel iron furnaces and forges resulted 
in the near total deforestation of the 
State. Recovery began in the last half 
of the 19th century when we converted 
to anthracite coal to fuel the furnace 
fires that processed iron ore. The oldest 
forest of considerable size we have in 
the northern half of New Jersey is a 360 
square mile swath, which extends west 
of I-287, north of I-80, and north and 
east of Route 15, to the New York State 
border. For a variety of circumstances, 

Continued on page 2

Elliott Ruga, Policy  & Communications Director

an impressive milestone for any state, 
particularly little New Jersey. Combined 
with the Farmland Preservation 
program, New Jersey has over 30% of its 
lands preserved, putting the State ahead 
of President Biden’s National 30X30 
Initiative. Of course, the work doesn’t 
end with simply conserving land. How 
we manage our preserved lands is the 
subject of some debate across the state. 

For the Coalition and the Highlands 
region, the path forward is simple - 
follow the science; enhance and restore 
the ecological function of our natural 
environments, and restrict activities 
that are not aligned with the current 
ecological pressures and threats to these 
environments or that do not reflect 

Greetings! For a year that started out 
with so much uncertainty, 2021 

is beginning to resemble something 
more familiar. I would like to begin by 
thanking you, our wonderful members, 
for your continued support of the New 
Jersey Highlands Coalition through this 
challenging period. 

This year marks the 60th Anniversary 
of Green Acres, New Jersey’s nationally 
recognized land conservation 
mechanism. To date Green Acres has 
preserved almost 700,000 acres of 
parks, open space, and historic sites: 

Treasures of Nature, Shirley Shlusher 
1st Place at the 7th NJHC Juried Art Show

At the New Jersey Highlands 
Coalition, we are thankful for 
your incredible commitment 
to our mission and for your 
ongoing investment to help us 
protect the Highlands 
Your legacy gift can help 

safeguard New Jersey’s precious 
Highlands and its natural and 
cultural resources in the future.

We only succeed with 
support from our     

members!

Photo credits: Elliott Ruga & Zachary Cole
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i.e., the rugged terrain, the development 
of reservoirs for the state’s burgeoning 
eastern cities, the passage of the 2004 
Highlands Act, the forest here was 
allowed to grow with little disturbance. 
Unlike the many “post-agricultural” 
forests, which were once cultivated soils 
or pasture lands, this core forest of the 
Highlands is habitat to the greatest 
diversity of wildlife species, many rare, 
threatened and endangered. It is also 
the least overrun by non-native invasive 
species and overabundant deer. 

All of New Jersey’s forests need 
stewardship. Our post agricultural 
forests need it most urgently. These 
forests have little or no regeneration of 
trees because they are overrun by out-
of-control deer populations that browse 
on everything except non-native brush 
such as barberry and stilt grass. Yet 
the focus of the stewardship programs 
contemplated by the current bills in 
the legislature target the forests that 
have the oldest, most mature trees, and 
do not require management strategies 
that address the real problems, which 
are the overabundance of deer or the 
invasion of non-native plant species. 
They encourage mechanized timber 
extraction to pay for stewardship, which 
has devastating impacts to sensitive 
forest wildlife communities. The 
heavy equipment brought in overturns 
sensitive soils, exposing them to non-
native invasives for the first time. Near 
clear cuts create the edge habitats that 
deer thrive in. The Highlands core forest 
is far better left alone than to suffer the 
impacts of these so called “stewardship” 
plans. 

We are also beginning to understand 
that older, maturing trees are more 
efficient at absorbing and storing 
atmospheric carbon than younger trees, 
making an even more compelling case 
for a hands-off approach until we can 
commit to address the real problems 
faced by our forests.

Policy Update cont’d Granting Personhood to a River?

Similar to environmental personhood, 
the illegality of ecocide could force 
greater compliance with regulations by 
those who disregard the importance of 
natural resource protection.

Here in New Jersey many of our 
waterways are protected through a 
complex system of regulations. In 
2020, several hundred miles of streams 
were upgraded to Category One (C1) 
protected waterways, the highest 
standard in the state. However, the 
methodology that the upgrades are 
based on is being appealed, which could 
result in their repeal. This means local 
development interests will not have to 
comply with the additional regulations. 
Constant vigilance is necessary to ensure 

we do not lose some of these unique 
natural resources.

The threats of ecocide, degradation 
and loss of habitat caused by pollution 
and the unknown impacts caused 
by climate change drive passionate 
conservationists to explore alternative 
and creative solutions to protect the 
places we love and the resources 
we depend upon. Environmental 
personhood presents an interesting new 
way to protect our water and our forests. 
Looking forward, we must keep an open 
mind as the law may be utilized as a tool 
in tandem with cultural ideas to protect 
our rivers and other environmental 
resources.

How can we best protect our natural 
resources? How about granting 

them the legal rights of a person? If 
you’ve never heard of “environmental 
personhood,” you are not alone. It can 
be a difficult legislative concept to 
understand – especially in a culture 
sometimes disconnected from its natural 
environment. However, in the field 
of conservation, recognizing natural 
features like major rivers as living 
entities in the eyes of the law is proving 
very effective for protecting them 
against violations and environmental 
degradation.

New Zealand, the United States, 
Ecuador, and most recently Canada, are 
some of the nations around the world 
that have granted this designation to a 
natural environmental feature as a means 
to elevate protections. 

One example involved granting the 
river Te Awa Tupua in New Zealand 
the same legal rights as a human being 
by identifying it as an ancestor of 
the nearby Whanganui Maori tribes. 
This unprecedented approach to 
environmental stewardship ties harming 
the Te Awa Tupua to harming the tribe. 
The river’s enhanced legal rights afford 
it important protection by the law, 
staving off inappropriate development 
and pollution that would degrade the 
resource, negatively impacting all those 
who depend on it.

Today, many countries are 
considering more progressive legal 
actions as the threat of ecocide, or 
the “widespread destruction of the 
environment,” intensifies. While climate 
change continues to worsen, large 
corporations are not held accountable 
for contributing to massive amounts of 
environmental damage. If ecocide was 
made a prosecutable offense, perhaps 
local authorities would be required 
to enforce regulations and punish 
environmental violators more seriously. 
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Zoë Bross & Ashley Fallone, NJ Highlands Coalition Interns
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Waterlogged, Miroslav Vrzala
Honorable Mention, 7th Juried Art Exhibit
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In northern New Jersey we depend 
on our Highlands forests to provide 

us clean drinking water as well as a 
myriad of other ecosystem services like 
filtering our air and pulling carbon 
dioxide out of our atmosphere.  Forest 
environments support biodiversity and 
provide critical habitat for wildlife. All 
of these benefits are at risk if we do 
not begin to meaningfully address the 
real threats impacting our forests today, 
and implement an effective strategy to 
protect our public lands. 

Forests throughout New Jersey are 
under siege from a host of different 
stressors, natural and unnatural. At the 
top of the list is the persistent pressure 
from development and urban sprawl 
which is incrementally razing hundreds 
of acres of forest on private lands every 
year. Each clear cut for a new develop-
ment further fragments New Jersey’s 
patchwork of remaining woodland, leav-
ing it more vulnerable to the enviromen-
tal concerns affecting our forests.

Statewide the most serious natural 
threat to our forest ecosystems is the 
overabundant deer population decimat-
ing forests’ understory. Walk through 
the forests in the Highlands, with a few 
exceptions, and it is hauntingly evi-
dent that there is no next generation of 
trees growing. Instead the forest floor 
is littered with barberry bushes, a plant 
species so prolific our neighboring states, 
Pennsylvania and New York, actually 
have bans on its distribution and plant-
ing.

Barberry and the other non-native 
species encroaching on the forest are at 
an ecological advantage in their colo-
nization of the forest. Deer favor the 
native species, devouring young sap-
lings and giving the non-native plants 
a significant competitive edge. Remove 
the deer from the ecosystem and these 
environments are quickly recolonized 
by native species and return to a more 

ecologically natural state.
Another serious threat to our forests 

is single interest management plans, 
sometimes called “Forest Stewardship 
Plans,” written for public lands. In many 
instances the prescriptions in these plans 
are indistinguishable from “Woodland 
Management Plans” that are written for 
private land owners harvesting wood 
products on their property. The objec-
tive of these plans is maximizing timber 
productivity, and the profitability of the 
forest.

Regrettably, forest stewardship has 
come to be a catch all term for different 
forestry practices including cutting and 
removing wood product from our public 
forests, which is completely anathema 
to the intent of preserving these lands 
in the first place. The openings in the 
forests’ canopy that these stewardship 
projects create promote conditions 
where deer and invasive plant species 
can take hold and inhibit the regenera-
tion promised in the plans.

Recognizing these facts, the New 
Jersey Highlands Coalition is cam-
paigning for an alternative approach to 
public lands management that extends 
beyond stewardship. We are calling for 
a comprehensive Ecological Restora-
tion program to protect and enhance 
the ecosystem services provided by our 
forests and preserved natural lands. 
Under this approach, deer and invasive 
species management are at the center of 
land management decisions along with 
preserving forest canopy. 

The Case for Ecological Restoration
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Einstein once said “Look deep 
into nature and then you will 

understand everything better.” And who 
could argue with such a brilliant mind? 
At the New Jersey Highlands Coalition 
we embrace this philosophy and 
celebrate it with our Annual New Jersey 
Highlands Juried Art Exhibit, which just 
concluded its 7th Showing. 

Since its inception, this exhibit has 
grown to become a very sophisticated 
event with an incredible quality of art-
work submitted every year. Traditionally, 
the exhibit is displayed at the Morris 
Museum for people to visit. But this past 
year, circumstances forced us to adapt. 

Following a concerted effort on the 
part of Dwight Hiscano (NJ Highlands 
Coalition Trustee) and Donna Compton 
(Neo Art Gallery), the entire exhibit was 
presented online as a virtual exhibition. 
This virtual escape proved a great source 
of comfort for people during the darker 
winter months. Then, when restrictions 
on in person gatherings were relaxed, we 
were finally able to honor this exhibit 
and the talented artists in the fashion 
they deserve. We hosted a small re-
ception in a charming little gallery in 
Denville where at long last the winners 
were announced.

1st Place - Shirley Shlusher 
Treasures of Nature

2nd Place - Jack Quinn
Sparrow’s Perch

3rd Place - Janet Cunniffe-Chieffo
Peonies en Pleine Air

 
The relationship between art and na-

ture is well understood and the power of 
these images is more than a fleeting feel-
ing, but a look deeper into nature. It is a 
privilege to host this Annual Exhibition 
so we can also understand nature better 
and share in its beauty. 

We are already receiving submissions 
for the 2021 Exhibit. Details online.

Art & Nature
Zachary Cole, Outreach & Education Director
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Forest Stewardship Machinery,
Sparta Mountain WMA

Zachary Cole, Editor
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Won’t You Join Us? 
Membership Contribution: 

o $1,000   o $500   o $100   o $50   o $30   o Other _______________
(Your contribution is tax deductible and may be eligible for a matching contribution by the company where you 
work. Please make checks payable to: New Jersey Highlands Coalition.)
Or make your donation online at www.njhighlandscoalition.org/donate/

Name:______________________________________________________________

Address:	____________________________________________________________

Phone(s):____________________________________________________________	

Email:______________________________________________________________	  
(Your email will allow us to inform you of upcoming events.) 

The New Jersey Highlands 
Coalition is a nonprofit 

organization made up of groups and 
individuals committed to a common goal 
of helping protect, enhance and restore 
the New Jersey Highlands. 

You can help. 
Please return your membership contribution to: 

New Jersey Highlands Coalition 
508 Main Street 

Boonton, NJ 07005 
Tel: 973.588.7190  

www.njhighlandscoalition.org

Your water
    Your future

Your water,
    Your future

Summer 2021 Newsletter
ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

* 
View trustee bios at http://njhighlandscoalition.org/njhc-trustees/

Meet your personal, financial and estate planning goals by making a lifetime or testamentary charitable gift that expresses your affection for the 
New Jersey Highlands. Contact Julia Somers for more information: 973-588-7190, or julia@njhighlandscoalition.org


