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State Plan Today

Planning is 

not new in 

New Jersey…

The State 

Plan 1934



Regional Planning in New Jersey

1921 Port Authority of NY/NJ - 1st interstate agency 

1961 Delaware River Basin Commission – DE, PA, NJ

1960 Division of State and Regional Planning

1969 Hackensack Meadowlands Development Act

1973 Coastal Area Facility Review Act

1975 State Development Guide Plan

1979 Pinelands Protection Act

1985 State Planning Act

2004 Highlands Water Protection and Planning Act

2008 Highlands Regional Master Plan



Highlands Regional Master Plan 

Timeline
 2001: The State Plan designates the Highlands Region as New Jersey’s first 

Special Resource Area.

 Sept. 19, 2003: The Highlands Task Force is created.

 Aug. 10, 2004: The Highlands Water Protection and Planning Act is enacted.

 Nov. 30, 2006: Draft of the Regional Master Plan released with a public 

comment period. 

 Nov. 19, 2007: Final Draft Regional Master Plan released with an additional 

public comment period.

 July 17, 2008: After receiving more than 4,000 comments from more than 1,000 

respondents, the Regional Master Plan is adopted.

 Sept. 5, 2008: Governor Jon S. Corzine approves the Highlands Regional Master 

Plan and signs Executive Order 114 providing $10 million for the HDC Bank.

 Sept. 8, 2008: The Highlands Regional Master Plan goes into effect.

 December 8, 2009: Petitions for Plan Conformance due.





 The federal Highlands Region is a 

3.5 million-acre region stretching 

across Pennsylvania, New Jersey, 

New York and Connecticut. 

 The U.S. Forest Service, in 

cooperation with New York and 

New Jersey, issued a federal study 

on the Highlands in 1992.

 That study was updated in 2002 

found an 11% population increase 

from 1990 to 2000. 

 The Highlands Conservation Act 

was signed Nov. 30, 2004 by 

President Bush. The Act is 

designed to assist the four states in 

conserving land and natural 

resources in the Highlands Region 

through federal assistance for land 

conservation projects.

Highlands Region



Land Use Change in the Highlands



 The 859,358-acre 
Highlands Region is 
roughly divided in 
half  into the 
Preservation Area 
(414,959 acres) and 
Planning Area 
(414,959 acres).

 The Highlands 
Region stretches over 
seven counties and 
includes 88 
municipalities. Five 
are entirely in the 
Preservation Area; 36 
are entirely in the 
Planning Area; 47 
have lands in each.
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 The Highlands Region includes 

17% of  the State’s land base, yet 

it supplies 64% of  the State’s 

drinking water supplies for  5.4 

million residents.

 Public water supply service 

includes the greater New Jersey 

Metropolitan Area, as well as, 

portions of  Middlesex, Mercer, 

Burlington, Camden and 

Gloucester Counties.

 The needs of  Highlands 

residents and municipalities are 

largely met through withdrawals 

from groundwater wells tapping 

local aquifers.

Water Supplies



Promote a sound, balanced transportation system that is consistent

with smart growth strategies and principles and which preserves

mobility in the Highlands Region

Encourage, consistent with the State Development and

Redevelopment Plan and smart growth strategies and principles,

appropriate patterns of compatible residential, commercial, and

industrial development, redevelopment, and economic growth, in or

adjacent to areas already utilized for such purposes, and discourage

piecemeal, scattered, and inappropriate development, in order to

accommodate local and regional growth and economic

development in an orderly way while protecting the Highlands

environment from the individual and cumulative adverse impacts

thereof

Promote the continuation and expansion of agricultural,

horticultural, recreational, and cultural uses and opportunities

Protect and maintain the essential character of the Highlands

environment

Preserve to the maximum extent possible any environmentally

sensitive lands and other lands needed for recreation and

conservation purposes.

Goals Specific to Planning Area

Prohibit or limit to the maximum extent possible

construction or development which is incompatible with

preservation of this unique area

Promote compatible agricultural, horticultural, recreational,

and cultural, uses and opportunities within the framework

of protecting the Highlands environment

Protect the natural, scenic, and other resources of the

Highlands Region, including, but not limited to contiguous

forests, wetlands, vegetated stream corridors, steep slopes,

and critical habitat for fauna and flora

Preserve extensive and, to the maximum extent possible,

contiguous areas of land in its natural state, thereby

ensuring the continuation of Highlands environment which

contains the unique and significant natural, scenic, and

other resources representative of the Highlands Region

Goals Specific to Preservation Area

Protect, restore, and enhance the quality and quantity of  surface and ground waters

Preserve farmland and historic sites and other historic resources

Preserve outdoor recreation opportunities, including hunting and fishing, on publicly owned land

Promote conservation of  water resources

Promote brownfield remediation and redevelopment

Region-wide Goals for Preservation Area and Planning Area



Resource Assessment

 The Highlands Water Protection 
and Planning Act required that the 
Regional Master Plan be based on a 
resource assessment.

 Determine the amount and type of 
development that can be 
accommodated while sustaining the 
overall values of the Highlands:

 Surface and Ground Water

 Terrestrial and Aquatic Ecology

 Scenic and Aesthetic

 Cultural and Historic

 Open Space

 Farmland

 Recreation 

 Establish land use policies required 
to maintain and enhance such 
resources.



Land Use Capability Map

The Highlands Act requires that the Council prepare a 
Land Use Capability Map.  To address this requirement, 
the Council created a Land Use Capability Map Series 
that includes the following maps:

1. Land Use Capability Zone Map

2. Land Use Capability Water Availability Map

3. Land Use Capability Public Community Water Systems 
Map

4. Land Use Capability Domestic Sewerage Facilities Map

5. Land Use Capability Septic System Yield Map





Three Primary Zones

 The Protection Zone consists of  high resource value 

lands. Land acquisition is a priority in the Protection 

Zone and development activities will be extremely 

limited.

 The Conservation Zone consists of  areas with 

significant agricultural use lands interspersed with 

associated woodlands and environmental features . 

 The Existing Community Zone consists of  areas with 

regionally significant concentrated development 

signifying existing communities. 



Four sub-zones

 The Conservation Zone – Environmental 
Constrained Sub-Zone

 The Existing Community Zone – Environmental 
Constrained Sub-Zone

 The Lake Community Sub-Zone

 The Wildlife Management Sub-Zone



Land Use Capability Zone Map



Highlands Regional Master Plan

Conservation Priority Area
 Nearly 275,000 acres of the 

Highlands Region are preserved 

open space or preserved farmland 

in a combination of federal, State, 

county municipal, nonprofit, and 

private ownership. 

 The Highlands Council  identified 

those lands that have the highest 

resource value in order to provide 

a prioritization mechanism for 

the future land preservation 

activities in the Highlands 

Region.



Highlands Regional Master Plan

Special Environmental Zone
 The Highlands Council  identified 

a Special Environmental Zone in 

the Preservation Area where 

development shall not occur in 

order to protect water resources 

and environmentally sensitive 

lands.

 These 19,000 acres are planned to 

permanently preserved through 

use of a variety of tools including 

a transfer of development 

program.



Highlands Regional Master Plan

Agricultural Priority Area
 In coordination with NJDA 

and SADC, the Highlands 

Council  identified those lands 

within the Highlands Region 

that have the highest 

agricultural resource values.

 The Agricultural Priority Area 

displays the relative value of 

agricultural resources to 

provide a prioritization 

mechanism for future farmland 

preservation activities in the 

Highlands Region. 



Highlands Regional Master Plan

Smart Growth Analysis 
For areas where discretionary growth may be directed, the Council conducted an

analysis that identified developed areas based on current land uses, development

activities, population density, impervious surfaces and existing infrastructure.



Highlands TDR Program

Role of Highlands Council

 Establish TDR program, 

including working with 

municipalities to establish TDR 

Receiving Zones;

 Establish initial Highlands 

Development (HDC) Credit 

value (currently $16,000 per 

HDC);

 Determine HDC allocation for 

Sending Zone parcels;

 Assess program at specified 

intervals for improvements; 

 Work to pass new TDR 

legislation providing greater 

opportunities for use of HDCs 

(i.e. create more demand).



Highlands Regional Master Plan

Highlands TDR Program 

Overview



Highlands Regional Master Plan

TDR Program

 The Highlands TDR Program is a regional program that permits 

the transfer of development rights, termed Highlands Development 

Credits (HDCs), to further the goals of the Highlands Act. 

 A community may utilize market forces to encourage the transfer 

of development potential from areas that the community wants to 

preserve, called Sending Zones, to areas that are more appropriate 

to accommodate increased growth, called Receiving Zones. 

 Landowners in the Sending Zones receive compensation for 

restricting development on their property. 

 Credits purchased to build in a Receiving Zone allows for 

development at a density or intensity greater than that otherwise 

permitted in the underlying zoning. 

 Receiving Zones under the Highlands Act are voluntary.  



Highlands Regional Master Plan

Receiving Zones

Under the goals, policies and objectives of the Highlands TDR 
Program, the following lands are eligible to serve as Receiving 
Zones upon approval of the Highlands Council:

 Lands located in the Existing Community Zone;

 Lands located with a Highlands Redevelopment Area 
designated by the Highlands Council;

 Lands located within the Conservation Zone provided that 
designating a Receiving Zone is consistent with the RMP and 
the development does not conflict with the maintenance of 
viable agriculture; and

 Lands located within a municipality outside of the Highlands 
Region but within the seven Highlands counties.



Highlands Regional Master Plan

Potential HDC Receiving Zones
 The Act requires the 

Highlands Council to 
identify potential voluntary 
Receiving Zones in the 
Planning Area and sets 4%
(of the Planning Area) as a 
goal (17,776 acres).  

 The regional Receiving 
Zone analysis is preliminary
and will require local 
evaluation, including a 
review of site specific 
environmental constraints.

 The RMP identifies 
approximately 12,000 acres 
in the Planning Area.



Highlands Regional Master Plan

Sending Zones

• Under the goals, policies and objectives of the Highlands TDR Program, the 

following lands are eligible to serve as Sending Zones:

All lands located within the Preservation Area except for those located in the 

Existing Community Zone or approved Highlands Redevelopment Areas; 

and 

Upon municipal conformance, all lands located within the Planning Area 

except for those located in the Existing Community Zone or approved 

Highlands Redevelopment Areas. 

• In addition, the parcel of land for which is allocation is sought must be at least 5 

acres in size or have lost at least three development opportunities.  Even where 

these thresholds are met, it is still possible for a parcel not to receive an HDC 

allocation due to pre-Highlands Act environmental constraints and/or the affect 

of municipal zoning and development regulations.



Planning Grants
 The Highlands Council has more than $21 million in grant funding to assist 

municipalities and counties with reasonable expenses related to Plan Conformance.

 The Highlands Protection Fund is a special non-lapsing fund that is dedicated in 
accordance with the Highlands Act.  In addition to the existing balance, over $4.5 million 
in funding is provided to the Highlands Council for planning grants.

 The Highlands Council created a $1 million grant program for TDR Feasibility Grants. 
Grants of up to $25,000 to conduct feasibility study that:

 identifies and evaluates potential receiving zones;

 provides a description of the physical characteristics and zoning of the potential 

receiving zone;

 conducts a real estate market analysis of the potential receiving zone; and

 devises at least two conceptual development scenarios for the potential receiving zone 

based upon the results of the real estate market analysis.

 To date, grants awarded to Borough of Chester, City of Clifton, Town of Clinton, 

Lopatcong Township, and Washington Borough



Highlands TDR Program

Role of Highlands Council

 Establish TDR program, 

including working with 

municipalities to establish TDR 

Receiving Zones;

 Establish initial Highlands 

Development (HDC) Credit 

value (currently $16,000 per 

HDC);

 Determine HDC allocation for 

Sending Zone parcels;

 Assess program at specified 

intervals for improvements; 

 Work to pass new TDR 

legislation providing greater 

opportunities for use of HDCs 

(i.e. create more demand).

Role of HDC Bank

 Issue HDC certificates 

after property owner 

records conservation 

restriction;

 Serve as administrator of 

TDR program by tracking 

all HDC transactions;

 Serve as an information 

clearinghouse regarding 

the TDR program and 

link potential HDC 

buyers and sellers; and

 Serve as buyer and seller 

of HDCs.



www.highlands.state.nj.us


