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Your Water, Your Future

Highlands Lookout

Message from the Executive Director

Just after the presidential 
election, the Coalition was 
contemplating what a second 

Trump administration would mean for 
the environment. Since then, the new 
administration has made rapid, severe 
and unprecedented cuts to federal grants 
and programs. Multiple partners, funded 
through the EPA, USDA, US Forest 
Service and National Park Service, 
have seen staffing and funding harshly 
slashed, seriously undermining work 
that benefits millions of Americans and 
public health.

These cuts at the federal level mean 
that New Jersey must now work harder 
at state, county and municipal levels 
to protect, restore and improve its 
communities and their environments, 
and mitigate the causes and effects of 
climate change. To do so requires active 
and informed residents. There has never 
been a time when your support has been 
so valuable and so direly needed. Many 
people underestimate just how effective 
organizing at the grassroots level can be.

In the past year, we have seen how 
small groups of dedicated people like 
you can rally their communities to 
protect the Highlands. In this newsletter, 

you will hear stories of how you can 
get involved and the impact that you 
can make to ensure that the Highlands 
remains healthy, livable and resilient for 
generations.

A big part of what we do at the 
Coalition is to work with people who 
volunteer their time and share their 
energy and expertise on local planning 
and policy issues in their communities: 
these are our Highlands Advocates. 
These Advocates have scored big wins, 
successfully opposing irresponsible 
developments in their towns, 
orchestrating cleanups in rivers and 
trails, and acting as grassroots organizers 
for groups such as Support Roaring 
Rock Park, Citizens for Sustainable 
Development and Sparta Responsible 
Development. We are proud of the work 
our motivated volunteers accomplish 
(even if we do wish some would come 
up with more creative names!) When 
it was time to prepare a new five-year 
strategic plan for 2025-2029, we knew 
that focusing on our Advocates would be 
a key strategy.

When your mission is guided by over 
20 trustees, 120 member organizations 
and a dozen or more fiscally sponsored 

groups, working together in a region 
spanning 88 towns across 7 counties 
(not to mention the 300 or so towns that 
depend on Highlands water), coming 
up with a Strategic Plan is no easy task! 
Over the course of 2024/5, we homed 
in on what we need to do to achieve our 
goals to safeguard the Highlands’ water 
and forest resources, educate people on 
the region’s importance, and provide 
support and leadership to our grassroots 
member groups. During this process, 
we agreed on several goals to work on 
over the next five years, including the 
following:

• Increasing engagement in 
protecting Highlands natural resources 
by identifying new partners and growing 
the Highlands Advocates network to 
have at least one advocate in each of the 
region’s 88 towns;

• Advocating for environmental and 
climate change mitigation practices 
to ensure plentiful clean water and 
a healthy environment for everyone. 
This includes working both within the 
Highlands and in regions served by its 
water supply, such as Newark and Jersey 
City;

• Diversifying the Coalition’s 
supporters and revenue streams 
to ensure its stability at a time of 
unpredictability and change.

We face numerous challenges ahead 
in achieving these goals. Fortunately, we 
have a dedicated network of supporters 
who remain strong in the face of 
adversity, and who prove time and again 
that, when you are engaged, you can and 
will succeed. 

Julia Somers
Executive Director

While the "Salt Life" may be popular among New Jersey's shore-goers, in the Highlands, 
"Lake Life" captures a slower, simpler life among its many scenic lakes and waterfronts. 
Cranberry Lake in Byram is one of many such communities. In recent years, New Jersey's 
lakes have been plagued by Harmful Algal Blooms and other issues related to increasing 
stormwater runoff and failing septic systems. (photo: Dylan Medici)
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Policy Update
Elliott Ruga, Director of Policy and Communications
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The NJDEP has proposed 
changes to the requirements 
for mitigating impacts to 

wetlands under Wetlands Rules, to the 
riparian zone for C-1 and C-2 waters 
under Flood Hazard Area Control 
Act Rules and to coastal wetlands and 
intertidal/subtidal shallows under the 
Coastal Zone Management (CZM) 
Rules. Some of the rule changes include:

• For large disturbances on-site 
mitigation is currently the preferred 
option. The proposal will make 
purchasing credits from a mitigation 
bank the preferred option, where the 
mitigation may have no hydrological or 
habitat connection to the disturbance. 

• Under CZM, Wetlands and FHA 
rules, preserving existing wetlands is not 
allowed as mitigation because wetlands 
have little development value, e.g., they 
already are protected. The proposal 
will allow the preservation of existing 
wetlands as mitigation. 

The proposed new rules will result in 
more development in protected wetlands 
and riparian zones and greater losses to 
the State’s inventory of wetlands and 
riparian zones.

In 2002 DEP undertook a study 
to evaluate the success of freshwater 
wetlands mitigation projects in New 
Jersey. They found that only about half 
of the projects studied had the potential 
to function as natural wetlands over 
time. So why is mitigation even allowed? 
Why doesn’t DEP simply prohibit 
development in wetlands and riparian 
zones?

The reason why DEP allows 
mitigated disturbances in freshwater 
and tidal wetlands and within riparian 
zones to C-1 and C-2 waters is to 
prevent claims of regulatory takings, 
which would require just compensation 
(plus monetary damages if ordered by a 
Court). As such, we permit, not prohibit, 
environmental degradation. We can slow 
it down, not stop it. It is the same reason 
that in the REAL rules DEP does not 
assign “no build zones” in the areas that 
will become inundated by rising seas and 
inland flood waters.

In the NJ Constitution, private 

property is protected against takings 
without just compensation. However, 
the Constitution has no mention of the 
rights to clean water, clean air and a 
healthy and clean environment. 

We were involved in early efforts to 
campaign for a “Green Amendment” 
to the Constitution to protect 
environmental rights. But we could not 
get enough traction in the Legislature, 
or enough popular support. One 
of the reasons we could not garner 
enough Legislative support was the 
concern voiced by Senator Smith, that 
if successful, there would be too many 
unintended consequences. I believe he is 
correct in that we cannot predict what 
will happen if we place clean water on 
the same level of protection as private 
property. But I have faith that our 
State Judiciary would find the proper 
balance. Until they do, we will continue 
to degrade what is left of New Jersey’s 
environment. 

The proposed new mitigation rules, 
which came with no advanced warning, 
or any apparent stakeholder process, are 
so bad that they perfectly illustrate the 
need for a Green Amendment in New 
Jersey. They might convince enough of 
the public that unless we finally protect 
the rights to clean water, clean air and a 

clean environment in the Constitution 
we may sacrifice what is left of  a livable 
environment in New Jersey to failed 
mitigation projects.

The Mitigation Rules are open for 
public comment until May 16, 2025. A 
virtual public hearing is scheduled for 
April 16 at 10:00AM.
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As the New Jersey Highlands 
blooms with the beauty of spring, 
it’s the perfect time to sow seeds of 
generosity that will grow far into the 
future. 

  By combining a gift today—such 
as cash, securities, or an IRA charitable 
distribution—with a future gift from 
your retirement plan, life insurance, 
or estate, you can create a lasting 
impact on the New Jersey Highlands 
Coalition.

Your thoughtful support helps 
protect the Highlands’ natural and 
cultural resources today while ensuring 
a prosperous tomorrow. 

Thank you for making a difference 
with your kindness!

Kindness in Bloom: Today’s 
Gift for Tomorrow’s Future

Advocates in neon shirts of the recently-formed Concerned Citizens of Frelinghuysen pack 
into a Land Use Board meeting to oppose an irresponsibly sited commercial marijuana 
growing facility in their community. (photo: Elliott Ruga)
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Environmental activism 
was never on my radar. I 
had a busy family and a 

busy professional career. However, 
a late 1970s plan to develop 198 
condominiums on 38 acres in the heart 
of the 100 acre Jones Woods forest 
changed everything. 

Like many in the Burnham Park 
area, we bought our home because 
of its mature trees and proximity to 
the beautiful Jones Woods forest. We 
treasured the wild beauty of the area 
and recognized that the proposed 
intense development would destroy 
the very heart and viability of the 
forest ecosystem. For 14 years (1981 

to 1995), we fought two site plans 
and ultimately saved Jones Woods. 
We did not have the developer’s deep 
pockets nor professional staff, but we 
were determined and tenacious. We 
researched land use regulations, the 
unique features of the property and were 
blessed to have two land use attorneys 
among our neighbors who volunteered 
their services. The Morris County Park 
Commission and the Great Swamp 
Watershed Association (then led by 
Julia Somers) provided invaluable 
support and guidance. We attended the 
never ending planning board meetings 
(virtually every two weeks over a period 
of years), updated/engaged neighbors 
via regular hand distributed flyers to 450 
households (this was before the internet) 
and raised enough funds to hire experts 
who provided critical testimony. 

We faced an uphill battle since the 
Township Planning Board strongly 
favored the developer - which had 
secured Mt. Laurel designation for the 
project - and was dismissive of residents. 
Still we persisted. 

We defeated the developer’s first 
site plan application thanks to Ray 
Stein of Biostar, who helped document 
endangered species in Jones Woods, 
which resulted in the reclassification of 
the wetlands as an “exceptional resource 
value.” On the developer’s second try, 
the site plan was split into two parts to 
circumvent the wetlands issue, clearly 
hoping to get “a foot in the door” to 

An Accidental Environmentalist
Dr. Lynn Siebert, President of Burnham Park Association
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then secure approval for the rest of the 
development. 

Ultimately, the Township approved 
the second site plan but we were able 
to attach 21 conditions to that approval 
which subsequently hindered the 
developer’s efforts to sell. Eventually, 
the bank foreclosed on the property 
and our brilliant friend, the late Tim 
Tweed, persuaded the Township to 
make a successful cash offer (below 
the bank’s asking price) to purchase 
those 38 acres on Dec. 28, 1995. It 
took another 28 years of lobbying to 
convince the Township to fully rezone 
all 38 acres as “OSGU” (on Oct. 18, 
2023) and, subsequently, to submit all 
38 acres to the NJDEP’s Recreation and 
Open Space Inventory, thereby insuring 
permanent preservation as protected 
open space. 

Jones Woods was the first of 
several long, intense battles to defeat 
inappropriate developments which 
ultimately preserved nearly 250 acres 
of environmentally sensitive lands –– 
saving water resources, critical habitat 
and the historic character of our area 
and nearby Washington Valley. Lessons 
learned: Natural treasures deserve our 
protection and vigilance. One can “fight 
city hall” if tenacious and determined 
enough. The friendships one makes 
along the way are uniquely deep, lasting 
and truly special.  nj hc

Restoration of the historic Asbury Mill: before and after. Thanks to the work of volunteers like Chuck Gullage, Bill Leavens and countless 
others, our friends at Musconetcong Watershed Association have been able to bring this historic building in Asbury back to life. (photo: 
Musconetcong Watershed Association)

Above: Ian Brastow (right) and Jay Weis-
bond of NLCV (left) stand with Bill Kibler 
(center) in Trenton to support his nomi-
nation to the Highlands Council. Filling 
vacant Council seats has been one of our top 
priorities. (photo: New Jersey Highlands 
Coalition)
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The New Jersey Highlands 
Coalition stands as 
guardian of one of the 

state’s most precious natural resources, 
the Highlands region. Spanning over 
860,000 acres, this area is not just a 
scenic beauty but a critical source of 
drinking water for over 70% of New 
Jersey’s population. Without mature 
forest habitat to capture and filter it, 
that precious water supply might be lost. 
All too often, the preservation of our 
forests has required the vigilance and 
activity of the Highlands Coalition to 
defend against development and forest 
degradation—efforts we can all be proud 
of. The preservation and enhancement 
of this vital region require more than 
just admiration; it needs active support 
through our participation, time, and 
financial contributions.

Volunteering our time
Trustees play an invaluable role 

in guiding the mission of the NJHC. 
They are not merely overseers but 
active participants who bring a wealth 
of expertise, strategic direction, 
and oversight to ensure that the 
organization’s activities align with its 
core objectives. Their involvement goes 
beyond mere governance; they often 
volunteer time, resources, and networks 
to amplify the Coalition’s reach and 
effectiveness. They work on our many 
committees. Our trustees’ commitment 

Forests depend upon the NJ Highlands Coalition… and you!
Mark Lohbauer, Trustee

to the mission is fundamental, providing 
the backbone for strategic decision-
making that drives the coalition towards 
its goals of protection and enhancement 
of Highlands’ natural resources.

Providing leadership
Our board’s leadership is crucial 

for ensuring NJHC’s sustainable 
future. It is responsible for setting the 
vision, approving policies, and ensuring 
operational integrity. The board’s 
strategic oversight includes securing 
funding, advocating for protective 
legislation, and forging partnerships that 
amplify the coalition’s impact. Board 
leadership ensures that the organization 
remains adaptive, responsive, and 
forward-thinking in the face of evolving 
environmental threats and the pressures 
of development.

Giving to the cause
Donor contributions are the 

lifeblood of NJHC. They fund the 
coalition’s advocacy efforts, legal battles 
to protect land from inappropriate 
development, and educational programs 
that inform and engage the public 
about the importance of the Highlands. 
These funds are essential for ongoing 
initiatives such as the Small Grants 
Program, which supports grassroots 
organizations in their local conservation 
efforts. Without this financial support, 
the Coalition’s capacity to influence 

policy, conduct research, and engage 
in community outreach would be 
significantly diminished. Contributions 
can be made through various methods, 
including direct donations, legacy gifts, 
or even corporate matching programs, 
each playing a pivotal role in securing 
the region’s future.

I have personally committed to being 
a monthly donor to NJHC. I believe in 
the tangible impact of sustained support. 
Monthly donations provide a predictable 
income stream that allows the Coalition 
to plan long-term strategies without 
the worry of fluctuating funds. This 
commitment not only supports 
immediate needs but also underscores 
a personal dedication to environmental 
stewardship. It’s a way to ensure that 
my contribution helps safeguard the 
Highlands for future generations.

Please join me
The Coalition’s work is a 

collective endeavor that thrives on 
the participation, time, and donations 
of its supporters. I’ve seen how these 
contributions translate into real-world 
conservation outcomes. I ask you to 
please join me in giving, to ensure 
that the Highlands continue to be a 
sanctuary of biodiversity, a source of 
clean water, and a place where our 
forests remain preserved for generations 
to come.
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Rarely do we recognize the passing of someone who had such a remarkable 
impact on protecting the New Jersey Highlands (and there are many), but Charles 
Francis (aka Chuck) Gullage, who died recently at age 77, was a truly special person 
who must be thanked and acknowledged. 

Chuck was introduced to us by our volunteer, Bill Leavens, who piloted 
our drone. Bill came to know Chuck through the Musconetcong Watershed 
Association, where Chuck volunteered and served as trustee for many years. Chuck's 
extraordinary hands-on efforts, leading the restoration of the graphite mill in Asbury 
and making it the beautiful space it is today, stands out. Boy, did he and Bill get 
dirty! 

Chuck will be remembered by all for his love of the Musconetcong, for his 
endless curiosity and compassion, for his good humor and kindness, and for being a 
best friend to so many, including the Coalition. He will be greatly missed. 

Remembering Chuck Gullage: A lifetime of friendship
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Left: Chuck Gullage gets his hands dirty at the Asbury Mill. (photo: Musconetcong Water-
shed Association)
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Small Grants Fuel Grassroots Advocacy
Brielle Olshan, Director of Operations and Strategy

The New Jersey Highlands 
Coalition has worked 
diligently for the last 18 

years, consistently advocating for the 
water and other natural and cultural 
resources of the New Jersey Highlands. 
We have become known as a preeminent 
voice advocating solely for the protection 
of the region that is depended on by 
the majority of the state’s residents for 
clean water and therefore the economic 
viability of the state. 

Our expertise is recognized on the 
issues of land use, the Regional Master 
Plan, forest ecology and proforestation, 
bureaucratic processes, grassroots 
advocacy, and much more. All that 
said, we are a team of 6 (and an events 
coordinator!) working to protect nearly 
860,000 acres across 88 municipalities 
in seven counties that provides water for 
332 municipalities in 16 counties across 
NJ. 

We depend on our individual and 
organizations members, our advocates in 
the NJ Highlands and the NJ Highlands 

water receiving areas, and our fiscally 
sponsored member organizations 
to achieve our goals. One way we 
can ensure that groups throughout 
the Highlands have the resources to 
succeed is through our annual Small 
Grants Program. These grants of up to 
$5,000 support our grassroots member 
organizations throughout the NJ 
Highlands and water receiving areas 
that do critical work protecting the 
communities, the farmland, the forests, 
the streams and rivers, and the cultural 
treasures that make the region special. 
These groups are all aligned with our 
mission and extend the capacity of the 
Coalition exponentially.

These grants have given our member 
groups the capability to continue 
fighting legal battles, remove trash from 
sacred sites, bring awareness about the 
importance of the Highlands, restore 
cultural and historic sites, and so much 
more.  We depend on these grassroots 
groups and volunteers to defend what is 
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so vital to us all. 
We are asking each of you to help us 

get the word out about this program to 
groups throughout the Highlands and 
Highlands water receiving areas that 
would qualify for our Small Grants. The 
eligibility criteria can be found on our 
website here: njhighlandscoalition.org/
small-grants/

The deadline for submitting a grant 
application is June 2, 2025. Please 
reach out to Julia Somers (julia@
njhighlandscoalition.org) and Brielle 
Olshan (brielle@njhighlandscoalition.
org) with any questions. 

There is no more important time to 
support the environment and our local 
communities than today. To date, the 
Small Grants Program has been funded 
by the generosity of our individual 
members through their constant support 
of the Coalition. Please consider giving 
additional support to our Small Grants 
Program, if you are able.  

Highlands Art Exhibits Showcases Artists as Advocates

Selected art from 2024's exhibits. Counterclockwise from left: Kim Parker, Autumn Meadow; Charles Dexter, Clinton Reservoir at 
Dusk; Christopher Smith, The Last Ash Tree.

Dylan Medici, Director of Outreach and Education

Last November the Coalition held its 11th annual Highlands Juried Art 
Exhibit at the newly-renovated Maxfield Engine House in Boonton. The 
Juried Art Exhibit, along with the Entr'Exhibit at Farmstead Arts held 

in February in Basking Ridge, celebrates the hidden beauty of the treasured forests, 
rolling hills, flowing brooks and waterfalls, bountiful lakes and vast farmlands of the 
four-state Highlands Region of NY, NJ, PA and CT. 

Highlands artists are some of our best advocates. They inspire people to love 
and protect our beautiful landscapes. If the Highlands speaks to you as an artist, be 
on the lookout for prospectus information in the summer, or email highlandsart@
njhighlandscoalition.org for more information.  nj hc
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The New Jersey Highlands 
Coalition is a nonprofit made 
up of groups and individuals 
committed to a common goal 
of helping to protect, enhance 

and restore the New Jersey Highlands.
You can help.

Please return your membership contribution to:
New Jersey Highlands Coalition

508 Main St.
Boonton, NJ 07005

www.njhighlandscoalition.org

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

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-join

Name:______________________________________________________________

Address:	____________________________________________________________

Phone(s):____________________________________________________________

Email:______________________________________________________________ 
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