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Review of Final Draft-Highlands Regional Master Plan 1/9/08


The draft Final Regional Master Plan (RMP) was released on November 30, 2007 with a three-month comment period ending February 28, 2008.  This RMP is based upon the requirements of the Highlands Water Protection and Planning Act.  In the Plan Overview it states, “Using the latest science and data the RMP proposes policies and strategies designed to best protect Highlands’ resources while also promoting a sustainable economy and agriculture.”  

A comparison of this RMP to my planning report on the first draft, prepared February 2, 2007 for the Township Council, reveals that the second draft has been reorganized in its presentation, and the approach to achieve the requirements set forth in the Highlands Act of 2004 have been outlined in a series of Policies, Goals and Objectives.  Also, this draft plan is prepared so that the remaining issues to be resolved, and there are many, are to be addressed during the plan conformance process with the individual municipalities, whereas the first draft provided an extensive list of incomplete work to be completed before the adoption of the RMP.  This draft has been re-written and reorganized from a regulatory document into a Master Plan format presenting a plan of action.  It identifies the Policies, Goals and Objectives, and a means by which those goals and objectives can be realized.   To a great extent, the plan is organized in a way that local concerns regarding the plan and its impact upon a Municipality are to be resolved after the adoption of the RMP through the Municipal Plan Conformance process.  The following highlights other examples of how this RMP has changed regarding West Milford Township.

There is an important change from the first draft, affecting the Land Use Capability Map (LUCM).   The new LUCM designates three zones and three sub-zones.  The two zone designations within West Milford are “Protection” and “Existing Community” Zones; with two sub-zones, “Lake Community” and “Existing Community Constrained” (the latter of which is minimal).  An important change from the first draft immediately noticeable to the LUCM and affecting West Milford is the creation of the Lake Community Sub-Zone.  This Sub-Zone is defined as:

“Lake Community Sub-Zone” means those areas identified on the Land Use Capability Zone Map within the Existing Community Zone that are within 1,000 feet of lakes that are 10 acres or greater in size.  This sub-zone has unique policies to prevent degradation of water quality, harm to lake ecosystems, and natural aesthetic values.”


The LUCM has been further modified from the first draft LUCM, and we have conducted a preliminary comparison of the two maps.  There continues to be inconsistencies with the map and boundaries, that certainly need to be further analyzed for accuracy and appropriate Zone designation.  However, this RMP intends for this process to be performed as part of Plan Conformance.  Specifically, on Page 296 of the RMP it is stated:

The RMP includes a process of RMP Updates and Map Adjustments to provide factual updates to the RMP, and for other adjustments to the LUCM Series and other RMP maps at the municipal and county level after the adoption of the RMP.

Therefore, it appears that the Highlands Council will seek information from participating municipalities to correct the RMP based upon more accurate local data.  The Highlands Council will then consider certain adjustments to the RMP and will make appropriate changes as a function of the interactive Plan Conformance Process with participating municipalities.  This highlights the importance of the Township’s active participation in the Plan Conformance Process with the Highlands Council to make sure the RMP accurately identifies West Milford’s physical features and its local planning goals and objectives.  Furthermore, the Plan Conformance Process is the means by which the goals and objectives of the RMP will be implemented and ultimately realized at the local level through the Municipal Master Plan and local development and zoning ordinances.  

This RMP is comprised of Six Chapters; Chapter I Introduction, II Analysis of the Highlands Region, III Regional and Local Community Character, IV Goals, Policies and Objectives, V Programs and VI Implementation.   The first three chapters present mostly the same information as found in the first Draft RMP.  However, starting with Chapter IV, this RMP diverges drastically from the prior draft.  Therein it identifies, proactively, that which is necessary to implement the requirements of The Highlands Act through future planning initiatives.  Chapter V identifies programs in support of the Policies, Goals and Objectives outlined in Chapter IV, and Chapter VI sets forth implementation of the plan through Plan Conformance.  Other examples of how the plan has changed in its information or approach are reviewed below. 

WATER RESOURCES


The draft RMP includes a Net Water Availability by HUC14 Map.  This map breaks down the Highlands Region by sub-watershed basins, known as Hydrological Unit Codes (HUC).  There are 13 HUC14 sub basins that are either entirely within or partly within West Milford.  This map identifies the net water availability for each HUC14 in millions of gallons per day.  West Milford falls within three categories.  The designation’s have changed however from the first draft plan.  Some HUCs are shown to have less water than before, while others appear to have more water.


The RMP puts forth Goals and Objectives outlining methods by which the existing water quantity and quality will not be further impacted and methods by which it can be increased.  This is to be specifically addressed by the municipal preparation of a Water Management Plan to be adopted as a Master Plan Element and implemented via local development regulations and zoning ordinances.


Water quality is also addressed by an extensive list comprised of at least 25 Policies, Goals and Objectives to maintain, protect and enhance water quality. The RMP then outlines methods to address those Policies and Objectives through Water Quality Restoration Implementation Plans and Water Quality Assessment Implementation Projects.


The examples discussed above demonstrate that this RMP is a comprehensive document that puts forth future Planning Goals to be achieved over time.  While extensive and detailed, the goals and concepts are not unfamiliar to the Township, which places us in a good starting position.  The Township Council, Planning Board, Environmental Commission and the Planning Department are experienced in a multitude of programs and projects that address the Goals and Objectives of the RMP, as evidenced by the following Township projects that have been undertaken.

TOWNSHIP PROJECTS RECENTLY 

COMPLETED OR UNDER WAY


-
Stormwater infrastructure inventory mapping

-
Water Quality evaluation programs on Belchers Creek from 1991 to present.

-
2 DEP Water Quality improvement grants within the Greenwood Lake (GWL) Basin.

-
1 DEP Non-point source pollution grant to create a management plan for on site Waste Water Treatment Systems within GWL basin.

-
Streetscape Visioning project with Passaic County along County roads.

-
West Milford Lakes visioning process

-
Prior land use related visioning sessions

-
Historic Preservation visioning session

-
Forestry Management Plan preparation

-
Ramapo College Wetland Mitigation Project

-
Wonder Lake Water Quantity Project

POTENTIAL FUTURE PROJECTS

-
DEP/Rutgers Water Conservation Pilot project to devise methods of reducing water usage.

-
Lake assessment information brochure grant

-
Rutgers study to analyze potential clustered septic systems

-
EPA Community based partnership program to reduce pollution. 

PLAN CONFORMANCE

The RMP provides the following summary:

Plan Conformance is intended to align municipal and county plans, regulations and programs with the goals, requirements and provisions of the RMP.  The process to achieve that conformance will be logical, time efficient and comprehensive.  The conformance process will begin with the development of detailed guidance for municipalities and counties, which will be provided along with planning and technical assistance from the Highlands Council.  Each municipality and county going through the conformance process will follow a general approach that includes an assessment of current plans and regulations, an evaluation of future planning needs and conditions, modification of plans and regulations as necessary, and a public involvement process.  The Highland Council will review Petitions for Plan Conformance and decide to approve, approve with conditions or reject the petitions.  Conformance approval will in most cases be with conditions, where a finding is made that the municipality or county has conformed with immediate mandatory Conformance requirements, and will conform with all other mandatory Conformance requirements within an agreed upon implementation schedule.  The Highlands Council will then track progress of the municipality or county in meeting that schedule, and will monitor development reviews and capital projects for compliance with the conformance approval. 


The Highlands Council will be preparing and disseminating Plan Conformance Guidelines & Policies and we are required to prepare a local Master Plan that is in compliance with the Goals and Objectives of the RMP.  This presents a unique opportunity to coordinate with the regional and state agencies to implement the RMP for the benefit of the Township, its residents and the environment.  The RMP states:

“Implementing the Goals, Policies and Objectives of the RMP will require programs to guide the ongoing research agenda after its adoption.  A major focus will be continued refinement, updating and research into new methods to improve the Council’s understanding of the Highlands Region’s resources.”

The Environmental Commission has suggested that subcommittees of the Environmental Commission, Planning Board and Historic Preservation Commission be formed as soon as possible to assist the Planning Department on matters specific to their interests, during the Plan Conformance process.


The following is an outline of the Plan Conformance Process:

PLAN CONFORMANCE PROCESS

        1.
Prepare and submit “notice of interest” duly adopted by resolution stating intent to pursue Plan Conformance.

        2. 
Conduct thorough analysis of Township Planning, Zoning and development documents and regulations.

a.
Conduct community visioning session(s) to adopt or confirm a representative vision of the community for the future.

b.
Conduct a public hearing on the results and conclusions of the visioning assessment.

3.      Prepare Municipal Assessment Report detailing the findings and conclusions 2a & b above.

      4.

Filing of Petition for Plan Conformance to include the following:



a.
Include the Municipal Assessment Report



b.      
Community visioning and results

c.
All supporting documentation i.e. Master Plan, Zoning Ordinances and resource protection ordinances

d.
Adopt by reference the elements of the RMP as follows:


(To be elaborated upon in the Highlands Council Plan Conformance Guidelines from Highlands Council)


1.
Critical natural resources


2.
Housing Element


3.
Highlands build-out analysis


4.
Water availability and water quality


5.
Water conservation measures


6.
Septic system density standards

5.
Petition for Plan Conformance to be submitted to The Highlands Council for the purpose of: 



a.
Review Municipality’s submission for Plan Conference



b.
Approve, reject or approve with conditions

c.
If approved with conditions Township must satisfy conditions of approval to be considered approved.

6.
Approved Municipalities receive all benefits of Plan Conformance

a.
Strong presumption of validity, Extraordinary Defense and Burden of Proof.

b.
Legal Representation provided by Highlands Council 

c.
Planning Grants to modify Master Plan, land use ordinances for conformance to the RMP.

List of Other Master Plan Elements

Forestry Management Plan

Water Management Plan

Septic Maintenance program





   

Historic Preservation








Circulation Plan Element









Future Land Use










Community Facilities Plan Element

Economic Plan Element










Grant funds are available to assist with RMP conformance totaling $7 million.  It is anticipated that this RMP will be adopted by The Highlands Council soon after the comment period expires.  West Milford has 15 months from the time of adoption to comply with the Plan Conformance process.  The Planning Department, working interactively with the Township Council, the Planning Board, Environmental Commission, other local bodies and the public, is well prepared to enter into the Plan Conformance process with the Highlands Council and their staff.  This is important work and we look forward to beginning this process as soon as possible.
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