
NJHighlandsCoalition.org Spring 2026The Newsletter of the New Jersey Highlands Coalition

Your Water, Your Future

Highlands Lookout

The second is our new NJ Highlands 
TV channels. Over the last half a year, 
we have been working with Diversified 
Digital Media TV to pilot a video 
platform on our website to expand our 
outreach and educational programming. 
With a contract in place, we are 
inviting partners across the nonprofit, 
government and private sectors to 
speak on some of New Jersey’s most 
pressing environmental issues, introduce 
you to some great Highlands mayors, 
and learn more about tourism-related 
opportunities in our region. We are 
extremely excited about this project to 
give voices and publicity to people doing 
great work.

Switching gears, we also have 
good news to report in the policy 
arena. When our last newsletter was 
published, we were still awaiting the 
results of the last gubernatorial election. 
While it is still too early to tell where 
Governor Sherrill’s priorities lie when 
it comes to New Jersey’s environment, 
her appointment of Ed Potosnak, with 
whom I have worked for years while 
serving on the board of the NJ LCV, is a 

sensible choice.
Before leaving office, 

Governor Murphy finally 
fulfilled the promise 
he made to our policy 
committee 8 years ago while 
campaigning for his first 
term, by revitalizing the 
Highlands Council. At the 
Council’s first meeting of 
2026, we were excited to see 
seven new councilmembers 
take their oaths to uphold 
the Highlands Act. This 

marks the first time in 12 

Message from the Executive Director

Julia Somers
Executive Director

EDITOR'S NOTE: In the Fall 2025 edition of the newsletter, the front page cover photo 
of Wawayanda Mountain was incorrectly attributed. George Aronson, whose work is 
featured above, is the original photographer.

Greetings! As we settled in for 
another 15 to 20 inches of 
snow during the last week in 

February, it sure didn't feel like Spring 
was just around the corner, but we finally 
arrived at longer, warmer days. 

A lot has happened since the last 
edition of our newsletter, and this 
edition only scratches the surface. You 
will read about some of this later in the 
newsletter, but I wanted to focus on two 
big changes:

The first is that our office has 
moved! We’ve relocated a whopping two 
blocks up Main Street in Boonton to 
our new home in the historic Maxfield 
Engine House, delightfully restored 
in 2024 by our trustee, Eugenie Birch. 
Since then, we have transformed the 
first floor gallery into our annual Juried 
Art Exhibit. We are thrilled to bits that 
we now have the entire building as our 
permanent home. We are also opening 
our doors at Maxfield for nonprofits to 
use the space as a venue for programs. 
You can read more about our relocation 
and how you can use the space from 
Brielle later in this newsletter.

years that the Council has been full. 
Although several council members 
are still serving expired terms, we can 
breathe a sigh of relief knowing that the 
Council will no longer cancel meetings 
due to not having a quorum.

In his last few days in in office, 
Governor Murphy also signed a slate 
of bills including the NJPACT-REAL 
rules, for which environmental groups 
had long been advocating. These new 
rules will protect New Jersey from 
increased flooding and stormwater 
runoff resulting from an increasingly 
changing and worsening climate. 
Now, NJ Senate President Scutari is 
challenging their adoption, claiming 
they “do not meet legislative intent.” You 
will be hearing more about this soon.

As we move further into 2026, we 
are optimistic but ever cautious. Data 
centers are becoming increasingly 
common in place of warehouses, and 
responsible placement of affordable 
housing remains a focus issue. We 
believe the Highlands Council is 
trying to get ahead of data centers 
by developing new guidance for the 
Regional Master Plan, while on the 
latter issue there are several bills in the 
legislature we are working to revise to 
ensure the Highlands and its water 
supply remain viable for the future of 
the state.

As always, we rely on you, your 
knowledge, your passion and your 
support to continue our mission. We 
appreciate all you do to help protect the 
Highlands.

Ramapo Lake and Fog over the Wanaque Reservoir
(photo: George Aronson)
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participation and the preparation of 
Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) 
or Assessments (EA) for significant 
actions. 

Even if DHS found a way to 
circumvent federal laws, it would 
still need to address the wastewater 
challenges posed by the facility to 
avoid a health and safety crisis—a 
problem that looks to be quite real and 
insurmountable. 

Policy Update
Elliott Ruga, Director of Policy and Communications

Highlands Lookout Spring 20262

Spring is a season of growth — 
and a chance to plant something 
meaningful for the future. Adding the 
New Jersey Highlands Coalition to 
your will or beneficiary designations 
is a simple way to make a lasting 
difference for the Highlands — and 
a percentage gift can be an especially 
flexible option, since it adjusts with 
your estate and helps you care for 
loved ones first.

Suggested language can be as 
simple as: “I give [__%] of my estate 
(or the sum of $____) to the New 
Jersey Highlands Coalition, PO Box 
128 Boonton, New Jersey 07005, 
for its general charitable purposes.”  
Check with your financial, accountant 
or lawyer to discuss what would work 
best for you.

If you’ve already included NJHC 
in your plans, we’d be honored to 
know (confidentially) so we can thank 
you and ensure your intentions are 
understood.

Let Your Gift Grow With You 
While Planning for Your Loved 
Ones

 nj hc

Many eyes are on 
Roxbury Township 
as the Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS) plans to 
convert a 470,000-square-foot industrial 
warehouse on Route 46 into an 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) detention center capable of 
holding up to 1,500 detainees. Roxbury 
officials were reportedly blindsided 
by the proposal and have expressed 
frustration over DHS’s lack of response 
to their repeated outreach efforts to 
discuss concerns. Senator Andy Kim 
has intervened in support of Roxbury, 
demanding answers from DHS and has 
introduced a bill to prevent ICE from 
converting warehouses into detention 
centers. Recently, Governor Sherrill fired 
off a letter to now-former Homeland 
Security Secretary Kristi Noem strongly 
opposing the Roxbury ICE Detention 
Center. She wrote “[we are] using 
every tool at our disposal to protect the 
interests of Roxbury residents and our 
communities”.

Residents across northern New 
Jersey are mobilizing against the plan, 
citing human and Constitutional 
rights violations, including the violent 
rounding up of suspected undocumented 
immigrants and detention in 
overcrowded, unsanitary conditions.  
Additionally, there are fears that opening 
a detention facility in Roxbury could 
intensify ICE operations in Morris 
County. 

The proposed location in Roxbury 
is unsuitable for a detention facility 
for several reasons. The property is 
environmentally constrained, with a 
conservation easement covering the 
undeveloped portion. A detention center 
is not a permitted use in the zone, and 
the site is in a residential area. Most 
critically, the facility lacks adequate 
wastewater capacity. According to 
DHS, the proposed facility would hold 
up to 1,500 detainees, which would 
generate 157,000 gallons of wastewater 
daily, far exceeding the capacity of the 
regional sewage plant. Comparatively, 
Delaney Hall, an ICE detention center 
in Newark, has a capacity of 1,000 

detainees. The Roxbury warehouse, 
which is four times larger than Delaney 
Hall, could theoretically hold up to 
4,000 detainees, producing nearly 
420,000 gallons of wastewater daily.

Roxbury is a fully conformed 
municipality within the Highlands 
region. Such a facility would conflict 
with several provisions of the Highlands 
Regional Master Plan, adding another 
level of legal barriers to DHS’s plan. 
The Supremacy Clause of the U.S. 
Constitution, which invalidates state 
and local laws that conflict with federal 
law on federally owned lands and 
institutions, raises questions about 
whether municipal, regional, and 
state regulations could be invalidated. 
However, the situation is complex.  New 
Jersey laws governing sewer service 
areas, sewage discharge permitting, and 
sewage capacity constraints are enforced 
under a memorandum of understanding 
between the EPA and the NJDEP, 
granting New Jersey authority to enforce 
sections of the federal Clean Water 
Act.  New Jersey regulations that would 
prohibit the detention center because of 
wastewater capacity constraints mirror 
federal regulations. 

Additionally, the federal Highlands 
Conservation Act of 2004 emphasizes 
the importance of protecting, 
conserving, and restoring the resources 
of the Highlands region, noting that  
state and local governments bear 
primary responsibility for these efforts. 
This suggests that environmental 
constraints under the Highlands Act 
and the Highlands Regional Master 
Plan are not in conflict with but align 
with federal policy. 

Even if the federal government 
identified a legal basis to bypass 
state and municipal regulations, the 
Supremacy Clause does not exempt 
it from adhering to federal laws, 
including the Clean Water Act. DHS 
would also need to comply with the 
National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA), which mandates federal 
agencies to evaluate the environmental 
impacts of major projects before 
implementation. NEPA requires public 

Right: Stephen Fredericks, Founder 
and Executive Director of the Growing 
Stage Theatre shows off Blue, the blue-

spotted salamander. Together with Mack, 
the spring peeper and Dobs, the eastern 

dobsonfly, the main characters in Tales from 
the Great Swamp embark on a journey 

to seek guidance of the four elemental 
guardians. (photo: Lauren Swern)
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and 1 extra appointee from the county 
with the highest population (Morris). 
No more than 4 of these can be from 
the same party. Seven members must be 
appointed from the public who possess 
technical expertise, and consume water 
or benefit from the Highlands.

In addition to these requirements, 
appointees must also receive assent 
from all state senators whose district or 
county includes the nominee's town of 
residence. The process for nominating 
and appointing any one member to 
the council is a machine of political 
clockwork that could make even a Swiss 
watchmaker cry.

We are thrilled to see the Council 
finally revitalized, and have already 
begun the process of reaching out to 
new councilmembers. 

Highlands Lookout Spring 2026

Highlands Council Finally Full For the First Time in 12 Years
Dylan Medici, Director of Outreach and Education

3

In the last edition of our 
newsletter published in the fall 
of last year, we wrote about the 

Highlands Council teetering on the 
brink of an emergency: With only 10 
of its 15 seats filled, and with several 
councilmembers experiencing health 
problems, the Council had, at that point, 
failed to meet for half of its public 
meetings. In his 8 years as Governor, 
Murphy had only appointed 3 members 
to the Council.

As the end of Murphy's final term 
approached, the Senate Judiciary 
Committee convened to fill vacant seats 
on boards and commissions across the 
state. At the last minute, Murphy finally 
came through on his promise to make 
right on Chris Christie's attempt to 
undermine the Council by appointing 

seven new members. With this slate of 
appointments, the Council is finally full 
for the first time in recent memory.

The newly-welcome members are:
•	 Mary Amoroso (D) Bergen
•	 Joseph Basralian (public 

member)
•	 Tammy Koop (R) Warren
•	 Helen Le Frois (R) Sussex
•	 Melanie Marano (D) Somerset
•	 Matthew Oswald (R) Morris
•	 Kelly Smith (public member)
Filling these vacant seats is anything 

but a straightforward process. Due 
to the Council's nature as a regional 
planning agency, there are very specific 
requirements for its composition. Of the 
15 members, 8 members must be elected 
officials at the time of appointment, 
1 from each county in the Highlands,  nj hc

Tales from the Great Swamp 
made a joyful splash on 
November 8, 2025, when 

it premiered at The Growing Stage – 
The Children’s Theatre of New Jersey. 
Audiences were treated to a dazzling 
world of larger-than-life puppets—
crafted in the spirit of Jim Henson’s 
whimsical creations—and the incredibly 
talented actors who brought them to 
life. Mack the Spring Peeper, Dobbs 
the dobsonfly, Blu the blue-spotted 
salamander, and Grandfather Turtle 
leapt off the stage with charm and 
heart, guiding families through the 
magic, mystery, and environmental 

A Magical Debut: Tales from the Great 
Swamp Takes Flight
Lauren Swern, Development Director

importance of the Great Swamp. The 
premiere was an absolute hit, and now 
we’re dreaming even bigger: we hope 
to raise funds to professionally film 
the production so it can reach children 
and families far beyond the theatre. We 
also plan to bring this enchanting show 
directly into classrooms in Newark, 
Jersey City, and other communities 
where its blend of storytelling, science, 
and cultural heritage can make a real 
impact. Additional support is needed to 
bring this next chapter to life, and every 
contribution helps keep the magic—
and Mack’s joyful peep—echoing even 
farther.  nj hc

New council members are sworn in at the Highlands Council's January, 2026 meeting. From left to right: Joseph Basralian, Mary 
Amoroso, Kelley Smith, Matthew Oswald, Melonie Marano, Helen Le Frois, Tammy Koop. (photo: New Jersey Highlands Coalition)
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Moving Into the Maxfield Engine House
Brielle Olshan, Director of Strategy and Operations
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Walking up Main Street 
in Boonton is just fun! 
Between the restaurants, 

bookstores, art galleries, historic 
buildings, coffee shops, dog statues at 
the Post Office, and the beautiful Grace 
Lord Park, it’s a hidden gem of the 
Highlands. 

The restoration and preservation 
of historic buildings like the Boonton 
Opera House, Holmes Library, and 
Maxfield Engine House lends a specific 
and undeniable charm. It is of the 
last that I turn my attention to in this 
highlight. 

The Maxfield Engine House has 
a story of its own: built in 1893, the 
Engine House allowed the Boonton Fire 
Department to store a new chemical 

fire engine to protect the Community. 
If you wander upstairs, you will see that 
in addition to storing a new firefighting 
equipment, the building was also used 
as a jail (the original jail door and 
handcuffs are still there)!  After serving 
the community faithfully for over a 
century, it later became a beloved dining 
establishment, Maxfield’s on Main, 
drawing people in with live music, and 
good food and drink. 

And now, after an incredible 
restoration by The Center for the Study 
of Cities and Small Towns (CSST) 
Foundation and PennPraxis, it is the 
new home of the New Jersey Highlands 
Coalition! This location allows us to not 
only be a part of the vibrant Boonton 
Historic District, it also allows us to 

feature the incredible artwork of our 
Highlands Artists—sharing the beauty 
of the Highlands beyond the four walls 
of the space. 

Our new space is designed to be 
shared. We are pleased to welcome 
our members, partners, and local 
organizations to reserve the Engine 
House for meetings, gatherings, 
workshops, and events. By opening our 
doors, we hope to foster collaboration, 
spark new ideas, and strengthen the 
community working to protect the 
resources and residents of NJ. 

So, whether you want to stop in for 
a cup of tea or host a larger gathering, 
please don’t hesitate to reach out to me 
at brielle@njhighlandscoalition.org to 
connect.  

Since 2024, the Maxfield Engine House has been the home of our Highlands Juried Art Exhibit. Now, through the generosity of trustee 
Genie Birch, we are happy to call it our home. Pictured top left: the library and conference room (photo: New Jersey Highlands Coalition), 
bottom left: The 2026 art exhibit opening reception (photo: New Jersey Highlands Coalition), right: Maxfield Engine House facade 
(photo: Elliott Ruga)
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Events Update

Annual George Stafford 
Highlands Golf Classic

APR
27

2026

SEP
19

2026

Over the Edge 2026

JUN
20

2026

North Jersey Rivers 
Conference

OCT
16

2026

Spring Car Trek

In 2018, the New Jersey 
Highlands Coalition hosted its 
first Northwest New Jersey Rivers 

Conference. Funded by the William 
Penn Foundation to improve the natural 
resources and awareness of the Delaware 
River Watershed, the Conference and its 
hyper-specific name reflected its focus 
on New Jersey's Upper Delaware River 
watershed. 

The Conference was planned by 
a group of conservation partners held 
tentatively together through grant 
funding. The first two years of the 
Conference were massively successful, 

North Jersey Rivers Conference: Past and Future
Dylan Medici, Director of Outreach and Education

bringing scores of attendees from across 
the state to the small but bustling 
center of Hackettstown. Then COVID 
happened.

The Conference adapted to the 
global shutdown by going virtual. Not 
long after that, William Penn ceased 
funding the conference. We began 
plotting a course forward for the 
conference with a new cast of partners.

What we found was broad support 
for the Conference among all of 
Northern New Jersey's watershed 
associations.

 Reflecting the broad appeal of our 

small but successful conference to all 
of New Jersey, in 2025 we renamed 
the Conference the North Jersey Rivers 
Conference: our most well-attended 
conference yet.

On October 16, we'll be hosting our 
8th annual Conference in Hackettstown, 
with a keynote address by Joan Maloof, 
founder of the Old Growth Forest 
Network. Twelve workshops across three 
tracks will bring the Conference "back 
to the source" of New Jersey's water, 
focusing on the land, forests and water 
that nourish our state's communities.

Our community of supporters 
shows up all year long, not 
only at public hearings 

or community meetings, but also at 
the events that bring us together to 
celebrate, connect, and sustain the 
work of protecting the New Jersey 
Highlands. Being a Highlands Advocate 
means more than caring about the 
environment; it means showing up. 
Our commitment comes to life through 
events that bring our community 
together, which would not be possible 
without you.

This spring, supporters will gather 
on April 27 at Hawk Pointe Golf Club 
for the 11th Annual George Stafford 
Highlands Golf Classic. This course 
was chosen for its unique setting, which 
thoughtfully incorporates the Highlands 
landscape into its design and uses 
best-available technology to recycle 
water and manage its environmental 
footprint. The 72-par course features 18 
holes set within a beautiful natural area 
surrounded by wetlands, dense woods, 

historic landmarks and wildlife.
This day honors the leadership 

and legacy of a dedicated Highlands 
protector, George Stafford, and 
celebrates the shared belief that clean 
water and open space are worth 
safeguarding. You can join us for a day 
of golf or attend the luncheon, where 
we will present the Highlands Lifetime 
Achievement Award to Walter Lane, 
Director of the Office of Planning 
Advocacy, for his vital role in getting 
the first new State Development and 
Redevelopment Plan for the State of 
New Jersey since 2001 written, reviewed, 
and adopted.

Whether you golf or join us for 
the luncheon, your participation helps 
further our mission. If you are unable 
to join our 11th Annual George 
Stafford Highlands Golf Classic, there 
will be more events for you to attend 
throughout the year. No matter which 
event you choose, your presence says 
something simple and powerful: the 
Highlands matter to you.

Left: A participant goes "Over the Edge" for clean water in New Jersey. (photo: Tyler Tierney)
Right: The Annual George Stafford Highlands Golf Classic is set amongst the rolling hills, streams and wetlands of the southern 
Highlands. (photo: New Jersey Highlands Coalition)
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Annette Chiavelli, Events Coordinator
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View and register for upcoming events at 
NJHighlandsCoalition.org/events.
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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

PO Box 128
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) 525-2768, 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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