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Message from the Executive Director

Have you ever seen the rain? That’s
the question we all ask as New
Jersey enters its third month without
any significant rainfall, as of the writing
of this message in mid-November. The
unseasonably dry and warm weather -

in contrast with last year’s catastrophic
flooding - is a stark reminder of the
unpredictable future we face as we fail to
address and adapt to climate change.

One of the most visible impacts of
the extended drought is wildfire across
the state. The Jennings Creek Fire alone
has burned over 5,000 acres across the
NJ-NY border. To help those affected by
the fire, working closely with the Turtle
Clan of the Ramapough Lenape, we've
raised money to purchase and distribute
supplies, including N95 masks, food and
water to those in need.

Having too little and too much water
may seem like they'd require opposite
solutions, but really the answer to both is
the same: sound policies and planning to
protect forests and manage water in the
region which provides most of the state’s
residents with drinking water.

We've seen some remarkable progress
this last year on that front. In White
Township, a 5-year battle supporting
member Citizens For Sustainable
Development against a proposed 6
million square foot warehouse came to
a happy ending with the State agreeing
to purchase 570 acres of the site for
permanent preservation as farmland.

In Parsippany, trustee John Thonet
and our partner Emile Devito both
provided expert testimony on our behalf
to the zoning board that resulted in the
withdrawal of a residential development
that would have destroyed a forest on

Watnong Mountain. At the state level,
we were successful in including deference
to the Highlands Regional Master Plan
in the recently adopted legislation on
affordable housing, ensuring that the
sensitive natural resources of the region
are recognized and protected.

Under Executive Director Ben
Spinelli, the Highlands Council has
made significant updates to the Regional
Master Plan, including new warehouse
siting standards, the first update to the
Land Use Capability Zone Map since
2006, and affordable housing guidance
for the region to accompany that
adopted by New Jersey. On top of this,
the Council is developing the region’s
first Open Space and Recreation Plan
and a Branding and Marketing Plan.

At the next meeting in December,

the Council is also expected to review
RMP conformance for Mountain Lakes
and Bernardsville Boroughs, while the
Council approved Harding Township's
petition in July.

Despite this impressive list of
accomplishments and the growing
importance of New Jersey’s water supply
region, 4 of the Council’s 15 seats remain
vacant. While campaigning for election,
Governor Phil Murphy came to our
Policy Committee promising to fill these
vacancies. Yet, of the last three scheduled
meetings, two had to be canceled due to a
lack of quorum.

Returning to the state level, things
become more frustrating. The proposed
NJPACT-REAL rules, which would
provide much-needed stormwater
management and flood hazard area
protection rules is facing political
pressure from development lobbyists.
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With the vetirement of Councilmember
Robert Holtaway (pictured: far left) in
December 2023, and the appointment of
Mayor Dan Bush of Holland Township,
4 of 15 Highlands Council seats remain
vacant. (photo: Dylan Medici)

Meanwhile, New Jersey’s recently
released Natural and Working Lands
Strategy fails to include management of
its forests to increase their sequestration
of atmospheric carbon dioxide, the
leading greenhouse gas that contributes
to climate change. Concurrently, green
energy projects like offshore wind and
electrification have failed to materialize,
guaranteeing that New Jersey will not
achieve net-zero carbon emissions.

Although 2024 has been a year of
great progress, we anticipate that 2025
could be more of a mixed bag with the
start of a second Trump administration.
New Jersey’s own gubernatorial election
will see changes in leadership at both
the state level and maybe also at the
Highlands Council. pj.
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Executive Director
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Hackensack Riverkeeper Goes
Over The Edge in 2025, and So Can You!

Jen Wanisko, Events Coordinator
he New Jersey Highlands Coalition

is proud to announce that
Hackensack Riverkeeper will co-host
our second annual Over The Edge urban
rappelling event in 2025. “We had a
blast hosting Over The Edge this year,”
says the Coalition’s Executive Director
Julia Somers, “but we want to grow the
event for next year, and we knew finding
the right nonprofit partner would be the
smartest way to do just that.”

The Coalition approached several
nonprofit agencies about the possibility
of co-hosting this unique fundraiser,
but Hackensack Riverkeeper was most
intrigued with the invitation to share
the event which takes places at the
Hilton Meadowlands in Bergen County.
From the roof of the 21-story hotel,
rappelers have a bird’s eye view of the
Hackensack River and the surrounding
Meadowlands that Hackensack
Riverkeeper works to protect.

Each participant who raises $1,000
to protect New Jersey’s critically
important water resources will be
rewarded with the thrilling experience of
rappelling down the hotel. On event day
a team of expert rope technicians outfit
the rappelers with safety equipment and
provide training at a rooftop practice
station. Then each bold conservation
ally will clip into the rope system to
complete an exciting 200’ rappel. Over
'The Edge, the company that facilitates
these specialty events, has hosted more
than 1,500 rappelling fundraisers since
2004.

Between now and May 31, the
Coalition and Riverkeeper will be
working closely on every aspect of
“OTE” from securing sponsorships
to recruiting rappelers and corporate
teams to planning the logistics to
ensure a fun and memorable event for

Above: Trustees Wynnie-Fred Victor-Hinds and Laura Oltman prepare to go Over the Edge at
the Hilton Meadowlands. Below: two rappellers descend over twenty stories.

(photos: New Jersey Highlands Coalition)

all involved. Although spring seems far
away, now is the time to join us to make
the biggest impact. Here are just a few
ways Coalition friends can help starting
today:

* Register to rappel and challenge
your friends and family to do the same!

* Ask your employer to consider
becoming a sponsor or forming a
company team.

* Join the Over The Edge event
committee to help promote and plan a
great event.

* Donate to a peer-to-peer campaign
and help a brave Coalition friend reach
their fundraising goal.

* Become a “Rope Volunteer” or
“Ground Crew Volunteer” and help keep
event day running smoothly.

Now is the best time to commit to
Over The Edge as we work to elevate the
importance of New Jersey’s vital water
resources. Visit the event page at bit.ly/
over-the-edge-nj or contact Jen Wanisko
at jen@njhighlandscoalition.org to learn
how you can help us Make Every Drop
Count. Illqjc

Your Water ... Your Future



Policy Update

Elliott Ruga, Director of Policy and Communications

he public comment period

for DEP’s proposed sweeping
amendments to Flood Hazard Area,
Freshwater Wetlands, Stormwater and
other rules has closed. We testified
in support of the new rules at one
of the three public hearings and
submitted written comments. Two
of our OpEds were published in the
NJ Hills Media Group’s northern NJ
weeklies. Meanwhile, development
interests are pushing back hard against
DEP adopting the rules and they are
appealing to the Governor to either
weaken the proposed rules or withdraw
them entirely. In coastal areas the
proposal creates “risk inundation zones”
where certain measures must be taken
to build higher and out of harm’s way
to reflect sea level rise and storm surges
that have already occurred and are
anticipated to occur under conservative
modeling. In inland areas, in response to
more frequent and more intense storms,
the proposal also expands the flood
hazard areas and tightens up wetlands
permitting.

We believe these rule changes

are absolutely necessary if we hope
to get ahead of the warming climate.
Our current regulations are based

on data from a past era of a more

.

Visitors at the Artists Award Reception
Jfor the 11th Annual Highlands Juried Art
Exhibit at the recently renovated Maxfield
Engine House in Boonton, open through
December 29. (photo Elliott Ruga)

stable climate. According to the
Administrative Procedures Act —the
rules that state agencies must follow

to adopt regulations — DEP has one
year from the date of proposal to the
date of adoption (otherwise the rules
must be re-proposed). The agency is
also required to respond in writing to
all comments received. Because of the
volume of comments submitted and the
testimony given at the 3 public hearings,
it is anticipated that DEP’s response

to the comments document will be
lengthy and the rule adoption therefore
will be very close to the one-year mark.
Unfortunately, that provides lots of
time for development lobbyists to beg,
wheedle and whine at the Governor.
But along with a strong partnership

of conservation and environmental
organizations, we will be the angel on
Governor Murphy’s other shoulder
appealing to his better nature to do what
is in the best interests of New Jersey
residents.

Senator Bob Smith, chair of the
Senate Environment and Energy
Committee, is preparing to hold
hearings in the Spring of 2025 on his
bill that will address stewardship for
New Jersey’s public forests. We have
been one of the leading organizations
calling for a ban on the practice of
near-clearcuts of the Highlands' highest
integrity, most mature forests to create
young forests to attract certain bird and
game species. We have found that such
logging-as-management practices result
in far more negative impacts to the
forest than positive impacts, including
increased deer populations where the
deer are already over-abundant, and
introduction of non-native invasive
species, which find their way into
forest openings. These impacts result in
diminished integrity of the succeeding
forest. This past May I accompanied two
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colleagues on the Coalition’s Natural
Heritage Committee to survey the
regenerating forest two years after a
10-acre cut to see how the forest was
regenerating. The survey was video
recorded. I am currently editing the
footage. A final version of the mini
documentary, once completed, will be
posted on our YouTube channel. We
will also make it available to Senator
Smith and members of the Senate
Environment Committee

We are all hoping for rain as we
rapidly descend into a worsening
drought, with, as of this writing, no end
in sight. The dry weather and unseasonal
heat has set 2 wildfires in the usually
moist Highlands Core Forest. It begs
the question: with over 5000+ acres of
cleared forest canopy, is there any reason
to keep manufacturing young forest? .

Spread Holiday Cheer:
Make a Big Impact with
Your Generosity!

'The holiday season is the perfect time
to spread a little cheer and make a big
difference! Imagine the joy of knowing
your generosity is having a real impact!

By combining a current gift of cash,
securities, IRA qualified charitable
distributions, or a donor advised fund
with a future gift from assets like a
retirement plan, life insurance, bank or
brokerage accounts, or through a will or
trust, you can support the New Jersey
Highlands Coalition in a meaningful
way.

'This approach not only lets you see the
benefits of your support today but also
helps us address tomorrow’s challenges.
We're deeply grateful for any way you
choose to give this holiday season.

Thank you for making a difference
with your kindness!



Out and About with Highlands Hikes

Dylan Medici, Manager of Outreach and Education

It was a cool, crisp October morning as
cars began to trickle into a small pull-
off on an old gravel road that runs the
indistinct border between Holland and
Bloomsbury in Hunterdon County and
Pohatcong in Warren County. The road
was one of those “unremarkable” ones
by Warren County standards — a typical
bumpy, barely-maintained backroad that
meanders its way up steep Highlands
slopes — but which delights visitors to
the farms and forests of “West Jersey”
who have forgotten how New Jersey gets
its reputation as the Garden State.

Having forgotten my thermos of
coffee before setting out on the hour
drive over, I drowsily stumbled out of
my car and met with Linda Cerceau,
Musconetcong Watershed Association's
new Outreach and Education Manager.
Together, we welcomed our small group
of dedicated hikers for the 3-mile trek
through Musconetcong Gorge. This was
our third hike at the Gorge, in what has
become an annual October tradition for
both our organizations as part of our
Highlands Hikers group to get people
outside among the iconic locations of the
New Jersey Highlands.

We set out at a casual pace up the
hill, tramping our way through a thick
layer of crumpled leaf litter. It was just
past peak fall color, with early stages
of drought and dry wind bringing a
quick but dramatic end to the vibrant
reds and yellows that bring millions of
visitors out to the Highlands each year
for everything from hayrides, apple and
pumpkin picking, winetasting, fishing
and more.

‘Though not as distinct as its
neighboring region across the river, The
Poconos, the Highlands has its own
special character that combines a legacy
of agricultural use and rustic charm
in the southern region south of I-80,
with rugged mountains and a hidden

High
(photo: Dylan Medici)

history of New Jersey’s early entry

into the Industrial age, and the dense
communities that developed around it in
the north.

At our first crossing of the Scout
Run, a tributary of the Musconetcong
River, we stopped to marvel at the low
water levels. Already in mid-October,
New Jersey was in the grips of drought,
with rainfall levels far-below average.
Even at its height, the Scout Run is
easily small enough to step over. It’s just
one of thousands of miles of similar
headwaters that begin on Highlands
Mountains that feed nearly all of
Northern New Jersey’s big rivers: the
Musconetcong, Passaic, Raritan and
Wallkill. These rivers themselves feed
rivers far mightier: the Musconetcong, or
“Muskie” feeds the Delaware, while the
Wallkill flows north to eventually join
the Hudson, both of which have their
headwaters in New York (The Passaic
and Raritan continue directly into the
Atlantic). Yet even at drought levels,
these rivers and lakes reveal only a small
portion of the total water contained
in the Highlands: most is stored as
groundwater, kept on reserve even in
times of severe water shortage. Forests,
like those at Musconetcong Gorge, play
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nds Hikers pose on a footbring on our October hike at Musconetcong Gorge Preserve

-

an important role in storing and filtering
this water. Walking through the forest
on a beautiful fall day is like walking
through New Jersey’s own bottling plant,
except instead of pipes and chemicals,
it’s trees and fresh air.

Our route takes us on a loop across
the Scout Run twice, above and below
a small set of cascading waterfalls. To
get between the two crossings requires
climbing in and out of the gorge carved
out by erosion over the last 10 millennia.
In that time, New Jersey has undergone
dramatic change in its climate and
ecology. Walking among the remains
of ash trees killed oft by Emerald Ash
Borer, and other invasive species, it’s
hard to imagine what New Jersey will

look like in 50 years, let alone 10,000.

Highlands Hikes are free to attend
and open to the public between April and
November each year and are held across the
Highlands Region of northern New Jersey
from Phillipsburg to Mahwah. Hikes are
published ahead of time on our website,
on social media, and via email. To protect
sensitive resources from overuse, hikes are
limited to 15 attendees, so registration is

required. I}lijc
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Join Me in Supporting the
New Jersey Highlands Coalition

David Budd, Board President

s President of the Board of

Trustees of the New Jersey
Highlands Coalition (NJHC), I've
had the privilege of working alongside
an extraordinary group of individuals
dedicated to protecting one of New
Jersey’s most critical resources: our water
supply. This work ensures clean, safe
water for millions of residents while
preserving the unique environmental
and cultural heritage of the Highlands.

I've been involved with NJHC for
several years, serving in various roles,
including Treasurer and now President.
My commitment stems from a deep
belief in the importance of protecting
our environment and advocating for
sustainable practices. For me, it’s not
just a responsibility but a passion, and
I'm proud to contribute both my time
and resources to support this mission.

Our work is possible because of the
dedication and generosity of supporters
like you. Your contributions—whether
big or small—have a direct impact
on our ability to defend our natural
resources and educate the public about
the importance of sustainable practices.

My fellow board members and I
have made contributions to make a
difference, and we invite you to join
us in supporting the Coalition’s vital
work. Here are some options that my
tellow board members and I have found
meaningful:

* Make a one-time donation: Your
contribution will help fund a voice for
protection of New Jersey’s water supply
and natural heritage.

* IRA Charitable Contribution:

If you are eligible, consider making a
direct contribution from your IRA. It’s a
simple and tax-efficient way to support
the causes you care about.

* Donor-Advised Funds: For those

with donor-advised funds, consider
directing your next gift to NJHC to
support our ongoing work.

* Include NJHC in Your Estate
Plans: A bequest in your will ensures
your legacy of environmental
stewardship will continue to make an
impact for generations to come.

If you'd like to discuss any of
these giving options or explore other
possibilities, we're here to help. Please
don’t hesitate to reach out. In addition,
I have found it very helpful to consult
with your tax or legal advisor to
ensure they align with your personal
circumstances.

Protecting the New Jersey Highlands
is about more than preserving our
water—it’s about safeguarding our
future. Every time you turn on a faucet
or enjoy a glass of clean water, you're
experiencing the results of our collective
efforts. Together, we can ensure this vital
work continues.

‘Thank you for your support,
your belief in our mission, and your
commitment to protecting New Jersey’s
natural and cultural treasures. .

With gratitude,

/

David A. Budd
President

Your Water ... Your Future

Your Support
Helps Us To:
. ’

FARMLAND

FRIVATE LAND, PUBLIC LEGACY

Preserve farmland from development, such
as the 570 acres in White Township which
would have become a 6 million square foot
warehouse. (photo: Citizens for Sustainable
Development)

Award $20,000 in grants to preserve

natural and cultural resources.

(photo: Dylan Medici)

Organize two annual car treks, two art

exhibits, a golf outing, urban rappelling, and
hikes and other adventures throughout the
state. (photo: Jen Wanisko)
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New Jersey Highlands Coalition
Board of Trustees 2024

David Budd President Barbara Gomes Hon. Adele Starrs

Mark Lohbauer, 75z VP Michael Henderson John Thonet, PE., P.P.
John Donahue, 2nd VP Wynnie-Fred V. Hinds Ashwani Vasishth, Ph.D
Michael Keady, Secretary Dwight Hiscano Dr. Sara Webb

Laura Oltman, Treasurer Ned Kirby

Sandy Batty Jim Lyons

Eugenie Birch, FAICP Chief Vincent Mann

George Cassa Jean Rich

James G. Gilbert Hon. Michael Soriano

View trustee bios at www.njhighlandscoalition.org/trustees

Your water ’ .
vovaet .  Won’'t You Join Us?

The New Jersey Highlands Membership Contribution:
Coalition is a nonprofit 0O $1,000 O0$500 0O$100 O $50 O $30 O Other

organization made up of groups and (Your contribution is tax deductible and may be eligible for a matching contribution by the company where you
individuals committed to a common goal work. Please make checks payable to: New Jersey Highlands Coalition.)

of helping protect, enhance and restore Or make your donation online at www.njhighlandscoalition.org/donate-join
the New Jersey Highlands.

You can help. Name:
Please return your membership contribution to: Address:
New Jersey Highlands Coalition Phone(s):
508 Main Street
Boonton, NJ 07005 Email:

www.njhighlandscoalition.org

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




