POSITION PAPER #8
HIGHLANDS REGIONAL MASTER PLAN

Position: Efforts to protect the state’s largest fresh-water aquifers in he Highlands Region are well-intentioned but have created obstacles for farmers trying to maintain agricultural viability of their Highlands Region farming operations. The State must continue investigating all ways to foster agricultural viability and expansion in the region, while bearing in mind the protection of groundwater that the Highlands Act was meant to accomplish.    
Issue: The Highlands region of northern New Jersey is an environmentally sensitive area that sits atop one of the state’s largest reserves of fresh water. While farming has been a traditional central business in the area, efforts to protect the water resources often come into conflict with farmers trying to maintain operations, some on family farms going back several generations.
Background: The Highlands Act, signed into law in August 2004, divided the 850,000-acre Highlands region into two areas: a preservation area, where development would be strictly regulated, and a planning area, where development would be monitored. The Act also established a Highlands Water Protection and Planning Council charged to prepare and implement a regional master plan for the entire Highlands region. With lessons learned by the agricultural community in the Pinelands, the Highlands law included significant relief for agricultural and horticultural activities and related development in the preservation area, and as a result, agricultural development and activities in the preservation area are part of a separate process from the strict regulations that are imposed by the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection upon “major development” (defined as one-quarter acre of impervious cover or one acre of any soil disturbance) in the preservation area. To date, 245 farms, covering 18,372 acres of farmland, have been preserved in the Highlands region’s Preservation Area, along with 367 farms covering 30,330 acres in the Planning Area. Yet, authority vested in the Act still brings farmers into conflict with preservation efforts, and review of the rules and regulations involved in Highlands activities should be conducted periodically for their impact on agriculture.
Proposed Actions: The delegates strongly urge the Governor, Senate President and Assembly Speaker to consider the agricultural background, knowledge and/or experience of any new potential Highlands Council members, as well as their residency, to ensure that farmers in the preservation area – who are most directly affected by the RMP – have additional representation on the Council. The delegates also urge the Governor to conduct a complete, independent review of the Highlands Act as to its effects on Highlands municipalities, economy, and agricultural viability. 
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