
more than 120 member organizations 
who share our mission of protecting and 
enhancing those resources.

It is no easy feat to be present in 88 
municipalities all at once. We rely on 
our member organizations and active 
community members to be our eyes 
and ears and inform us about emerging 
issues threatening our communities 
and the land and water we depend on. 
Many of our big wins since the Coalition 
was formed in 2006 have been thanks 
to engaged residents attending town 
council and planning board meetings and 
speaking up. 

Ironically, I likely would not be 
writing this newsletter today if, in 
1959, Helen Fenske, a housewife living 
in Green Village, hadn’t stood up in 
opposition to the Port Authority when it 
planned to pave over the Great Swamp 
and create a jetport. In 1987 I became 
her neighbor and my life changed 
because of her.  Without the leadership 
of motivated people like Helen, who 
influenced so many, the environmental 
movement as we know it in New Jersey 
may never have emerged.

Highlands Lookout 
Message from the Executive Director

 nj hc

Greetings! It has been a busy and 
exciting year at the Coalition, with 

noteworthy progress on many fronts in 
protecting the Highlands. In this issue 
of the newsletter we reflect on our work 
with grassroots member organizations 
and how we engage with our region’s 
communities.

The New Jersey Highlands is one of 
the most uniquely situated regions in the 
United States.  It lies on the doorsteps of 
two of the largest metropolitan regions in 
the nation, yet it remains relatively rural. 
It provides a much-needed natural refuge 
for those seeking to reconnect with New 
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retains its rural character, with large tracts 
of farmland that contribute to our food 
economy, and parks and trails dispersed 
among our numerous towns.

There are 564 municipalities in New 
Jersey, 88 of which are in the Highlands 
Region. New Jersey is a Home Rule state, 
meaning that each municipality may 
govern itself as it sees fit, so long as it 
adheres to state and federal regulations 
and laws. This means that a municipality 
makes its own zoning decisions and 
permits any developments that meet 
that zoning, regardless of the inevitable 
impact on surrounding communities. 
With so many communities so close 
together, it is nearly impossible for a 
major development not to impact its 
neighboring towns, yet they have no say 
in the matter.

These impacts could include 
generation of extraordinary levels of 
congestion due to truck traffic on roads 
never designed for them, air pollution 
or contamination of water sources, 
exacerbation of groundwater deficits, 
increased flooding and more. 

With 70% of New Jersey’s residents 
depending upon the Highlands for clean 
drinking water, including those living 
in many municipalities far outside the 
Highlands boundaries, we have our work 
cut out for us advocating for protection 
against these impacts. Fortunately, we 
have two excellent tools in our toolkit.

The first is the Highlands Regional 
Master Plan, which provides a framework 
for how municipalities can responsibly 
develop (or redevelop) while protecting 
Highlands resources, such as intact 
forests, safe water quality and community 
character.  The second is our network of 

Jersey’s scenic beauty and charm, and 
it acts as the headwaters of the region’s 
major riverways, including the Raritan, 
Passaic, Delaware, Musconetcong and 
more. 

Traveling along the country roads 
of Warren and Hunterdon County on 
our Fall Car Trek last month, it was easy 
to see why New Jersey deserves its title 
of The Garden State. Outside of the 
suburbs of Northeast New Jersey and the 
urban corridors surrounding the state’s 
many interstates, much of New Jersey 

Smoke from wildfires in Canada over 
Cranberry Lake in Byram. The Highlands 
are continuing to see impacts of global climate 
change. (photo: Dylan Medici)

Hikers admire wildlife on a recent Highlands 
Hike at Norvin Green State Forest. The 
Highlands have plenty to explore for those 
seeking adventure. (photo: Dylan Medici)
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We have been busy with various 
policy issues in the Highlands 

and statewide. We are celebrating with 
NJ Sierra and Food & Water Watch a 
decision in the Appellate Division of 
Superior Court, which ruled in our favor 
and cancelled the Highlands Exemption 
DEP issued to TGP for their 
compressor station in West Milford. 
The Court remanded  TGP’s exemption 
application back to DEP to define what 
can be considered a “routine” upgrade. 
Maintenance activities on a utility line 
that are routine are exempted from the 
enhanced land use constraints of the 
Highlands Act. Our position is that 
the construction of a new compressor 
facility, to expand the pipeline’s capacity 
to carry additional natural gas, is far 
from routine maintenance. The Court 
is requiring TGP to reapply for the 
exemption after DEP has defined 
"routine".  TGP has notified us that they 
are petitioning the NJ Supreme Court 
for an appeal.

We had brought to DEP’s attention 
that there are thousands of mapped 
vernal habitat areas across the State, 
including hundreds in the Highlands, 
where the biological criteria necessary 
to identify a vernal pool habitat area is 
certified as present, yet the actual vernal 

pools is mapped as “potential”. This is a 
non-sequitur that has regulatory impacts 
because in the Highlands, verified 
vernal pools are provided a regulated 
1000-foot buffer. Under wetlands 
permitting, vernal pools are protected. 
Because DEP currently lacks adequate 
staffing to investigate the number of 
sites that could be verified, we have been 
discussing, with Raritan Headwaters 
Association and others with expertise in 
citizen science programs, a proposal to 
develop a community science program 
specifically for certifying vernal pools 
that could augment DEP staff. 

DEP has recently proposed an 
update to the Statewide Comprehensive 
Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP), 
which will have implications for the 
stewardship and upkeep of our state 
parks, state forests, historic sites and 
Wildlife Management Areas, which are 
woefully in disrepair. Our comments 
on the Plan call for better funding  to 
protect and restore natural resources, 
maintain trails and wildlife viewing 
amenities, protect habitat and provide 
access for eco-friendly experiences. Law 
enforcement must be better funded 
to guard against destructive activities. 
We also call for the Department to 
encourage more volunteer support to 

help fill the gap due to understaffing and 
decades of budget reductions. 

We are working with several other 
groups to propose legislation to guide 
the siting of warehouses. Municipalities 
are often unprepared to evaluate the 
regionwide impacts of large warehouses.  
Counties have a role to play in 
evaluating those impacts. And we want 
to ensure that any statewide legislation 
requires that Highlands municipalities 
are subject to the criteria that Highlands 
Council has developed and  intends to 
incorporate into the Regional Master 
Plan. The Council’s criteria is quite 
innovative: warehouses must be sited 
within three miles of an interstate 
highway exchange and no more than 
one of those miles can be on county 
roads, the remainder must be on state 
roads; if a warehouse is proposed in a 
subwatershed that has greater than ten 
percent impervious cover, any amount 
of land that is made impervious beyond 
the ten percent, an equal amount of 
disturbed land must be restored to a 
natural condition and a conservation 
easement placed on the restored land. 
Any rural or suburban part of the state 
might seriously consider what the 
Highlands Council has developed, it is 
sensible, sound and smart. 

Elliott Ruga, Director of Policy and CommunicationsPolicy Update
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In September, we and our partners staged a conversation with Chief Vincent Mann (left) of the Turtle Clan of the Ramapough
Lunaape, Dr. Jack Tchen (far right) of the Price Institute, UN Climate Activist Lewis Pugh, and Elliott Ruga, discussed the history of
oppression of indigenous people and the 1643 Pavonia Massacre, at Liberty State Park. (photos Dylan Medici,Taylor MacFarland).
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Lopatcong Creek Initiative Update
Ian Brastow, Policy Associate and Lopatcong Creek Initiative Program Manager

Red leaf, gold leaf,
Flutter down the wind:
Life is brief, oh! life is brief,
But Mother Earth is kind;
From her dear bosom ye shall spring
To new blossoming.

The red leaf, the gold leaf,
They have had their way;
Love is long if life be brief, -
Life is but a day;
And Love from Grief and Death 	

	 shall spring
To new blossoming.

Autumn Song 
by Ellen Mackay Hutchinson

This Fall, the Lopatcong 
Creek Initiative (LCI) will be 

maintaining the rain gardens and 
giving presentations at Phillipsburg 
Elementary School, Phillipsburg Middle 
School, the Harmony School, and 
Lopatcong Middle School. 

Fall maintenance, which typically 
occurs from September to October, is 
vital for the survival of our rain gardens 
as it ensures a safe hibernation season as 
plants “go to bed” prior to waking up in 
the spring. 

To ensure the optimal growing 
conditions, we trim away dead parts 
of the plants and mulch the garden 
bed to prevent invasive species from 
encroaching on the desired plants.

Healthy gardens will simultaneously 
filter the rainwater that comes from 
the school roofs, reduce the amount 
of water that reaches the stormwater 
systems, and provide key habitat for 
native pollinators which include some 
species of hummingbirds, beetles, and 
bats! Filtration improves the quality 
of the groundwater as it recharges and 
finds its way either to a local well or to 
the closest stream. Providing habitat 
to native pollinators increases the 

productivity of local gardens and farms 
while also ensuring a key rung in the 
local ecological web is in place. 

For more information on rain 
gardens and how you can install one 
of your own, contact Ian Brastow, 
the LCI Program Manager at ian@
njhighlandscoalition.org. This rain 

Looking Back and Looking Forward
Ian Brastow, Policy Associate and Lopatcong Creek Initiative Program Manager
Brielle Olshan, Director of Strategy and Operations

History is told by the victor. This 
includes the history of the Native 

Peoples of the United States, their 
interactions with European colonizers, 
and the repercussions that continue in 
contemporary society. The New Jersey 
Highlands Coalition (NJHC) is working 
to uplift the voices of the Ramapough 
Lunaape, the original protectors of this 
beautiful land we call the Highlands.

The Munsee speaking people of 
northern New Jersey and southern 
New York have existed in the region 
for nearly 11,000 years. The 500 years 
since first contact with Europeans have 
been rife with injustice and brutality. In 
1643, the Dutch committed their first 
major act of violence during the Pavonia 
Massacre, when they slaughtered 120 
men, women, and children on lands that 
are now within Liberty State Park. This 

was followed in 1644, with the massacre 
of approximately 700 people at Pound 
Ridge, NY. As colonials continued 
to take land by force or by deed, the 
Ramapoughs that did not leave the 
State, retreated to their sacred lands in 
the Ramapo mountains.

The violence to the Native People 
and their land continues to this day. 
In 1964, with the permission of the 
NJDEP and the Borough of Ringwood, 
the Ford Motor Company dumped 
toxic chemicals on sacred lands of the 
Ramapough, creating a half mile wide 
by 1.5 mile long Superfund site. The 
Ramapough living on this land have 
been poisoned ever since. This area was 
relisted as a Superfund site in 2006 and 
continues to be toxic to the people and 
animals that call the area home.

Continued on page 4

garden program is a part of the greater 
LCI Program where the New Jersey 
Highlands Coalition seeks to instill 
a stronger watershed ethic into the 
community through education, green 
infrastructure opportunities, and 
environmental policy and planning 
advocacy.

LCI Program Manager Ian Brastow speaks to students at the Phillipsburg Middle School 
about the role rain gardens play in filtering stormwater runoff. (photo: Jen Wanisko)
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anywhere they could find space: local 
community centers, a firehouse, and 
a bowling alley. These early meetings 
were consumed by discussion about 
the structure of the group that came to 
be known as Citizens for Sustainable 
Development (CFSD), and how tasks 
such as fundraising and outreach would 

Looking Back... cont’d

4
This history is documented 

thoroughly: through treaties, land deeds, 
contemporary news, and scientific 
findings. Yet the voices of those harmed 
through this historic, systematic, 
environmental, and cultural abuse have 
been suppressed within the mainstream 
American educational curriculum and 
therefore are not absorbed into the 
public consciousness. 

In September of this year, those 
killed in the Pavonia Massacre, as 
mentioned above, were remembered and 
honored by the retelling of their story, 
close to the site of the massacre itself, at 
what is now Liberty State park. Chief 
Mann held a sacred drum ceremony 
and welcomed Lewis Pugh, a world 
renowned endurance swimmer and the 
UN Patron of the Oceans through the 
sharing of a Peace Pipe. The program 
included words from NJHC’s Elliott 
Ruga and Rutgers History Professor Dr. 
Jack Tchen on the health crisis faced 
by the Turtle Clan, who have not been 
given a suitable option for relocation 
from the toxic Ford Superfund site. 
Other leading New Jersey environmental 
organizations, including NJ Sierra, 
ANJEC, NY/NJ Baykeeper, NJLCV, 
Hackensack Riverkeeper, and the 
Friends of Liberty State Park spoke in 
solidarity with the Chief and with his 
bid for federal recognition for the Tribe. 

To learn more about the traditions 
and wisdom of the Ramapough Nation, 
we hope that you will listen to the 
words of Chief Mann in The Way of the 
Ramapough, which can be viewed on 
our Youtube channel. As we promote a 
more accurate historical account of the 
experiences of the region’s native people, 
we will be working closely with the 
Turtle Clan in calling for their relocation 
and federal recognition. Please stay 
tuned for alerts from us describing the 
actions you can take in support of these 
goals.  nj hc

Sarah Hare, Citizens for Sustainable Development
The Path to Grassroots Organization

In April 2019, developer Jaindl Land 
Company appeared before the White 

Township Planning Board with a 
Conceptual Plan for the building of six 
warehouses on farmland bordered by 
Route 519 on the banks of the Delaware 
River in White Township. If built, the 
proposed warehouse would be one of the 
largest in the US.

Upon learning of this development, 
Gayle Howard - an active White 
Township resident who had been 
attending the town’s planning board 
meetings – jumped into action. Realizing 
that this mega-warehouse would 
drastically change the character of the 
rural, bucolic communities surrounding 
the Buckhorn Creek and Delaware River 
into one dominated by truck traffic and 
pollution, Gayle began speaking with 
residents and community groups to 
oppose the project. 

Gayle was not alone in recognizing 
that the negatives far outweighed the 
positives. With a group of approximately 
20 local residents, Gayle began meeting 

The holiday season is a time when 
many of us think about how we can 
give something back. The downright 
good feeling that comes from knowing 
you are making a difference can grow 
when you combine a current gift of 
cash and/or securities with a future 
gift of a retirement plan asset, life 
insurance proceeds, bank or brokerage 
accounts and/or a will or trust for the 
New Jersey Highlands Coalition. This 
thoughtful approach to giving allows 
you to continue to see the impact of 
your support today while also being 
part of helping us address tomorrow’s 
challenges. No matter how you choose to 
give this holiday season, we thank you.

'Tis the Season of Giving

be delegated. The group’s core mission, 
as stated in its brochure is “to maintain 
a peaceful, rural quality of life that 
respects the boundaries of nature,” with 
the Jaindl Warehouses being the group’s 
main concern. 

As the group established a core 
leadership team and advisory members, 
the New Jersey Highlands Coalition 
took an interest in the proposal and how 
it would impact the area’s watershed. 
Executive Director Julia Somers 
attended meetings and offered support, 
advice, and fiscal sponsorship which they 
continue today. Delaware Riverkeeper 

At each year's annual meeting, we give out 
small grants awards to organizations like 
Wild Woods Restoration Project (above) 
and Save Our Bridge (below) who work 
to protect the natural, cultural and other 
resources of the highlands region. (photos: 
Dylan Medici)

Continued on page 5
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also recognized the significant impact 
of the development on the river and its 
downstream communities and lent legal 
support and the aid of their liaison, Fred 
Stine.

At a planning board meeting in 
July 2019, the town’s planning board 
had to reschedule its regular meeting 
because the room was filled beyond 
capacity with citizens concerned about 
the massive project. Even the COVID 
pandemic did not stop CFSD from 
organizing opposition to the warehouses 
via zoom meetings. CFSD and its 
supporters repeatedly questioned the 
planning board over its Master Plan, 
which led to the board ultimately 
passing an amendment expressly 
excluding standalone warehouses 
and reducing allowable coverage in 
its industrial zone. CFSD’s work also 
triggered County Commissioners to 
conduct a comprehensive traffic study 
of industrial lands feeding Route 519. 
In the November 2019 planning board 
meeting, Jaindl’s attorney, Anthony 
Sposaro, stated, “We have seen the 
public reaction to our concept plan, and 
we are scaling back our project.” CFSD 
contributed to Jaindl reducing the size 
of the development from six warehouses 
to two.

CFSD’s leadership and members 
have, for over four years, positively 
impacted decisions by the White 
Planning Board and Warren County 
officials regarding major developments 
that would pose serious risks to the 
health and safety of the community.  

As one of over 100 member 
organizations that makes the New Jersey 
Highlands Coalition a true coalition, 
CFSD is a model example of just how 
much a group of motivated citizens 
can impact community decisions. For 
more information on Citizens for 
Sustainable Development, visit CFSD-
savewarrencounty.org or request to join 
their page on Facebook.

Jen Wanisko, Events Coordinator
2024 Events

As a small nonprofit, the New 
Jersey Highlands Coalition juggles 
a demanding schedule, constantly 
advocating for the protection and 
improvement of Highlands resources, 
assisting our member organizations, and 
of course planning out a schedule of 
events that connects our communities 
with opportunities to experience 
the beauty of the Highlands while 
supporting our mission.

Our 2023-2024 Event Calendar is 
quickly taking shape, and we are proud 
to continue to grow our popular, well-
established programs and launch two 
new events—one of which is not for the 
faint of heart! 

On Sunday, October 29, we hosted 
our annual Fall Car Trek: a seasonal 
self-guided mini road trip across the 
region that showcases the beauty and 
importance of the Highlands. This 
year’s tour, the Highlands Harvest, was 
all about the farms and farmstands, 
wineries, bakeries and other small 
businesses that lend New Jersey its 
envious title of The Garden State. 
Policy Director Elliott Ruga gave an 
educational program at Spruce Run 
Reservoir in Clinton for an information 
session on the area’s history and 
importance. If you missed out, you 

can still get self-guided tickets on our 
website.

This holiday season, you can support 
the Coalition and local businesses 
by “shopping local” at the Highlands 
Holiday Silent Auction. The auction will 
run throughout November with a focus 
on northern New Jersey art, wine, gift 
cards, classes and more for the gift-
giving season. 

Finally, on April 20, 2024 we will 
be offering a thrilling new opportunity 
to go Over the Edge to protect the 
Highlands at the Hilton Meadowlands 
in East Rutherford. This premier 
fundraising event offers participants 
the exhilarating experience of going 
“over the edge” of the roof and safely 
rappelling down the hotel’s 20 stories 
with the assistance of expert rope 
technicians. Each rappeler is required 
to raise $1,000 to be one of 90 brave 
souls to go over the edge for a greener, 
more sustainable, future for New Jersey. 
Contact Event Coordinator Jen Wanisko 
at jen@njhighlandscoalition.org to 
receive full event details. 

Other events to be on the lookout 
for in early 2024 are our Annual Kickoff 
Party and the Save-the-Date for our 
Annual Golf Outing at Hawk Pointe in 
June. You can view all of our events at 
njhighlandscoalition.org/events.

The Path... cont’d
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Coalition friends will have the opportunity to go "Over The Edge" in support of the Highlands 
and clean water in spring 2024 at the Hilton Meadowlands in East Rutherford. (photo 
credit: Over The Edge)
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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/hldonations

Name:______________________________________________________________

Address:	____________________________________________________________

Phone(s):____________________________________________________________

Email:______________________________________________________________ 

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 
www.njhighlandscoalition.org

Your water
    Your future

Your water,
    Your future
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View trustee bios at https://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


