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PRESENT 
 
CARL J. RICHKO   )   CHAIR 
KURT ALSTEDE   )   VICE CHAIR 
 
MARY AMOROSO   )    COUNCIL MEMBERS 
JOSEPH BASRALIAN  ) 
DANIEL BUSH   )       
WILLIAM KIBLER   ) 
TAMMY KOOP   ) 
MELANIE MARANO  ) 
MATTHEW OSWALD  ) 
KELLEY SMITH   ) 
DANIEL J. VAN ABS, PhD  ) 
JAMES VISIOLI    ) 
 
VIA TELECONFERENCE: 
HELEN LE FROIS   ) 
 
ABSENT: 
TIMOTHY DOUGHERTY  )  
 
 
CALL TO ORDER 221ST meeting of the New Jersey Highlands Water Protection and Planning 
Council was called to order at 4:00 pm at the Highlands Council Offices in Chester, NJ.  
 
ROLL CALL 
Roll call was taken. Member Dougherty was absent. All other Council Members were present. 
Member Le Frois was present via teleconference. The following staff members were present: Ben Spinelli, 
James Humphries, Corey Piasecki, Neda Hartman, Tom Tagliareni, Carole Dicton, Emma Turner, Diana 
Swiderski, and Annette Tagliareni.   
 
Present via teleconference: Jill Denyes, Deputy Attorney General’s (DAG’s) office and Azeem Chaudry, Associate 
Counsel, Governor’s Authorities Unit (GAU). 
 
OPEN PUBLIC MEETINGS ACT was recited. 
 
PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE was recited. 
 
CHAIRMAN’S REPORT 
Chair Richko acknowledged the passing of two Highlands Council members. Member Francis (16 
years’ service, former mayor of Hopatcong) and Member James (15 years’ service and Passaic 
County Commission for 23+ years.)  A moment of silence was held in their memory.  
 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S REPORT 
Mr. Spinelli reported on the following items:  
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1. Mr. Spinelli also acknowledged the passing of Members Francis and James and said they were 
very decent people who shared a commitment to the Highlands.   

2. Mr. Spinelli noted that today’s meeting will be short. Presentation on the Monitoring Program 
Recommendation Report (periodic review of the Regional Master Plan,) and resolutions 
concerning the 2027 meeting schedules of the Highlands Council as well as the Highlands 
Development Credit Bank Board (even though no viable TDR Program or repeated source of 
funding).    

3. Open Space & Recreation Plan (OSRP) continues to move forward. Edits have been made and 
ready for release to the public. This will most likely be on the Council’s October agenda.   

4. Mr. Spinelli and Highlands staff will meet with Bernards Township on September 23, 2026 
regarding Planning Area plan conformance.   

5. Highlands staff met with Chester Borough, NJDEP and iBank to discuss a partnership to 
address septic system issues and financing of same for Chester Borough, as well as other 
Highlands municipalities with aging sewer systems/cesspools. We are hoping Chester Borough 
can be a model.    

6. Mr. Spinelli met with Commissioner Potosnak and his chief of staff to discuss resource needs 
and opportunities for cooperation. The Highlands Council has a positive working relationship 
with DEP but emphasized the urgent need for access to existing funding, including Corporate 
Business Tax (CBT) and Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) funds, to support land 
stewardship projects that currently cannot be adequately funded. Mr. Spinelli added that while 
the Highlands Act of August 10, 2004 significantly slowed environmental degradation in the 
Highlands region, it has not reversed the decline in natural resources. A greater investment in 
working with farmers and public and private landowners on soil management and forestry 
practices is needed. Forest coverage is closely connected to water quality, water quantity, and 
water availability during droughts. The region is responsible for providing 863 million gallons of 
water per day for export outside the Highlands, regardless of weather conditions.  

7. Mr. Spinelli reiterated and noted for his monthly update that the 5th Circuit Court held that the 
U.S. Constitution does not guarantee citizens a right to clean drinking water.  Mr. Spinelli 
concluded that protecting the Highlands’ natural resources is essential to ensuring that residents 
and communities have a reliable supply of clean water. 

8. A Request for Proposal (RFP) to Implement a Marketing Campaign for the New Jersey 
Highlands Brand.  The responses are due by October 16, 2026. Staff anticipates providing a 
recommendation to the Council at its December Council meeting.  We are also hoping to issue 
an RFP to promote sustainable agricultural practices with non profits (specifically small grain 
production) and to create a regional agricultural retention plan that will complement the OSRP 
and incorporate the new SADC forest easement program.   

9. Regarding personnel, Dillon Rivers started on August 3, 2026 as our part-tine IT Coordinator; 
and Emma Turner (present today) started on August 10, 2026 as our Resource Management 
Specialist.  

10. Budget & Finance Committee will meet on October 1, 2026 to review three months of grant 
requests and review the 2027 fiscal year operating and grant budgets.   

11. Highlands staff plans to present/attend the Northwest New Jersey Rivers Conference and 
Annual Harvest, Honey & Garlic Festival next month.   

12. Lastly, Mr. Spinelli mentioned that we need access to the CBT funds to compensate landowners 
and begin preserving over 230 square miles of undeveloped but developable land in the 
Highlands, as well as to preserve agriculture lands and support stewardship.   
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Member Morano was present at approximately 4:10 pm. 

 
At this time, Chair Richko asked if any Council members had questions or comments on the 
Executive Director’s report.   
 
Vice Chair Alstede asked for clarification regarding smaller boroughs with cesspools located in an 
appropriate expanding sewer service system to accommodate homes on small lots. He noted that 
such municipalities cannot restrict access to new capacity or target projects and this might be an 
opportunity for a developer to seize capacity to build affordable housing.    
 
Mr. Spinelli responded that it depends on the circumstances and further explained the difference 
between conforming versus non-conforming municipalities.  There was continued conversation 
regarding potential litigation and costs of these upgraded sewer systems.   
 
Member Van Abs spoke about his experience with wastewater management and suggested that 
municipalities should have everyone ready to go into the sewer system the moment the treatment 
plant is increased or created.  He also added that most Highlands municipalities with this need are in 
the preservation area so the rules are very different and affordable housing should not be an issue.   
 
Member Oswald noted that in Riverdale, sewer lines were installed and residents would buy into the 
allotment and would have to connect once their house was sold.  Member Oswald added that by 
buying into it, the allotment could not be used by someone else. 
 
Chair Richko commented that the Highlands needs to continue to do our work to protect our water 
resources.   
 
Vice Chair Alstede was temporarily absence at 4:30pm.  
 
 
APPROVAL OF HIGHLANDS COUNCIL MINUTES OF JULY 16, 2026 
 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the Council Minutes of July 16, 2026. 
 
Member Smith made a motion to approve the Highlands Council Minutes of July 16, 2026.  Member Visioli 
seconded it. 
 
A roll call was taken.  The Highlands Council Minutes of July 16, 2026 were APPROVED 11-0. 
 
Vice Chair Alstede returned to the meeting at 4:32pm.  
 
 
RMP AMENDMENT COMMITTEE 
 
Vice Chair Alstede referred to Corey Piasecki, Principal Planner. At this time Mr. Piasecki explained 
that Council was voting today to release for public comment updated recommendations included in 



NEW JERSEY HIGHLANDS WATER PROTECTION AND PLANNING COUNCIL 
MEETING MINUTES OF SEPTEMBER 17, 2026 

 
  

-4- 

DRAFT - FOR CONSIDERATION AT OCTOBER 15, 2026 
MEETING OF THE HIGHLANDS COUNCIL 

a 2026 Monitoring Program Recommendation Report (MPRR). Mr. Piasecki then provided a 
presentation highlighting accomplishments since the 2018 report and some of the recommendations 
included in the 2026 report, as well as next steps/timeline.  The presentation may be found on the 
Council’s website:  
www.nj.gov/njhighlands/about/calendar/2026/09_september/HCmtg_sept2026_ppt.pdf 
 
Council Comment 
 
Vice Chair Alstede inquired about the updated Highlands Redevelopment Area Designation 
procedures. Mr. Piasecki clarified that the Highlands Redevelopment Area Designation procedures, 
including the proposed changes, are being handled separately from the 2026 report and will be 
discussed in the future once the proposed changes are vetted.     
 
Chair Richko called for a roll call vote.  
 
A roll call vote was taken.  The vote was 13 in favor, 0 opposed.  The vote was APPROVED 13-0. 
 
After the vote, Mr. Piasecki announced that a flyer including a QR-code to access the 
Recommendation Report and information about the public comment period will be available in the 
reception area after the meeting, and those details and the report are also available on the Highlands 
Council website. 
 
 
OTHER BUSINESS 
 
Resolution – Highlands Council Annual Meeting Schedule for 2027 
 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the resolution. 
 
Member Bush moved the resolution.  Member Kibler seconded it.   
 
Council Comment 
There was no Council comment. 
 
Public Comment 
There was no Public comment. 
 
A roll call was taken.  The Resolution was APPROVED 13-0. 
 
 
Resolution – Highlands Development Credit Bank Annual Meeting Schedule for 2027 
 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the resolution. 
 
Member Van Abs moved the resolution.  Member Kibler seconded it.   
 

http://www.nj.gov/njhighlands/about/calendar/2026/09_september/HCmtg_sept2026_ppt.pdf
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Council Comment 
There was no Council comment. 
 
Public Comment 
There was no Public comment. 
 
A roll call was taken.  The Resolution was APPROVED 13-0. 
 
 
OLD/NEW BUSINESS 
 
Member Van Abs noted that the Recommendation Report was a significant undertaking and 
recommended it to the public. Member Van Abs congratulated the staff for getting the report to this 
point.   
 
Vice Chair Alstede recognized Members Francis and James for their contributions to the Council.   
 
Chair Richko opened the meeting for public comment and noted the 3-minute limit.  
 
Julia Somers, New Jersey Highlands Coalition – Ms. Somers mentioned that on September 19, 
2026, members of the Coalition will be rappelling down a 20-story building to raise funds for the 
protection of the Highlands and clean water and hopes for others to join them.  Ms. Somers also 
shared that on October 5, 2026, Mr. Spinelli will be speaking at the Coalition’s annual meeting. 
 
Dylan Medici, New Jersey Highlands Coalition – Mr. Medici welcomed Emma Turner to the 
Highlands Council staff and mentioned that Mr. Spinelli will be speaking at the North Jersey Rivers 
Conference about the Council’s Forestry Best Management practices on October 16, 2026. 
 
Andrew Bennett, Sparta Township – Mr. Bennett expressed his disapproval with the events that 
have taken place in the Township since the Highlands Council received Sparta’s resolution for 
submission of petition for Highlands planning area conformance.  
 
Frank Bennett, Sparta Township – Mr. Frank Bennett continued to read Mr. Andrew Bennett’s 
comments.  The written comments were submitted for the record.   
 
Member Bush made a motion to adjourn the meeting. Member Visioli seconded it. All were in favor. The meeting was 
adjourned at 4:59pm.  

 
CERTIFICATION 

 
I hereby certify that the foregoing is a true copy of the minutes of the meeting of the Highlands 
Water Protection and Planning Council. 
 
 

Date:       9/24/2026            Name: Annette Tagliareni  
                      Annette Tagliareni, Executive Assistant 
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Vote on the Approval of 
Minutes Motion  Second  Yes  No  Abstain  Absent 
Councilmember Alstede                 
Councilmember Amoroso            
Councilmember Basralian            
Councilmember Bush              
Councilmember Dougherty            
Councilmember Kibler            
Councilmember Koop             
Councilmember LeFrois            
Councilmember Marano            
Councilmember Oswald             
Councilmember Smith            
Councilmember Van Abs              
Councilmember Visioli                  
Chairman Richko            
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