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Message from the Executive Director

reetings! Since January,
we have seen immense
disruptions to the work of

the EPA, FEMA, NPS, NOAA and
USDA, and to the livelihoods of many
federal employees. Cuts in programs and
funding at the federal level have made it
more important than ever that
New Jersey pick up the slack
and make decisions that protect
residents from the worsening
effects of climate change. This
is especially important in the
Highlands, which provides

a reliable supply of clean
drinking water to most of the
state’s residents.

At the same time, we have
seen progress stall on several
essential environmental issues
at the state level over the last
year.

Responding to development
lobby interests, Governor Murphy
instructed NJDEP to weaken
the NJPACT-REAL rules that
would protect communities from
overdevelopment in flood-prone areas,
and which may not pass in Murphy’s
remaining time in office.

The report produced by the 2022
Public Forest Stewardship Task Force,
convened by Senator Bob Smith and
which consumed countless thousands
of hours of stakeholder input, has not
materialized into a bill to protect our
public forests from logging and appears
to have been put on hold indefinitely.

NJDEP continues to hold the
Highlands Forestry Best Management
Practices recommendations hostage.
These recommendations were being
developed by the Highlands Council
in 2023 before they were forced to turn
their development over to DEP. The
Department has promised repeatedly
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to return the recommendations to the
Council to implement.

In addition to these state-level
issues, the Highlands Council is finding
it very difficult to meet. As we write
this newsletter in early October, the

Highlands Council has had to cancel

five of its monthly meetings this year,

including its last two, due to lack of a

quorum. You can read more about this
further in the newsletter.

On top of these issues, we also
anxiously wait to learn who will be the
next Governor of New Jersey. Given
the immense stress on New Jersey’s
environment, housing market, energy
demands, agriculture, and water supply,
our next Governor will play a critical
role in determining whether New Jersey
can hold onto its reputation as the
Garden State.

Despite these challenges, we've seen
some great wins for the Highlands
since I last wrote. The towns of Union,
Belvidere, Jefterson, and Roxbury have
conformed to the Regional Master
Plan, with Mendham Township and
Mt. Arlington up for a vote whenever
the Council next meets. With our
help, residents of Frelinghuysen were
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successful in stopping a poorly sited
cannabis cultivation facility. The
developer of Milly’s Court, a large
residential community proposed
on Munsonhurst Road in Franklin
Borough, Sussex County withdrew its
permit request for an NJDEP Water
Quality Plan Amendment, which
we think effectively prevents the
project from ever moving forward.
Though we continue to work
against a few inappropriately
sited warehouses, we have seen
a significant drop in warehouse
& proposals in the Highlands,
reflecting what may be a glut
in the supply of warehouses
in general, strong Highlands
warehouse siting standards in the
region, and community backlash
against these projects which have
few upsides for host communities
in the long-run. We have seen,
repeatedly, that people protect the places
they love. Motivated residents, provided
with the right tools, can fight and
successfully defend their communities
and create real change. We know there
are tough challenges ahead as we adapt
to weakened federal support, but in
the Highlands we have seen that New
Jersey’s residents are resilient and ready
to step up to keep our little State one
of the best places to live in the nation.
We urge you to remain informed and
involved, both with our Coalition and in
your community.

We appreciate all you do. §j.
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Julia Somers
Executive Director



Policy Update

Elliott Ruga, Director of Policy and Communications

at is more important:

finding an affordable

place to live or having
a healthy and safe environment? My
profession might suggest I lean one way,
but I understand how someone living
out of their car in the dead of winter
might prioritize differently, placing
immediate shelter over clean water and a
toxin-free environment.

The bigger question is: why are these
critical values on a collision course?
Why are we being forced to choose one
over the other?

This year, when the Department
of Environmental Protection (DEP)
proposed sweeping changes to its Flood
Hazard Area, Wetlands, and Coastal
Management Zone Rules in response
to alarming climate models, builders'
lobbyists quickly intervened. They
warned the Governor that adopting
these rules would lead to an economic
retreat from the shore, regulatory takings
of private property, and an inability
to meet affordable housing goals. In
response to these dire—if overstated—
warnings, the rules were re-proposed in
a significantly weakened form.

Have you ever worried that
making a legacy gift might
mean less for loved ones?

You're not alone—many of our
donors have felt the same way at first.
The good news is that percentage
giving allows you to provide for both:
by designating a percentage of your
estate, retirement account, or life
insurance policy, your gift grows or
shrinks with your estate, ensuring
your family is cared for first. This
thoughtful approach means you can
protect the clean water, forests, and
cultural treasures of the New Jersey
Highlands while also caring for your
loved ones in the way you've always
hoped. Your legacy gift is more than
a donation—it’s a lasting promise to
safeguard the New Jersey Highlands
for the 6.5 million people who rely
on the Highlands for their water
supply today and for generations to

come.

One of the new provisions allows
developers to claim a hardship waiver
from the rules for “inclusionary”
residential developments—projects that
include both market-rate and affordable
housing units. Since most residential
developments of four or more units
are inclusionary, this effectively gives
developers a blanket waiver from the
regulations.

But development interests didn't
stop there. Last month, municipalities
across the state were required to file
their Housing Elements and Fair Share
Plans (HEFSPs) under recent affordable
housing legislation. Each municipality
was assigned a specific number of
affordable units to meet regional needs
over a 10-year period. However, I've
learned from a reliable municipal
attorney that 400 HEFSPs are being
challenged in court by the Fair Share
Housing Center. In the Highlands
alone, I've seen eight such challenges. If
a challenge is upheld, the municipality
could lose its protection against builder’s
remedy lawsuits.

Take West Orange Township, for
example. On the ridge of the Second
Orange Mountain, a developer is
proposing 496 residential units in a
127-acre forest—the last mature, intact
forest east of the Highlands. Because
this is an inclusionary development
resulting from a builder’s remedy lawsuit,
the West Orange Planning Board may
be unable to deny it, despite widespread
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opposition and expert testimony
warning of flooding, water quality issues,
and environmental degradation.

The Mt. Laurel I and IT Supreme
Court decisions from 1975 and 1982,
which established affordable housing
as a constitutional right, explicitly state
that meeting this obligation should
not require sacrificing forests and
environmentally sensitive areas. Yet,
under the banner of affordable housing,
the development lobby has found a way
to bypass water quality regulations—
hard-won rules designed to protect
environmentally sensitive areas that
safeguard our water supply and provide
other critical benefits.

In the hierarchy of laws, affordable
housing takes precedence over
environmental protections because,
according to the New Jersey Supreme
Court, access to affordable housing
is a constitutional right. The right to
clean air, clean water, and a healthy
environment is not. If ever there was a
clear case for why New Jersey needs a
Green Amendment to its Constitution,
this is it.

Housing and environmental
advocates should not be pitted against
each other in a battle for supremacy.
This conflict distracts from their core
missions. The Governor and Legislature
have the tools to resolve these competing
priorities by striking the right balance.

It’s time they use them. rllxl
C

The Coalition stepped up its advocacy on key environmental issues in 2025.

Left: Acting Tribal Chief of the Ramapough Nation and Coalition trustee Vincent Mann
speaks on contamination at the Ringwood Mines Superfund Site. The EPA deems the site
"‘Human Exposure Under Control', despite contrary findings by from NYU/Langone.
Right: Elliott Ruga speaks out against development of Watchung Ridge, the last
undeveloped forest stand east of the Highlands. (photos: NJHC)
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Highlands Protection - Past and Future

Sandy Batty, Trustee

hough local residents have
valued the New Jersey
Highlands for hundreds

of years, I first became aware of

the region when I started to work

at the Association of New Jersey
Environmental Commissions (ANJEC)
in the 1980s. As I learned more about
the region, my appreciation of the
Highlands grew — a source for clean
water for the state, its wide array of
plants and animals, the habitat it offered
for endangered and other species, its
recreational opportunities, agriculture
and scenic beauty.

As development pressures in New
Jersey intensified, support for protection
and preservation of the Highlands
and its resources increased. A group
of nonprofit environmental, historic
preservation and other organizations,
including ANJEC, formed the
Highlands Coalition to advocate for
regional planning and protection for
the Highlands. Realization grew for the
need for legislation to create a planning
agency that would focus development in
areas that could best sustain it. Together,
the group worked hard to inform the
NJ Legislature and the public about the
need for this legislation.

Momentum increased for passage
of a Highlands Act. In 2003, then
NJDEP Commissioner Chris Daggett

created a Highlands Task Force, who
recommended provisions for legislation
to protect the Highlands. The NJ
Geological Survey studies revealed
that the Highlands supplied over half
the state’s population with some or all
of their drinking water. After many
contentious hearings throughout the
region and in Trenton, and much
effort on the part of many volunteers,
lawmakers and others, the Highlands
Act passed in 2004. And the NJDEP
adopted regulations to enforce the
provisions of the Act.

Our informal group soon realized
that the Coalition’s work had just begun.
Effective implementation was key to
achieving the Act’s goals. We needed
to formalize this loose group of member
organizations into its own nonprofit
organization, and importantly to hire
staff who could devote the necessary
time to oversee the work of protecting
the Highlands. We knew Julia Somers
from her work heading the Great
Swamp Watershed Association and
were thrilled when she accepted our
request to become the organization’s first
executive director in 2006.

In the following 20 years, as a
Trustee and policy committee member, I
have watched the Coalition mature into
an effective organization with skilled
staff members who monitor the actions

New Seasons, New Faces
Dylan Medici, Director of Qutreach and Education

his year, the Coalition
bid farewell to two staff
members: Ian Brastow, our

Lopatcong Creek Initiative Program
Manager and Policy Associate, and Jen
Wanisko, our events coordinator. We
wish them the best of luck in their new
roles!

We've welcomed Annette Chiavelli
as our new Events Coordinator.
Annette brings experience in marketing,
operations, and community engagement.
She has executed more than 150 events
and has guided clients worldwide
through wellness and sustainability
initiatives. Annette is passionate about
food systems and environmental

stewardship. She is studying Holistic
Land Management with the Savory
Institute and serves on the Board of
New Roots & Fresh Stop Markets. She
is excited to connect people through
events that advance the Coalition’s
mission of protecting the Highlands.

Annette will be coordinating our
special events calendar, which includes
our annual Car Treks, Silent Auctions,
Golf Outing, and our signature event:
Over the Edge 2026, which will be
held on May 30 at the Park Hotel at
Meadowlands in East Rutherford, just
ahead of the 2026 FIFA World Cup at
MetLife Stadium. We hope to see you
come out and meet Annette. JJ.
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of the NJ Highlands Council and State
legislators, help small groups in their
struggles against unwise development,
and inform and educate municipal
officials and residents about Highlands
resources and their need for protection.

Challenges continue. New types of
development, like warehouses and forest
clearing, were not contemplated 20 years
ago when the Act was passed. Changes
in municipal and county leadership
mean that local officials must continue
to be informed about the value of
protecting the Highlands.

At the same time, new opportunities
arise. Improved data through
advanced mapping and innovations in
communication improve our ability
to protect the Highlands resources.
Based on a firm foundation of the early
years, adding the new information,
strategies, and technology, the Coalition
is effectively fulfilling its mission of
protecting the Highlands.

With my perspective of 40 years
of concern for the Highlands, I can
celebrate the Coalition’s significant
accomplishments and ability to meet
future challenges. I'll continue to be
involved, serving as a board member
and, of course, importantly donating to
the organization to be sure it is able to

address the future. ?lic

The Coalition is happy to have Annette
Chiavelli as part of our events team.



The rugged landscapes of the Highlands are anc

ient, and hide secrets at every turn if you know where to look. Parts of the Highlands

were once taller than the Himalayas, and survived two massive mountain-building events that formed the supercontinents Rodinia and
Pangeae, well before today's continents took their current shape. Stop to look around, and you can find crystalline quartz, massive glacial
erratics, staggering cliffs, and even fossils from early life on Earth that are all worth protecting. (p/_m‘os.' Dylan Medici )

Highlands Council Appointments Become an Emergency
Dylan Medici, Director of Qutreach and Education

(Between 6 to 7 million people,
or 70% of the entire population
of the New Jersey get their water

in some form from the Highlands.”
Most people reading this newsletter

are probably familiar with this little
factoid, but few people outside our little
environmental bubble have any idea
where their water comes from, or where
the Highlands is. Even among those
in-the-know, fewer still realize that land
use decisions that directly affect their
water, forests, and the character of their
communities are made by a council that
is on the brink of extinction.

The Highlands Act establishes
a 15-member council, consisting of
government officials and members of
the public. The Council meets every
month, so long as they have a quorum
of at least 8 council members needed
to vote on an agenda item. Currently,
only 10 members sit on the Highlands
Council, 7 of whom were appointed
by Governor Christie and are serving
on long-expired terms. Of these 10
members, 3 are seriously ill. In 2025, the
council has had to cancel 5 of its last 10
monthly meetings, including its last 2
meetings, because it is no longer able to
get together enough Council members
to vote.

In his entire 8-year term, Governor
Phil Murphy has only appointed 3
sitting Council members. By the end of
his term as governor, only two of those

seats will be unexpired, allowing New
Jersey’s next governor to either clean
house and fill 13 seats on the Council,
or simply leave it to wither and die,
achieving Chris Christie’s goal of finally
killing it.

The problem doesn't lie solely in
Murphy’s lap, however. New Jersey’s
unwritten rule of Senatorial Courtesy
allows any state senator to block a
Governor’s nomination to a position
if the nominee is from any town in
a Senator’s home county or district.
Because of New Jersey’s extreme level of
Balkanization leading to the formation
of its 564 municipalities, a staggering
amount of political wheeling-and-
dealing must occur to get the courtesy
of a state senator to be appointed to a
position. For two extreme examples, any
nominee to any position appointed by
the Governor from Bergen County, with
its 70 municipalities, would be required
to get senatorial courtesy from 6 state
senators whose district includes the
county, while a nominee from Newark —
New Jersey’s most populous city — would
have to get courtesy from 5, a single one
of whom could prevent an appointment.

The Highlands Region faces an
existential crisis if these seats are not
filled. Without a Council making
consistency determinations on NJDEP
water permits in the Highlands,
development and redevelopment will
come to a standstill. No grants can be
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awarded for planning or implementation
of the Regional Master Plan. Even a
budget can't be approved without a
Council vote. If that’s not enough to
worry you, consider the following:

In 2024, NJDEP referred a
contaminated site off Route 31 in
Washington Township in Warren
County to the EPA, after discovering
that PFAS levels in local wells were
over 10,000 times the standard for safe
drinking water. American Water, the
area water purveyor, moved quickly to
expand water utility service to those
relying on the contaminated well
water. Normally, such expansion must
go through a lengthy NJDEP Water
Quality Management Plan Amendment
process. However, the Highlands Act
anticipated such emergencies and allows
for the Council to quickly approve
such an expansion. At this year's June
meeting, the 10-member council was
barely able to pass the measure. Had
they not had the 8 members to vote,
Washington would still be drinking
polluted water. Given the extent of the
contamination and underlying geology,
the contamination will spread, requiring
further expansion and another vote.

If the Council can’t get together a
quorum, Washington and surrounding
communities will be forced to survive on
bottled water. §j.



Upcoming Events:
2025

Novy Fall Car Trek:
How Highlands Iron Forged
2025 Our Nation

2026

APR
27

N206V Holiday Silent Auction

2025 Opens

MAY

2026

DEC Holiday Silent Auction LI

Closes

2025 2026

DEC Highlands Juried Art

D025 Exhibit Closes

George Stafford Annual
2026 QolIf Classic

30 Over the Edge 2026

20 Spring Car Trek

Kayakers set out on Lake Hopatcong for a
day out on Raccoon Island. Special thanks
to Caitlin Doran and Donna Macalle-
Holly from the Lake Hopatcong
Foundation for their help. (photo: NJHC)

The Highlands Mourns the Loss of Two Champions

Elliott Ruga, Director of Policy and Communications

George Stafford
T, HZT%4  When former Governor

& Christie sought to weaken the

# Highlands Act and undermine

g the Highlands Council,

gl we enlisted George as an

— ambassador. His mission was

+| to connect with municipalities

4 outside the Highlands that rely

i on Highlands water, persuading
them to pass resolutions

supporting the goals of the Highlands Act.

As a town council member for eleven years in his
hometown of Wharton, he was well acquainted with the
culture of local officials. George charmed his way to a couple
of hundred resolutions, which helped us convince the state
legislature to wield a rarely applied provision of the New
Jersey Constitution, which invalidated an attempt to lower
the septic density standard in violation of the intent of the
Act.

We maximized George’s talents wherever possible. He
voiced and contributed to our radio and TV promotions for
our annual Highlands Festivals. His spirited debates with
public officials on WRN] were verbal slugfests that could
have sold tickets.

In many respects, George was a contradiction. He was a
curmudgeon who loved people, capable of being cranky and
obstinate while also being personally engaging and always
ready to lend a hand.

George had a passion for golf, and it was his idea to host
an annual golf outing as a Highlands Coalition fundraiser.

Despite that many environmental advocates might view a
golf course as environmentally irresponsible land use, this did
not deter George, which is why we are renaming our yearly

golf outing the George Stafford Annual Golf Classic.

Michael Keady

When [ first started
working at the New Jersey
Highlands Coalition I spent a

good deal of time with Mike
= and Bella, learning about state
permitting, municipal hearings
* and advocating for regional
planning. This was when the
sprawling Huntington Knolls
development proposal was
threatening the quiet of rural Holland Township. These
were also the final months leading up to the adoption of
the Highlands Regional Master Plan. Mike and Bella, who
were active in these challenges, were generous teachers.
When Bella suddenly passed away, our director Julia could
not attend the funeral, so she sent me to Boston to represent
the Coalition. There, Mike explained to me that when
he first proposed to Bella, she had a long list of required
personal improvements. Mike spent 2 years improving his
lot-returning to school to complete his degree; starting a
professional career, tidying his appearance, etc. This time
when he asked for Bella’s hand, Bella deemed him worthy,
and they were married.

First Mike and Bella, and later Mike alone, were
effective in protecting their quiet, ecologically sensitive,
community from over-development. They were responsible
for permanently preserving hundreds of environmentally
sensitive acres in Holland Township. Because of their
advocacy, Holland was one of the first municipalities to
conform its Planning Area to the Highlands RIMP.

That many of Mike’s friends and neighbors took turns
caring for Michael during his final days demonstrated an
extraordinary devotion to an extraordinary guy who did so
much to preserve his corner of the Highlands.
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www.NJHighlandsCoalition.org

New Jersey Highlands Coalition
Board of Trustees

David Budd, President Hon. Bill Cogger Chief Vincent Mann
Mark Lohbauer, Is# Vice President ~ Barbara Conklin Tim McKenna

Hon. Adele Starrs, 2nd Vice Kathleen Gilbert Jean Rich

President Barbara Gomes Hon. Michael Soriano
Michael Henderson, Secretary Wynnie-Fred Victor Hinds John Thonet

Laura Oltman, Treasurer Edward Kirby, Ph.D Ashwani Vasishth, Ph.D
Sandy Batty Aaron Kleinbaum, Esq. Dr. Sara Webb

Dr. Eugenie L. Birch James Lyons

View trustee biographies at www.NJHighlandsCoalition.org/trustees
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The New Jersey Highlands
Coalition is a nonprofit made [0 $1,000 O $500 O $100 O $50 O $30 0O Other
up of groups and individuals (Your contribution is tax deductible and may be eligible for a matching contribution by the company
committed to a common goal where you work. Please make checks payable to: New Jersey Highlands Coalition.)

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

Membership Contribution:

Name:

You can help.

Please return your membership contribution to: Address:

New Jersey Highlands Coalition
508 Main St. Phone(s):
Boonton, NJ 07005

www.njhighlandscoalition.org

Email:

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.



