
 
NEW JERSEY HIGHLANDS WATER PROTECTION AND PLANNING COUNCIL 

MEETING MINUTES OF MARCH 21, 2024 
 
 

  
 -1-  

PRESENT 
 
CARL J. RICHKO   )  CHAIR 
 
KURT ALSTEDE   )  VICE CHAIR 
 
DANIEL BUSH   )  COUNCIL MEMBERS 
TIMOTHY DOUGHERTY  )    
MICHAEL FRANCIS   ) 
MICHAEL SEBETICH, PhD  ) 
DANIEL J. VAN ABS, PhD  ) 

JAMES VISIOLI   ) 
RICHARD VOHDEN  ) 
 
VIA TELECONFERENCE: 
MICHAEL DRESSLER  ) 
 
ABSENT: 
BRUCE JAMES    ) 

 
 
CALL TO ORDER 204TH meeting of the New Jersey Highlands Water Protection and Planning Council 
was called to order at 4:03pm at the Highlands Council Offices in Chester, NJ.  
 
ROLL CALL 
Roll call was taken. Member James was absent. All other Council Members were present. Member 
Dressler was present via teleconference.  The following staff members were present: Ben Spinelli, Gabrielle Gallagher, 
James Humphries, Maryjude Haddock-Weiler, Jocelyn van den Akker, Kelley Curran, Ranji Persaud, Sarah Friend, 
Casey Ezyske, Neda Hartman, Annette Tagliareni, Carole Ann Dicton, Tom Tagliareni, and Karen Castanhas. Others 
present:  Via teleconference – Bruce Velzy, Deputy Attorney General’s (DAG’s) office; and Alexis Franklin, Associate 
Counsel, Governor’s Authorities Unit (GAU).  
 
OPEN PUBLIC MEETINGS ACT was recited. 
 
PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE was recited. 
 
CHAIRMAN’S REPORT 
 
Chair Richko appointed new Councilmember Daniel Bush to be a member of the Budget & Finance 
Committee.   
 
 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S REPORT 
 
Mr. Spinelli provided several updates:      
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1. Proposed Highlands Redevelopment Area Designation - Lopatcong/Pohatcong Townships, Warren 
County is off the agenda. Pohatcong Township Council decided to withdraw their application.  It 
was noted that the application would need to be re-noticed by the Township and Highlands Council.  

2. Affordable Housing Bill A4/S50 was signed by the Governor. The final version recognizes the 
Highlands Act and Regional Master Plan.  Next steps are: 

a. Affordable Housing Committee – to discuss proposed Highlands Affordable Housing 
Guidelines (RMP Amendment).   

b. RMP Amendment Committee to discuss proposed Highlands Affordable Housing 
Guidelines and recommend release for 60-day public comment and 6 public hearings.   

c. Highlands Affordable Housing Implementation Report (not an RMP Amendment).   
d. Highlands Affordable Housing Grant Program and Build Out Instructions (not an RMP 

Amendment).   
3. Agricultural Advisory Committee met on the 13th.  Presentations were provided by: 

a. Northwest Jersey Food Processing and Innovation Center, Warren County. 
b. New Jersey Board of Public Utilities - New Jersey’s Clean Energy Program™ regarding solar 

farms. 
c. New Jersey Water Supply Authority regarding partnering with the Council on a USDA-NRCS 

grant that includes the use of agroforestry and green stormwater infrastructure projects on 
agricultural lands.  

4. Met with SADC regarding new valuation for farmland in Preservation Area and municipal average 
value project. 

5. Quarterly meeting w/USDA – regarding stormwater projects for farmers and rural community 
wastewater funding.  

6. City of Newark – continue to work on building a relationship with largest landowner and single user 
of Highlands water.  

7. Department of Interior – came to an agreement regarding dual appraisal with federal funding 
methodology.   

8. Quarterly NJDEP meeting regarding amendments to Highlands DEP Rules and failing septics in the 
Highlands region. 

9. Kean University – collaborating with their science team. 
10. Highlands Protection Fund Capital (Grant) Budget – MS4 requirements and Affordable Housing 

plans will put a strain on budget. 
11. Highlands General Operating Budget – received an increase to match salary obligations.    
12. Mr. Spinelli spoke at the Watershed Institute’s Annual Conference about stormwater management. 

Member Van Abs was the keynote speaker. 
13. Meeting w/DEP to discuss Highlands role in the Statewide Water Supply Plan. 
14. Members of science staff working towards Floodplain Managers certification. 
15. Initiatives: 

a. Open Space & Recreation Plan – Council awarded contract to Trust for Public Land (TPL). 
b. Branding & Marketing Plan for Highlands Region – Council to consider recommendation. 

16. Regional Master Plan (RMP) Amendments - Public hearings were held and 60-day comment period 
ends April 1, 2024 for the proposed Amendments: 

a. Standards for Warehousing in the NJ Highlands Region 
b. Land Use Capability Zone Map and Technical Report Update 

17. Provided comments on updated State Plan. 
18. Outreach discussions with Harding Township, Boonton Town, Netcong Borough, Mountain Lakes 

Borough, and Roxbury Township.   
19. Continue to support MS4 permitting work and have issued grants to several municipalities.  
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At this time, Chair Richko asked if any Council members had any comments or questions on the 
Executive Director’s report. 
 
Council Comments  
 
Member Francis commented on affordable housing and that it is important to have municipalities 
understand that they are part of this solution. Mr. Spinelli responded that our non-competitive grants 
could potentially become competitive due to increased interest in this support.  
 
Member Van Abs suggested part-time staff or contracting arrangements to assist staff.  Mr. Spinelli 
responded that we currently have part-time staff, but there is only about $15,000 available in the budget 
for additional contract arrangements. 
 
 
APPROVAL OF HIGHLANDS COUNCIL MINUTES OF FEBRUARY 15, 2024 
 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the Council Minutes of February 15, 2024.  
 
Member Dougherty made a motion to approve the Highlands Council Minutes of February 15, 2024.  Member Van 
Abs seconded it. 
 
A roll call vote was taken.  The Highlands Council Minutes of February 15, 2024, were APPROVED 9-0.   
 
 
AUDIT COMMITTEE 
 
Resolution – Acceptance of Audit 
 
Committee Chair Visioli reported that the Audit Committee met with representatives from Mercadien 
and the committee recommends Council accept the audit report for 2023.  
 
Member Visioli moved the resolution. Member Bush seconded it.  
 
Council Comment 
 
There was no Council comment.  
 
Public Comment 
 
There was no public comment.  
 
A roll call vote was taken. The resolution was APPROVED 9-0. 
 
 
BUDGET & FINANCE COMMITTEE 
 
Committee Chair Visioli provided his Budget & Finance Committee report. 
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Committee Chair Visioli reported that the committee met on March 7, 2024, to discuss Town of 
Clinton’s request for a $10,000 grant to create a redevelopment plan.   
 
Resolution – Approval of Fiscal Year 2024 Highlands Protection Fund Capital Budget for Plan 
Conformance Funding Grants 
 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the resolution.  
 
Member Visioli moved the resolution. Member Francis seconded it.  
 
Council Comment 
 
There was no Council comment.  
 
Public Comment 
 
There was no public comment.  
 
A roll call vote was taken. The resolution was APPROVED 9-0. 
 
 
Committee Chair Visioli reported that the committee recommends awarding a contract for a Branding 
and Marketing Plan for the Highlands Region, as well as three GIS Services contracts to assist the 
Council’s GIS department.   
 
Resolution – Approval of Contract to Develop a Branding and Marketing Plan for the New 
Jersey Highlands Region 
 
At this time Highlands Council Planning Manager, Maryjude Haddock-Weiler, gave a summary and 
presentation on the Branding and Marketing Plan. Ms. Haddock-Weiler noted that eight proposals were 
received, and Council staff interviewed four of the respondents.  Ms. Haddock-Weiler recommended 
the Council award this contract to North Star for a budget up to $200,000.  Ms. Haddock-Weiler’s 
presentation may be found on the Highlands Council website: 
www.nj.gov/njhighlands/about/calend/2024/mar21/HC_Mtg_ppt_032124.pdf. 
 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the resolution.  
 
Member Visioli moved the resolution.  Member Sebetich seconded it.  
 
Council Comment 
 
Member Sebetich asked what branding is.  Ms. Haddock-Weiler responded that branding is developing 
an image for the Highlands Region that comes to mind and that will prompt people to gravitate 
towards the region.  
 
Member Vohden asked if we are changing the name of the Highlands Council.  Ms. Haddock-Weiler 
responded that this branding is for the Highlands Region, not the Council.   
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Ms. Haddock-Weiler noted that this branding plan is a recommendation from our Highlands Economic 
Sustainability Plan.  
 
Public Comment 
 
Dylan Medici, NJ Highlands Coalition – Mr. Medici was in favor of the Branding and Marketing 
Plan for the Highlands Region that puts the Highlands on the map and hopefully sees a return on 
investment.  
 
Bill Kibler, Raritan Headwaters – Mr. Kibler commented that in order for regional planning to be 
successful you need a constituency that is there to defend the region, a constituency that benefits the 
region, and a constituency that understands the value of the region, and this step towards a Branding 
and Marketing Plan is well overdue and a great idea.   
 
A roll call vote was taken. The resolution was APPROVED 9-0. 
 
 
Resolution – Approval of Contract for GIS Services 
 
At this time Highlands Council GIS Manager, Jocelyn van den Akker, gave a summary and presentation 
on the GIS Services contracts.  Ms. Van den Akker mentioned that in the past we had three contractors 
and want to continue this partnership for on-call GIS services. Council staff received 13 proposals. Ms. 
Van den Akker recommended that the Council award the three-year GIS contract for a not-to-exceed 
amount of $25,000 annually to Neglia Group, Remington & Vernick Engineers, and Verdantas, LLC.  
Ms. Van den Akker’s presentation may be found on the Highlands Council website: 
www.nj.gov/njhighlands/about/calend/2024/mar21/HC_Mtg_ppt_032124.pdf 

 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the resolution.  
 
Member Visioli moved the resolution.  Member Van Abs seconded it.  
 
Council Comment 
 
Member Van Abs asked how many GIS staff members we currently have. Mr. Spinelli responded that 
there are three staff members in GIS.   
 
Public Comment 
 
There was no public comment.  
 
A roll call vote was taken. The resolution was APPROVED 9-0. 
 
 
OTHER BUSINESS: 
 
Resolution – Approval of Submission of 2023 Annual Report  
 



 
NEW JERSEY HIGHLANDS WATER PROTECTION AND PLANNING COUNCIL 

MEETING MINUTES OF MARCH 21, 2024 
 
 

  
 -6-  

Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the resolution.  
 
Member Visioli moved the resolution. Member Alstede seconded it.  
 
Council Comment 
 
Chair Richko urged the Council and public to read the annual report.   
 
Public Comment 
 
There was no public comment.  
 
A roll call vote was taken. The resolution was APPROVED 9-0. 
 
 
OLD/NEW BUSINESS: 
 
There was no old/new business. 
 
Chair Richko opened the meeting for any public comment.  Chair Richko noted that during this public 
portion of the meeting, the Council wants to hear comments/suggestions but is not a question-and-
answer period.  Chair Richko added that if a public member has any questions, they should please call 
the Highlands Council office at any time.  

Public Comments 

Robert Bruce, Lopatcong, NJ – Mr. Bruce wanted to thank the Highlands Council for their due 
diligence.  Because of Pohatcong’s withdrawal, there will be a re-design.  Mr. Bruce showed a map of 
several warehouses already located in the area. Mr. Bruce wanted to know the impact of the potential 
withdrawal of Lopatcong from the Highlands Council.  

John Kecherson, Lopatcong, NJ – Mr. Kecherson commented on the 100% opposition to the 
Lopatcong/Pohatcong Center Designation application and wanted to know why the application was 
changed to a redevelopment area designation application. Mr. Kecherson feels that the public concerns 
made at the municipal meeting were dismissed when the application was changed to a redevelopment 
area designation application. 

Richard Kelsky, Stillwater, NJ – Mr. Kelsky expressed his concerns regarding the amendment of the 
Highlands Council Bylaws to increase the Executive Director’s contract authority and bid threshold to 
$44,000.  Mr. Kelsky submitted his comments for the record.  

Chairman Richko noted that Mr. Kelsky attended a number of Highlands Council meetings and asked 
Executive Director Spinelli if Mr. Kelsky has been invited to the Highlands Council offices to discuss 
his concerns.  Mr. Spinelli confirmed that Mr. Kelsky has received an invitation, but it was in response 
to a separate, earlier matter, and that Mr. Kelsky declined.  

Member Dressler was present via teleconference at 5:00pm.  
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Guy Citron, Tewksbury, NJ – Mr. Citron stated that he was concerned about a proposed 
redevelopment plan and site plan for Block 2 Lot 8 in Belvidere for a warehouse. Mr. Citron feels the 
site plan was incomplete and the two Belvidere council meetings did not adequately address the noise 
and floodwater concerns.   

Council Comment 

Member Vohden commented that the Council is here to represent the public and should be involved in 
the discussions.   

Chair Richko noted that any member of the Council can discuss with a member of the public after the 
meeting.   

Member Francis commented on municipal sovereignty, emphasizing that the Council facilitates what 
municipalities need help with; the Council does not make decisions for municipalities.      

 
Chair Richko asked for a motion to adjourn the meeting.  
 
Member Van Abs made a motion to adjourn the meeting.  Member Bush seconded it.  All were in favor.  The meeting was 
adjourned at 5:09pm.  
 
 

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:   4/18/2024     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 Bush   √  √       

Councilmember Dougherty     √       

Councilmember Dressler     √       

Councilmember Francis     √       

Councilmember James         √   

Councilmember Sebetich           √ 

Councilmember Van Abs     √       

Councilmember Visioli     √       

Councilmember Vohden     √       

Chairman Richko     √       
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