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County Plan Endorsement Guidelines

Introduction

New Jersey’s State Planning Act (N.J.S.A. 52:18A-196 et seq.) recognized that although land use decision making has been delegated to the local municipalities by the New Jersey Constitution and Legislature, the municipalities are often not supported by coordinated state and county planning and public investments.   The Legislature found that the public purpose of maximizing economic prosperity while protecting natural resources, providing adequate and diverse housing, and redeveloping cities required coordinated state action.  To that end, the Legislature created the State Planning Commission, a public body made up of state agencies, county and municipal officials, and public members.  The Commission is mandated to create and implement a statewide plan in order to "conserve its natural resources, revitalize its urban centers, protect the quality of its environment, and provide needed housing and adequate public services at a reasonable cost while promoting beneficial economic growth, development and renewal."

In 1992, the State Planning Commission adopted the State Development and Redevelopment Plan (State Plan).  The State Plan serves as a guide to where and when available state funds should be expended to achieve the goals of the State Planning Act.  The intent of the State Plan is to guide growth to areas capable of sustaining that growth.  By guiding growth to these areas, New Jersey is expected to save hundreds of millions of tax dollars in infrastructure and operating costs, protect tens of thousands of acres of critical natural and historic resources, and continue the viability of the farming industry.  The State Plan is different from functional state agency plans and municipal and county master plans.  It is not a regulation but a policy guide for state, regional and local agencies to use when they exercise their delegated authority regarding planning, infrastructure investments, and other public actions and initiatives that affect and support economic growth and development in the State.  

Plan endorsement is the tool developed by the State Planning Commission to help municipalities, counties and the state agencies implement the goals, policies and strategies of the State Plan.  The State Planning Commission revised the Plan Endorsement process, moving away from the growth/no growth question to the question of where and how new development should be accommodated.  The improved endorsement process takes a capacity based planning approach encouraging development, redevelopment and economic growth in locations that have the resources to accommodate the projected growth and may utilize present or anticipated public services and facilities, while discouraging development where it may impair or destroy natural resources. More significantly, the Plan Endorsement process is designed to be a collaborative effort between the petitioning county, the office of smart growth, relevant state agencies and the State Planning Commission.  The intent is to work in concert to achieve better and more coordinated planning at all levels of government, not to merely judge county planning efforts.     

The Commission developed the plan endorsement guidelines to set forth what it believes is a clearly defined decision-making process so that the state, local and regional planning agencies and the public understand how the rights and interests of all parties to plan endorsement will be impacted.  The amendments are intended to make the plan endorsement process more reliable, predictable and transparent, and that interested parties are provided with a fair, open and deliberative process.  It has removed the judgment, and allowed for cooperation and coordination.

The Office of Smart Growth is charged with coordinating plan endorsement.  The Plan Endorsement Guidelines set forth the standards by which a petition will be evaluated for consistency with the State Plan.  It provides an easy to follow process that can be readily applied in all communities of various types, sizes and characteristics.  Technical assistance is provided throughout the endorsement process by the Office of Smart Growth and the relevant State and regional agencies, including the Departments of Agriculture, Transportation, Environmental Protection, Education, Community Affairs, Commerce and Economic Growth Commission, and agencies Housing Mortgage Finance Agency (HMFA), Coalition on Affordable Housing (COAH), New Jersey Transit, Schools Construction Corporation (SCC), Board of Public Utilities (BPU), New Jersey Historic Trust, Pinelands Commission, Meadowlands Commission, and the Highlands Council.  Additional state agencies are available to assist with the endorsement process as deemed necessary.

The Commission, with the cooperation of the other state agencies, has successfully linked state laws, regulations and programs to the State Plan and the Plan Endorsement process so that communities that undertake this comprehensive planning effort receive the coordinated financial and technical support from the State.  Ultimately, the Commission intended through these amendments to build upon the successes of more than seventy-five years of statewide planning, and achieve better cooperation and coordination among and between all levels of government when planning for our present and future generations. 

County Plan Endorsement is designed to assess the quality of county planning and the coordination of county planning efforts with the State Development and Redevelopment Plan. The County Plan Endorsement process targets elements that are within the jurisdiction and authority of the state’s counties and does not reach the level of detail of Municipal Plan Endorsement.  The requirements are intended to take advantage of the resources available at the county level. Appropriate county planning efforts can assist the county’s municipalities in reaching their local planning goals and bring a regional perspective to local planning. 

Additionally, there are many issues that are unique to county government. These are specifically the subject of County Plan Endorsement. Issues such as regional transportation strategies, emergency management, open space and farmland preservation programs, economic development and infrastructure investment are best addressed at the county level. Evaluation of county facilities and projecting future needs and demands on those facilities is an integral part of achieving Plan Endorsement.  

One goal of County Plan Endorsement is to help counties obtain approval of their Water Quality Management Plans (WQMP). These plans are evaluated by the Department of Environmental Protection on a countywide basis. Achieving County Plan Endorsement in tandem with fulfilling the requirements for WQMP approval will allow counties to conduct comprehensive and realistic planning and get realistic benefits as a consequence of Plan Endorsement. The county’s municipalities can share in those benefits by building upon the efforts at the county level when seeking approval of local wastewater management plans.     

Counties will work through the Plan Endorsement process with the Office of Smart Growth and with relevant state agencies to satisfactorily meet the requirements for endorsement set forth in these guidelines. Specific targeted requirements designed for the character, conditions and circumstances of each individual county along with timeframes for accomplishing each requirement will be explicitly set forth in an Action Plan agreed to by the county, participating state agencies and the State Planning Commission. Relevant state agencies will provide technical assistance to the petitioning counties throughout the process, including but not limited to, providing examples of all documents, reports or studies required in this process.     

Initial Assessment

A. Self-Assessment

Prior to submission of a petition for County Plan Endorsement, a petitioning county must first conduct a self-assessment. The self-assessment consists of a review of all county planning documents and the preparation of a report that sets forth an analysis of the status of county planning and any deficiencies or adjustments that are readily identified. The self-assessment will be the basis for establishing the county’s goals for the Plan Endorsement process.  The County shall schedule a pre-petition meeting with the Office of Smart Growth to establish a strategy for the county to receive Plan Endorsement.    
B.  County Vision Statement

A county plan must contain a Vision Statement setting forth a clear and understandable discussion of the future development for the county. This vision statement must reflect substantial outreach and input from stakeholders, municipalities in the county and the public.  The Vision Statement must set forth a series of goals, policies and strategies for the county’s future in a manner that is consistent with the State Development and Redevelopment Plan. The Vision Statement should project, at a minimum, a ten-year planning horizon that forecasts the conditions in the county at the conclusion of that period.   

C. Growth Projections

The county plan must contain an analysis of future growth in the county. Countywide population projections that have been obtained from a source that has been accepted as accurate or that have been calculated through an accepted methodology must be included. Growth projections must also include a build-out and capacity analysis. Identification of areas where future growth can or should be accommodated must be part of this discussion. 

Growth projections must contain an analysis and assessment of the ability of existing infrastructure to support growth and any additional infrastructure that would be needed to meet the demands of anticipated growth.  There must be a reliable and quantifiable examination of the capacity of the county to support growth in terms of infrastructure and resource availability. Where growth projections exceed available capacity to accommodate growth, appropriate strategies for managing growth must be set forth in the county plan.

In order for a county plan to be endorsed, it must direct proposed growth, where sustainable, in a manner consistent with the goals and policies of the State Development and Redevelopment Plan. Center-based development that builds upon existing infrastructure and development patterns should be encouraged. Opportunities for redevelopment and utilization of greyfields and brownfields for future economic development should be maximized.  Tools for managing and directing growth, such as Transfer of Development Rights programs should be utilized where they are appropriate.   
D. Smart Growth Assessment
The petitioning county will then prepare a Smart Growth Assessment Report that shall set forth and memorialize the findings regarding the current conditions in the county. The Smart Growth Assessment Report shall have:
1. Review of all existing county planning documents

2. Identification and Mapping of Areas of Proposed Growth

3. Review of Existing Wastewater Management Plans

4. Analysis of current planning documents and implementation strategies

5. An updated county map with current and proposed State Plan planning area boundaries, Centers, Cores, Nodes, Areas in Need of Redevelopment/Rehabilitation, TDR receiving areas, CAFRA centers, or Transit Village Areas.

6. Basic natural resource inventory

7. Population Projections

8. Housing data including identification of all existing and proposed housing sites and the status of COAH Fair Share Plan and Housing Element

9. Evaluation of economic conditions

10. Evaluation of public facility and infrastructure capacity and effectiveness (e.g. wastewater treatment facilities)
When complete, the Smart Growth Assessment Report shall form the basis for the county’s petition for Plan Endorsement.  The county planning board or County Board of Chosen Freeholders shall pass a resolution seeking Plan Endorsement and submit that resolution with the Smart Growth Assessment Report and its supporting documents to the Office of Smart Growth. 
State Agency Assessment

Upon receipt of the county Smart Growth Assessment Report and resolution seeking Plan Endorsement, the Office of Smart Growth and all relevant state agencies shall conduct a consistency review of the submitted county planning documents.  The Office of Smart Growth shall issue a consistency report and a proposed Action Plan for the petitioning county to take any necessary steps to receive Plan Endorsement. The consistency report shall be drafted in cooperation with all relevant state agencies. The consistency report and action plan will be provided to the petitioning county and to the State Planning Commission for public comment no more than 100 days from the date of submission of the Smart Growth Assessment Report and resolution seeking endorsement.  


Action Plan

The Office of Smart Growth and the petitioning county shall enter into a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) and Action Plan to address the planning issues raised during the state agency assessment.  The MOU and Action Plan together serve as the agreement between the State and the petitioning county to support implementation of the State Plan goals, policies and strategies into local planning decisions.  The Action Plan and MOU are written documents signed and agreed to by the petitioner and the Executive Director of the Office of Smart Growth. They outline the requirements the petitioning county agrees to perform, the State resources available to the petitioning county to achieve them and actions to be taken by relevant state agencies.  The Action Plan also outlines the financial, regulatory and programmatic benefits to which the municipality is entitled when the plan is endorsed.  

The Action Plan is meant to be flexible and may be amended from time to time by mutual agreement.  The requirements and benefits shall be tailored to the particular circumstances of each municipality.  Not all will apply.  Instead, the requirements and benefits will be considered on a case-by-case basis.  The petitioning county should consider a list of potential state benefits, including but not limited to, state financial and technical assistance that the county would request as a condition of plan endorsement.  
Once all activities on the Action Plan are completed, the Office of Smart Growth shall prepare a recommendation and submit the recommendation and county petition to the State Planning Commission for endorsement. The timelines for specific tasks to be completed may be negotiated between the petitioning county and the Office of Smart Growth.  Upon execution of the MOU and Action Plan by the Office of Smart Growth and the Petitioning County, the Executive Director shall certify that the Petitioning County is eligible for Plan Endorsement.   
Plan Endorsement Requirements

A. Water Quality Management Plan

Any county submitting a petition for plan endorsement must also submit an application for approval of a countywide Water Quality Management Plan (WQMP) with the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection.  The Action Plan for County Plan Endorsement shall contain the steps necessary for the petitioning county to meet the requirements of NJDEP to obtain approval of the WQMP with a timeline for both submission by petitioner and review by all relevant state agencies.

B. County Wastewater Assessment

The county plan must include an assessment of wastewater treatment within the county. A description and mapping of all current and proposed sewer service areas and identification of areas where sewer infrastructure currently exists. This information should be accompanied by identification and mapping by service area of the sewer service providers in the county. Areas served by combined sewer/stormwater outflows should also be identified.  Additionally, the county plan should identify and map areas of the county served by septic systems. This portion of the plan should set forth all known current limitations on sewer capacity. It should identify areas of concern such as outdated systems or insufficient treatment capacity. Large single source treatment systems should be mapped and identified as well. 

C. Water Supply Plan

A county plan must include an assessment of potable water supply in the county. This includes identification and mapping by service area of all water purveyors in the county. Drinking water sources, both surface and groundwater, must be identified and mapped. Areas served by private wells must also be identified and mapped. Large single source consumers should be identified, whether served through a water purveyor or through a private well. This element of the plan should include a discussion of current and anticipated water allocation and demand on that allocation. 

This section of the plan should include estimates of available water resources with the goal of measuring available water against anticipated development. Identification of potential threats to drinking water sources should be included as well as proposed strategies for protection of both surface and groundwater resources in the county.  

E. Economic Development

A county plan must set forth a comprehensive strategy for future economic development in the county that is both sustainable and appropriate. The plan must include identification of geographic locations suitable for development and discussion of targeted opportunities for economic activity and job creation. The county should set forth strategies to support future economic activity in a manner that is consistent with the other elements of the plan and consistent with the policies and goals of the State Development and Redevelopment Plan. 

The plan should include a discussion of existing industries or major economic sectors that form the basis of the local county economy. Future opportunities for developing emerging industries should be identified. The prospects of converting existing industrial facilities to new uses and encouraging investments in areas that are served by existing support infrastructure should be addressed.    

F. Transportation and Circulation Plans

1. Comprehensive Transportation Plan.  

County petitioners should have in place a comprehensive transportation plan, which may be part of the County Master Plan, reflecting existing and future mobility, that includes consideration of all transportation modes: automobile, transit (bus, rail, light rail, bus rapid transit, ferry and Para transit), bicycle, pedestrian, goods movement (truck and rail freight), air and waterborne.  The transportation plan should be consistent with the respective MPO Regional Transportation Plan.  

Indicate in the County Master Plan/Transportation Plan how the county will coordinate participation of their municipalities in joint or collective efforts to solve regional transportation problems and prioritize among local transportation needs.  Indicate if current coordination efforts will require strengthening and how the county intends to achieve this.
2. Transportation System Capacity Analysis.  

County petitioners should have in place a technical (baseline vs. future) analysis to determine the capacity of the transportation system to accommodate future forecasted or projected growth and land use/development patterns, with the anticipated outcome of identifying both deficiencies in the transportation system and opportunities for solutions in all transportation modes including automobile, transit (bus, rail, light rail, bus rapid transit, ferry and Para transit), bicycle, pedestrian, goods movement (truck and rail freight), air and waterborne, and how mode shifts would occur.  Opportunities for shifting freight movement from roadways to rail or other modes of transport should be discussed. This section should also include a discussion and mapping of available and proposed public transportation services.

Where applicable, the analysis should encompass the relationship of the county’s transportation network to that of neighboring counties in a regional context.  County future analysis should take into account the County Master Plan, projects planned in the Department of Transportation Master Plan, Five-Year Capital Plan elements, future major new transit investment projects, and forecasted or projected population and employment growth, based upon existing forecasts or projections submitted with the Initial Petition.  The use of forecasts or projections other than those of the Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) should be justified.   Depending upon the size, character and transportation facilities of the county, methods of capacity analysis could range from simple field observations of problem areas to a countywide transportation study with detailed data on traffic volumes, transit ridership patterns, turning movements and level of service calculations.

In counties that contain, or lie adjacent to, an international or public use airport(s), indicate in the County Master Plan/Transportation Plan or have a separate aviation planning document that describes how and to what degree the aviation facilities affects the county and region in terms of economic development, quality of life, and regional transportation needs.  If the county lacks such a planning document, within or outside the County Master Plan, the Planning and Implementation Agreement should contain a stated intent to incorporate an aviation component or generate a county aviation plan within two years.

The Transportation Plan should include a discussion of existing and proposed transportation facilities. This includes planned or anticipated road improvements, capacity increases or new projects. This also should include a comprehensive discussion of current and proposed public transportation facilities and services. The plan should reflect consistency with the State Development and Redevelopment Plan and consultation with the State Department of Transportation and New Jersey Transit.

3. Assessment of County Roads & Bridges

In addition to an analysis of the available or proposed transportation infrastructure in the county, the plan should include an assessment of existing county roads and bridges. These facilities are within the jurisdiction of the county for construction and maintenance. The physical condition, anticipated life span and needs for future construction should be included. Additionally, a capital expenditure plan for repair or replacement of facilities should be contained in the overall transportation element of the county plan.    

G. County Facilities Plan

1. County Buildings

The county plan must contain an inventory and assessment of existing or proposed county structures and facilities. This includes evaluation of the adequacy of facilities that support the administrative functions of county government, the courts, jails, hospitals and other facilities provided by the county. Any capital expenditure plans for the improvement, repair or replacement of these facilities or for the addition of any new facilities and a discussion of the need for these capital expenditures should be set forth in this element of the plan.  

2. County Parks

The county plan must contain an inventory, assessment and mapping of all existing county parks and recreational facilities. A discussion of the adequacy of these resources and anticipated future demand on these resources should be contained in this element of the plan. Identification of coordination of municipal, county and state open space preservation efforts and assembling greenways that span municipal borders should be made.  

3. County Educational Facilities

The county plan must contain an inventory and assessment of all existing or proposed county educational facilities. This includes county colleges and technical or vocational schools. The adequacy of these facilities must be addressed.  In addition, any plans for the expansion or improvement of these facilities or the creation of new facilities should be included in this element. Additionally, this element should include a discussion of the future demand on these facilities as well as any anticipated new services to serve the county’s residents or future economic or social conditions.      

H. Natural Resources and Open Space & Historic Plans

1. Assessment of Natural Resources

The county plan should include a countywide natural resource inventory. Sample guidelines are available at www.anjec.org/pdfs/EnvironmentalResource04.pdf .  Significant natural areas within the county should be identified and mapped. Identification of threatened or endangered species habitat must be a part of this element. A discussion of watersheds within the county, including those that are utilized for drinking water sources must be included. Identification of resources of regional or statewide significance should be included here. Natural resources that have substantial public benefit or public use should be mapped and identified. The plan must include strategies for conservation and protection of these identified resources. This portion of the plan should include a discussion and protection strategy for any special regional or statewide resource that may exist within the county.
2. Open Space, Recreation, and Parks Plan

Separate and apart from a discussion of existing parks and facilities, county petitioners should have in place a plan that articulates the county governing body’s vision for open space preservation and recreation.  It should establish a philosophical and practical justification for the protection and preservation of open space and recreation opportunities.  The plan should identify and examine open space and recreation resources important to the county government and its residents, and provide an implementation strategy to protect, manage, and improve them.   Financing options such as a dedicated county open space tax should be utilized as an integral component of the plan.  Specific guidelines are available at   http://www.nj.gov/dep/greenacres/osrpg.doc.

3. County Historic Preservation Plan

County petitioners should have in place a county historic preservation plan element within the county master plan that considers identified historic and/or archaeological resources potentially eligible for listing or already listed on the New Jersey Register of Historic Places.  This Historic Preservation section of the county plan should include a brief history of the county and a comprehensive inventory of the county’s historic resources. The plan shall set forth the county’s long-range goals for historic preservation and describe specific ways to achieve those goals.

I. Agricultural Resources (Where Applicable)

Counties with a significant agricultural industry or where agricultural uses comprise at least 5% of the overall land use within the county must prepare an agricultural element of the country plan. The agricultural element must contain an Agriculture Retention Strategy approved by the New Jersey State Department of Agriculture. Petitioners should establish and maintain a dedicated source of funding for farmland preservation or an alternative means of funding for farmland preservation, such as, but not limited to: 

· A dedicated tax

· Repeated, continuing annual appropriations; or

· Repeated issuance of bonded indebtedness 

The county must have a County Comprehensive Farmland Preservation Plan in place that has been adopted by the County Planning Board in consultation with the County Agriculture Development Board and County Board of Agriculture. The format of the plan should be consistent with the outlined presented in the Appendix of these guidelines.

County petitioners should supply a description and illustration of how the areas targeted for preservation relate to the areas targeted for growth in the county based on the county’s growth projections. Additionally, services for the support of the agricultural industry within the county should exist and be identified in this element of the plan.

J. Regional Planning Opportunities

The county plan should identify opportunities to encourage regional planning among the municipalities within the county. Opportunities to direct the county’s municipalities towards a regional approach that is centered upon common interests such as a shared watershed, highway corridor or other multi-municipal feature should be set forth. The county plan should provide the framework for municipalities to take a broader view of their planning. The plan should set forth strategies for creating inter-municipal planning initiatives. 

In addition to encouraging municipalities to engage in planning regionally around a shared interest, the county plan should discuss the prospects for providing services on a region-wide basis. The chances to take advantage of efficiencies of scale and enhance services such as emergency dispatch, recycling and resource recovery, or specialized services should be explored. Additionally, all opportunities for sharing or regionalization of government services or consolidation of services need to be included in the plan.    
In counties where existing regional planning entities exist (Pinelands, Highlands, Meadowlands) coordination of county planning efforts and regional planning efforts must be made. The regional planning entities must participate in the Plan Endorsement process and measures to avoid or eliminate conflicts must be taken.
K. Housing Analysis

The county plan must contain a housing element that provides an overall picture of housing in the region. The plan should support municipal policies adopted as part of local housing plans. The county should act as liaison for funding through grants at the state and federal levels and provide support services to assist municipalities in meeting their affordable housing obligations.  The plan specifically should reference data and policy regarding the following:

· Fair Housing Plan 

· Municipal Fair Share Plan Housing Elements

· Housing Element and Allocation Plan 

· Special Needs Housing

· Intermediary role between federal, state, and municipal governments

· Assessment of status of municipal COAH obligations  

The county plan should set forth a strategy designed to provide further guidance to municipalities in accommodating affordable housing needs. Demand for specialized housing is best met on a regional basis. Providing housing opportunities for portions of the population that have specific needs should be addressed within the county plan.   

L. Emergency Management Plan

The county plan must contain an emergency management element. This element of the county plan should demonstrate cooperation and coordination of emergency planning at the state, county and local level.   This portion of the plan should address countywide response to natural and man-made emergencies. The plan must set forth a strategy to coordinate assets available to respond in emergency situations, including the allocation of municipal emergency services on a regional basis. At a minimum, the county plan must include a discussion of potential hazards in the county, an inventory of resources available to respond to those hazards, contingency plans for responding to emergency situations and assessment of the adequacy of support services, such as communication facilities.

Plan Implementation Agreements

Upon completion of the review and evaluation of the petition for County Plan Endorsement and completion of all items agreed to in petitioners Action Plan, there may be items that are necessary to implement the goals, policies and strategies set forth in the County Plan. Plan Endorsement may be conditioned upon successful enactment of specified tasks by the petitioning county. These items will be expressly enumerated in a Plan Implementation Agreement. This agreement between the State Planning Commission and the petitioning county will be incorporated into the resolution of the State Planning Commission granting County Plan Endorsement and Plan Endorsement will be contingent upon fulfilling the obligations in the agreement within the time frames provided by its terms.  

Monitoring

Once the petition has been endorsed, the State Planning Commission requires that the endorsed county submit annual status reports to the Office of Smart Growth.  This provides an opportunity for the petitioner to monitor the success of its plan, assess the level and quality of assistance by the state agencies, and identify the need to amend or update the endorsed plan, the State Plan Policy Map, or the PIA.  Failure by a petitioner to honor the terms of the endorsement or the PIA, or submit an annual status report, shall form the basis for revocation of plan endorsement by the State Planning Commission, unless the petitioner’s action was dependent on a state agency action that did not occur.    The SPC must, by majority vote at a public Commission meeting, revoke the endorsement once it has considered the proof.  The burden is on the petitioner to reinstate plan endorsement if the endorsement is revoked.
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