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The Strategic Planning Process

In late 2023, the New Jersey Highlands Coalition retained Creative Capacity, LLC, to facilitate
a strategic planning process. The Coalition wanted a plan that would respond to changing
conditions in the region, engage its membership, and prepare for the planned retirement of
two of its founding leaders.

Creative Capacity conducted research to inform the planning process, including:
e One-on-one interviews with Coalition board and staff leaders.
e An online survey completed by 21 board and seven staff members.
¢ One-on-one interviews with five key stakeholders, including Coalition members
and allied community groups.
e Anonline survey of members and program participants, completed by 145 people.

The organization held a planning retreat in September 2024. Following that session, multiple
work groups of staff and board members collaborated to build the plan.

This is an adaptive strategic plan, designed to help the Highlands Coalition adapt to changing
conditions over the next five years. The plan’s vision and objectives will guide the
organization’s decision making. Broad strategies are included to illustrate the kind of work
that is likely to take place; each strategy is followed by examples of potential projects that
could fulfill the objectives. These projects may or may not prove to be the best way to carry
out the plan over time; annual assessments and project planning will determine the best
options for pursuing the Highlands Coalition’s strategic objectives.
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QOur Mission

The New Jersey Highlands Coalition advocates for the protection of the Highlands’ natural
and cultural resources, including its water on which over 70% of New Jersey’s population,
its economy, and its viability rely.

Specifically, we focus on:

e Safeguarding the Highlands’ water and forest resources by advocating for effective
strategies and strong environmental and land use policies, including the
implementation of the Highlands Water Protection and Planning Act and the
Highlands Regional Master Plan.

e Educating people about the Highlands’ critical role in ensuring clean water, climate
resilience, and economic viability far beyond the immediate region.

e Activating and empowering a coalition of people and organizations who care about
the Highlands and its role in the state’s water supply.

e Providing expert support to grassroots groups that amplifies their community-based
advocacy efforts.

e Leading advocacy efforts at every level of government to ensure the protection of all
Highlands natural and cultural resources for every resident of the State.

Our Vision

Your Water, Your Future
The New Jersey Highlands — The Source of Clean Water the State Depends On

The natural and cultural resources of the Highlands region will be universally recognized for
the essential role that they play in New Jersey’s quality of life - providing abundant, clean
drinking water for generations to come; serving as an essential source of long-term climate
resilience; and offering environmentally friendly tourism and recreation opportunities that
draw visitors and support local economic prosperity.
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Our Core Values
The New Jersey Highlands Coalition believes in:

Integrity - This includes being honest, honoring commitments, respecting others,
and being transparent.

Teamwork - This includes working cooperatively to achieve common goals, being
personally accountable for results, and having an open mind to others’ opinions.

Consensus - This means listening to what other people have to say, being open to
their ideas, seeking, hearing, and considering all viewpoints while being decisive for
the sake of achieving organizational goals.

Inclusiveness - This means seeking a broad membership aligned with our mission,
developing allies across all sectors of society, and bringing new approaches to bear
on our work to improve dialogue with diverse audiences.
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Summary of Goals and Objectives

Goal #1: Increase engagement in protecting the resources of the Highlands, especially
its role in providing clean water.

Grow the Coalition to include new partners and participants who represent a variety
of Highlands stakeholders.

Increase the number of municipalities that are implementing policies that protect the
Highlands environment.

Have at least one advocate in every Highlands municipality who is actively working
to help us achieve our shared goals for the region.

Develop and implement the vernal pool certification program.

Goal #2: Advocate for environmental and climate mitigation practices that ensure
clean water and a healthy environment for everyone.

Successfully advocate for legislation and policies that preserve the Highlands as a
source of clean water, mature forests, and climate resilience for everyone in our state.
Support the Native American people of the Highlands in redressing the impact of
environmental injustices on their land and their health.

Support Highlands communities that have been historically overburdened by
pollution in their efforts to restore and protect their town’s drinking water.

Increase engagement with and support from municipalities that rely on the Highlands
for their drinking water, especially Newark and Jersey City.

Goal #3: Diversify the Coalition’s revenue streams.

Increase funding from new sources, in order to reduce dependency on any single
funder over time.

Increase both organizational and individual membership revenue.

Increase the profitability of our fundraising events.

Pilot projects designed to test new sources of earned revenue, and determine which
sources should receive long-term investment.

Goal #4: Prepare for upcoming leadership transitions.

Ensure smooth transitions when the Executive Director and the Policy and
Communications Director retire.

Expand the board’s diversity in terms of geography, age, race/ethnicity, and
professional expertise so that it can continue to provide effective governance.
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Goal #1: Increase engagement in protecting the resources of the
Highlands, especially its role in providing clean water.

Grow the Coalition to include new partners and participants who represent a variety
of Highlands stakeholders.

Increase the number of municipalities that are implementing policies that protect the
Highlands environment.

Have at least one advocate in every Highlands municipality who is actively working
to help us achieve our shared goals for the region.

Develop and implement the vernal pool certification program.

Strategy #1: Continue to help grassroots groups to achieve their goals.

Develop resources that drive engagement by grassroots volunteers (toolkits,
webinars, podcasts, and other resources for addressing common issues).

Continue the Small Grants Program.

Continue to link leaders from successful grassroots groups with emerging ones, to
share expertise and support.

Encourage grassroots groups to connect with their Environmental Commissions and
other established local environmental groups.

Encourage grassroots leaders to consider running for local office.

Strategy #2: Expand the Highlands Advocates program.

Develop a “road show” presentation that connects the environment to community
health.

Aim for board, staff, and volunteers to present the road show at least once in all 88
Highlands communities over five years, hosted by Environmental Commissions, Land
Use Boards, grassroots groups, and/or other groups that have an interest in the
environment and its impact on community health.

Offer the road show to organizations in water-receiving communities.

Use these presentations to expand relationships and connections with the Coalition,
so that more people know that they can turn to us for support when issues arise.
Encourage membership in the Coalition.
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Strategy #3: Increase access to resources that help local groups to understand how the
Highlands Act and Regional Master Plan can support their advocacy efforts.

e C(ollaborate with statewide and regional organizations to provide resources and
trainings to Highlands counties and municipalities on the Highlands Act and the
Highlands Regional Master Plan, so they understand how to use these tools in their
work.

e Develop on-demand educational resources (videos, webinars, podcasts, written
documents, etc.) that clarify complex scientific and legal concepts for members of the
public.

Strategy #4: Provide direct support to municipalities that are actively working on
conformance with the Regional Master Plan (RMP).

e Position the Coalition as a source of information and solutions for towns that would
benefit from, are considering pursuing, or are working towards conformance in
collaboration with the Highlands Council.

e Supportmunicipal adherence to local ordinances and RMP provisions adopted as part
of conformance.

Strategy #5: Develop and implement the vernal pool certification program.

e Finalize the Memorandum of Understanding with the New Jersey Department of
Environmental Protection to allow trained community members to identify, map, and
certify vernal pools.

e Work with partner organizations to recruit and train volunteers to certify vernal
pools in the Highlands.
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Goal #2: Advocate for environmental and climate mitigation practices
that ensure clean water and a healthy environment for everyone.

Successfully advocate for legislation and policies that preserve the Highlands as a
source of clean water, mature forests, and climate resilience for everyone in our state.
Support the Native American people of the Highlands in redressing the impact of
environmental injustices on their land and their health.

Support Highlands communities that have been historically overburdened by
pollution in their efforts to restore and protect their town'’s drinking water.

Increase engagement with and support from municipalities that rely on the Highlands
for their drinking water, especially Newark and Jersey City.

Strategy #1: Increase awareness of environmental impacts on overburdened
communities.

Build relationships, especially in areas that have been historically overburdened by
pollution, to help us understand each community’s challenges.

Connect to organizations that already bring people in overburdened communities
together.

Work with communities to raise awareness about the impact of environmental issues
on people’s health.

Raise additional resources to help address environmental injustices.

Strategy #2: Advocate for the Highlands’ Native American tribes to reverse the
continuing marginalization of their culture, dispossession of their sacred sites, and
environmental contamination of their home sites.

Promote recognition that the Ramapough Lenape are living cultural resources of the
Highlands region.

Advocate for and work with the Turtle Clan on relocation, federal recognition, and a
categorical listing of Ceremonial Stone Landscapes in State and Federal Registers of
Historic Places.

Collaborate with other advocates, such as the Public History Project of the Clement
Price Institute at Rutgers-Newark, to inform the public about the far-reaching
consequences of colonialism and how it continues to deny the dignity of native
peoples.
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Strategy #3: Develop new resources with the goal of empowering people in
overburdened communities (OBCs).

Translate information, advocacy guides, and online resources into other languages.
Explore options for making the Small Grants Program as accessible as possible to
overburdened communities.

Train additional Highlands Advocates and match them with groups in overburdened
communities that want to address challenges in their local environment.

Explore new ways for community groups to be connected to the Coalition.

Strategy #4: Strengthen connections within overburdened communities that receive
Highlands water, especially in Newark and Jersey City.

Continue to build relationships with environmental advocates in Newark and Jersey
City.

Strengthen connections to public and private water utilities, water commissions, and
water departments that have major investments in protecting Highlands’ water.
Increase Newark’s representation and involvement on statewide water policy and
planning.

Strategy #5: Advocate for policies that protect equitable access for all people to clean
drinking water from the Highlands.

Advocate for policies that protect water quality at the local and state level (e.g., PFAS
(forever chemicals), microplastics, lead, classification of bodies of water, etc.).
Collaborate with local communities, especially historically overburdened
communities, to educate about issues that affect drinking water and advance
legislation and policies that will improve water quality.

Strategy #6: Protect the ecological values of the New Jersey Highlands

Promote planning decisions and advocate for protective rules and regulations that
protect water quality.

Protect mature, maturing, and future old growth forests for their climate mitigation
and ecological values.

Advocate for open space acquisition, riparian buffer creation, and farmland
preservation.

Encourage the use of agricultural best management practices.
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Goal #3: Diversify the Coalition’s revenue streams.

Increase funding from new sources, in order to reduce dependency on any single
funder over time.

Increase both organizational and individual donor revenue.

Increase the profitability of our fundraising events.

Pilot projects that are designed to test new sources of earned revenue, and determine
which sources should receive long-term investment.

Strategy #1: Enhance the Coalition’s visibility.

Consider a rebranding (including the possibility of a refreshed name) as a launching
point for increasing overall visibility.

Develop and strengthen relationships with media outlets to promote the importance
of the Highlands (e.g., radio, television, news outlets, paid advertising) and expand
our social media presence.

Encourage rebranding and promotion of the New Jersey Highlands in collaboration
with the New Jersey Highlands Council.

Take a leadership role in lobbying and advocacy in regional, statewide, and federal
policies that impact the Highlands.

Strategy #2: Cultivate relationships with new private foundations and donor advised

funds.

Develop new and stronger relationships with family and closely-held private
foundations.
Enhance our approach to attracting gifts from donor advised funds (for example:
building stronger relationships with fundholders like the Community Foundation of
New Jersey).

Strategy #3: Consider the value of the membership program.

Define and develop the membership program and benefits.

Clarify individual membership and promote it as a platform for engaging individuals
who care about the Highlands.

Recruit new organizational members.

Emphasize retention of existing members.
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Strategy #4: Promote environmentally friendly tourism to the Highlands region.

e Adapt, as appropriate, the Highlands Council’s regional marketing plan to focus on
the Highlands’ role in providing clean water and opportunities for environmentally
friendly tourism and recreation.

e Promote the value of tourism and recreation as an economic driver for the region that
preserves natural and cultural resources.

e Explore the possibility of becoming part of the state’s network of Destination
Marketing Organizations for the Highlands, as a source of mission-related revenue.

Strategy #5: Consider and implement new programs and services that provide other
sources of revenue.

e Explore offering fee-based training.

e Explore water testing for both municipalities and private property owners in
collaboration with water testing companies.

e Offer green infrastructure creation and design to private property owners.
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Goal #4: Prepare for upcoming leadership transitions.

Ensure smooth transitions when the Executive Director and the Policy and
Communications Director retire.

Expand the board’s diversity in terms of geography, age, race/ethnicity, and
professional expertise so that it can continue to provide effective governance.

Strategy #1: Formalize the organization’s succession planning.

Conduct a compensation analysis to ensure that current compensation for leadership
positions is competitive in the marketplace. Begin to annually adjust compensation if
needed.

Review and update position descriptions to reflect current objectives and
responsibilities for the Executive Director, for the Policy and Communications
Director, and for other positions.

Conduct a review of the organization’s policies and practices and update any items
that require attention, to ensure that operations are well-organized for the next
leaders.

Determine how the board will approach the search for the next Executive Director
(hiring a search firm or handling the search in-house, etc.) and put the needed
resources in place to support that strategy (funds, board members skilled in executive
search, etc.).

Reserve funds to support overlap between outgoing and incoming leaders.

Strategy #2: Focus on board recruiting and development.

Update the board profile each year and identify gaps that can be filled through new
member recruiting.

Capitalize on the expansion of the Highlands Advocates program to identify potential
new board members from new areas of the region.

Be intentional about developing our next generation of board leaders.

Add a practicing attorney to the Board with expertise applicable to our work.
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