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If a single public 
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phrase “Think  
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Facing serious dangers from climate change, New Jersey needs more 
than ever to restore protecting its environment to the prominent role 
necessary for a healthy, secure future.

Nearly 50 years ago, New Jersey recognized substantial threats to the health of its resi-

dents and to the state’s economic well-being and became one of the first states to create 

a cabinet-level department charged with safeguarding the environment and natural 

resources. The state became a national leader in such areas as regulating land use to 

preserve open space and guide development, protecting air and water quality, promot-

ing recycling, identifying and remediating hazardous waste sites, and keeping the public 

safe from toxic substances.

Now, our economic and physical health depend on devoting attention, leadership, and 

financial resources to adopt and execute common-sense policies in four key areas that 

address the scientific realities of climate change. 

n	 Energy Policy 

n	 Water Supply and Quality 

n	 State and Regional Planning 

n	 Environmental Justice1 

Each of these areas is important on its own. Together they should be part of a sustained, 

well-coordinated effort to prevent climate change from being disastrous for New Jersey.

If a single public policy issue embodies the phrase “Think globally, act locally,” it is cli-

mate change. Globally, climate change threatens humanity’s existence. 

The overwhelming scientific consensus is that an alarming rise in average temperature 

over the past century is due to human activity—especially burning fossil fuels (oil, coal, 

natural gas), which increases carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in the atmo-

sphere. New Jersey experiences climate change in the form of increased rainfall, higher 

temperatures, rising sea level, and an increase in the frequency and severity of extreme 

weather events. Average annual temperatures, after creeping upward for most of the 

20th century, jumped by 1.2 degrees Fahrenheit in the first decade of the 21st century, 
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to an average of 53.9°F in the period 2000-2010,3 from 52.7°F in 1971-2000. The number 

of days over 90°F rose by 36% since 1949.4 January through June 2016 was the warmest 

six-month period ever recorded, with average temperatures 1.3°F warmer than in the 

late 1800s.5

Researchers predict hotter, wetter weather. New Jersey’s mean annual temperature is 

expected to increase by 3 to 5 degrees Fahrenheit by the 2050s, and by 4 to 7.5 degrees 

Fahrenheit by the 2080s. Summers in the Garden State will be as warm as they are in 

Alabama today. Precipitation is expected to increase by 10% to 20%.6 Such changes in 

temperature and rainfall, which might not seem dramatic, would significantly affect 

agriculture and plant and animal life, and exacerbate both flooding and droughts.
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Dense development, rising seas, and other factors make New Jersey’s coast highly 

vulnerable to climate change. The sea level along the New Jersey coastline has risen by 

about 1.5 inches every 10 years over the past 100 years—nearly twice the global aver-

age. And the sea level is projected to rise between 1.0 and 1.8 feet by 2050 regardless 

of future greenhouse gas emissions, with a worst-case scenario of 2.8 feet.8 The state 

Department of Environmental Protection predicts the large storms that occur every 

20 years will come every five years by 2050, greatly increasing the potential for coastal 

damage. By the end of the century, 1% to 3% of New Jersey’s shoreline is likely to be 

lost to rising sea levels, and occasional flooding will inundate 6.5% to 9% of the state’s 

coastal area.9

Altered rainfall patterns associated with climate change are likely to increase the intru-

sion of saltwater into the Delaware River and Bay and coastal aquifers, threatening New 

Jersey’s drinking water.

Because many predictions of the dangers from climate change extend over decades, it 

can be difficult to get policymakers to take immediate and decisive action. For elected 

officials whose terms will expire long before the most severe predicted consequences, 

the easiest decision often is to do nothing. Today, that is not good enough. Much more 

needs to be done in New Jersey to confront climate change. 

Specifics are described in the sections below. In many cases, these measures have 

cross-cutting relevance beyond the section in which they are listed. The magnitude of 

the threats that climate change poses to New Jersey creates overlapping areas of con-

cern requiring aggressive steps.

Advancing Clean, Homegrown Energy
The nature of New Jersey’s energy supply and demand poses serious challenges to the 

effort to reduce harmful emissions.

New Jersey’s electricity portfolio, when last reported in 2015, included 49.5% that was 

generated through the use of natural gas. 

Nuclear plants provided 44.5%, and only 2% came from coal. Coal usage, which has 

been declining sharply since 2006, now is close to zero: in June 2017, Public Service 

Electric & Gas closed the state’s two largest and oldest remaining coal-fired power 

plants, leaving two smaller plants. 

Despite that, overall emissions from energy generation declined by only 8% from 2006 

to 2015.10 Heavy reliance on the burning of natural gas was the reason the drop was not 

greater. Gas-fired generation in New Jersey increased dramatically—by 51% from 2013 

to 2016 (surpassing nuclear power)—and that brought a significant increase in carbon 

dioxide (CO2) from combustion.11  When methane emissions from natural gas are taken 

into account, the situation became even more serious, given that methane is a more 

potent greenhouse gas than CO2 in the short run.

The nature of 
New Jersey’s 
energy supply 
and demand poses 
serious challenges 
to the effort to 
reduce harmful 
emissions.
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The trend away from nuclear power is likely to accelerate when the Oyster Creek 

nuclear plant, responsible for about 4% of in-state generation, closes in 2019. 

PSEG has raised concerns about the financial viability of its nuclear plants in New 

Jersey. For New Jersey, then, emissions reductions from electricity production is a 

matter of reducing natural-gas generation while substantially improving efficiency and 

increasing renewable energy production. 

On the demand side, New Jerseyans’ energy consumption is lower than the national 

average. The state ranks 37th in per-capita energy consumption.13 

LIMITING CARBON EMISSIONS

New Jersey was once among the leading states in a cooperative effort to reduce carbon 

dioxide emissions, which included the “California Car” program, the 2007 state Global 

Warming Response Act, the 2008 state Energy Master Plan, and a regional cap-and-

trade14 agreement. The state was among seven that in 2005 established the Regional 

Greenhouse Gas Initiative,15 the nation’s first mandatory cap and trade program. States 

participating in RGGI commit to capping their carbon emissions and requiring power 

plants to purchase allowances in order to emit specific amounts of carbon. Three more 

states joined in 2007. Then New Jersey dropped out in 2011.

Source: U.S. Energy Information Association12
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RECOMMENDATION

Rejoin the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative. 

RGGI has proven to be a useful way to reduce carbon dioxide levels and promote 
energy efficiency. RGGI participants allocate CO2 allowances largely through 
regional auctions that generate money for the states to reinvest in energy-saving 
programs. Through 2014, states used nearly $1.4 billion in this way, with each 
state deciding how to spend its share. New York, for example, in 2016 launched 
a $16 million initiative that helps municipalities reduce energy consumption and 
promote clean energy use. Since RGGI began, power sector pollution is down 
45% in the participating states. 

If New Jersey rejoined RGGI, it should dedicate a stated share of funds from CO2 
auctions for use in urban areas and communities of color where harm caused by 
pollution is greatest. In addition, a 25% reduction in emissions should be man-
dated for power plants located in such neighborhoods.

PROMOTING CLEAN ENERGY

The safest, most efficient energy future for New Jersey is clean, renewable energy such 

as wind and solar, combined with reduced energy waste. The state Senate has twice 

voted overwhelmingly to enact the Renewable Energy Transition Act. RETA would 

require that 80% of all electricity sold in the state “shall be from Class I renewable 

energy sources” by 2050.  Class I sources include solar photovoltaic, wind, and methane 

gas from landfills.  

RETA sets up a schedule of increases, starting with 20% renewables by 2020 and increas-

ing the target by 10% every five years, reaching the full 80% level by 2050. The amount 

of electricity sold in the state from renewable sources—nearly zero just 10 years ago—is 

currently less than 10%. 

Enactment of RETA would make New Jersey one of the leading states in the use of 

renewables. The California Senate has adopted legislation to speed its transition to 

50% renewable energy by 2026 and to move to 100% renewable energy by 2045. Hawaii 

enacted a 100% renewable energy mandate by 2045.  New York is committed to achieve 

50% renewable energy by 2030.  

RECOMMENDATION

Mandate that 80% of all electricity sold in the state comes from renewable 
sources by 2050.  Pass the Renewable Energy Transition Act to move immedi-
ately toward this mandate.   
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LONG-TERM ENERGY PLANNING TO MEET EMISSION TARGETS

Chief among existing New Jersey state laws addressing climate change is the Global 

Warming Response Act (GWRA), passed in 2007. It calls for reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions to 1990 levels by 2020, and sets a target of further reducing emissions to 80% 

below 2006 levels by 2050. The state is not on track, nor does it have a plan, to meet the 

2050 goals. In fact, as already noted, emissions reductions in the electricity generation 

sector have slowed due to the significant increase in gas-fired electric generation.

The law would be even more effective if it set specific targets for increased renewables 

such as wind and solar and for reduced energy use. 

RECOMMENDATION

Require a Clean Energy Master Plan, to be updated every five years, that 
establishes a pathway to achieve the statewide target for 2050. It should 
include analysis and interim emissions targets by sector for 15 years.

Adopt a measurable, accountable energy-saving goal of 30% below 2015 levels 
for electric and natural gas usage in New Jersey by 2030.

This goal is to be reached by reducing residential, commercial, and industrial 
energy consumption; reducing vehicle miles and increasing the proportion of 
low- and zero-emission vehicles on the road; shifting from fossil fuels to renew-
able sources (solar, wind, geothermal); and fostering land-use patterns that pre-
serve and protect open space, tidal marshes, and forests.

MAKE ENERGY EFFICIENCY A WAY OF LIFE

Climate change and other 21st -century considerations require giving more attention to 

how the places where New Jerseyans live and work are built and operated.

RECOMMENDATION

Establish an Energy Efficiency Portfolio Standard that requires utilities to 
meet a minimum level of energy efficiency each year and includes incentives to 
achieve higher energy efficiency gains.16

As of January 2017, 26 states had fully funded policies in place, with specific 
energy savings targets that utilities or non-utility program administrators must 
meet through customer energy efficiency programs.

The state is not  
on track, nor  
does it have a 
plan, to meet the 
2050 emissions 
reduction goals.
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RECOMMENDATION

Increase minimum energy efficiency standards for household and commercial 
appliances, codified in law and regulation; and update state construction code 
standards for new commercial and residential buildings.

Set a goal to accelerate wider-scale development of “net zero” homes and build-
ings — those where the amount of energy consumed yearly is about the same 
as the amount of renewable energy created there.

An aggressive policy would require all new homes built in the state to be net 
zero by 2020, and all new commercial buildings by 2030. 

MAKE STATE GOVERNMENT A STRONGER PARTNER

Energy efficiency is important enough to be promoted more actively at the state level.

RECOMMENDATION

Establish a state agency or authority to drive energy efficiency measures, 
monitor and evaluate the success of current and future measures, and develop 
innovative ways to reduce energy use.

Such an agency should prioritize low-income communities.

State officials also could play a larger role in helping residents learn about and 
prepare for job opportunities that can come from energy efficiency.

Create a statewide hub for “green jobs” training, modeled on successful pro-
grams in Trenton and Newark. 

Examples of green jobs include stormwater management, cleaning up “brown-
fields” for reuse, urban forestry, and assessing buildings to see whether they 
meet energy efficiency standards. This effort could leverage federal and state 
job-training funds and involve renewing the state tax credit for employers that 
hire graduates of the program.

DEALING WITH VEHICLE POLLUTION

Greenhouse gases also originate from mobile sources, primarily motor vehicles. At least 

until the new administration took over, the U.S. Department of Transportation had 

steadily toughened Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) standards to meet more 

stringent greenhouse gas emissions standards set by the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency. New Jersey, in turn, adopted the California Car program,17 requiring passenger 

vehicles and light-duty trucks sold after Jan. 1, 2009, to meet the EPA’s strictest vehicle 

emissions standards, and creating incentives for Zero Emission Vehicles.
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Regardless of where federal policy goes next, the improved fuel efficiency of cars and 

the increasing number of low- and zero-emission vehicles on New Jersey’s roads show 

the effectiveness of the CAFE standards and the California Car program. Their salutary 

effect, however, is at least partially offset by steady growth in miles traveled by New 

Jersey motorists: 75.4 million miles in 2015, compared with 72.8 million in 2009.18

RECOMMENDATION

Expand electric car infrastructure by participating in the regional Transporta-
tion and Climate Initiative on electric vehicles, and support proposed expan-
sion of CAFE standards for cars and light trucks during the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration program review.19

The Transportation and Climate Initiative is a collaboration of 12 Northeast 
and Mid-Atlantic jurisdictions that seek to develop the clean energy economy 
and reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the transportation sector. CAFE stan-
dards are adopted pursuant to the law that Congress passed in 1975 to improve 
average fuel economy of cars and light trucks manufactured for sale in the U.S. 

Accelerate expansion of fast charging stations for electric vehicles on the 
state’s roadways, modeled on the U.S. Department of Transportation’s “alterna-
tive fuel corridors” initiative.

New technology requires commitment of state resources. Gas stations along 
highways are of no use to owners of electric cars, and electric car infrastructure 
is a must if such vehicles are to help address New Jersey’s pollution problems.

HARNESSING WIND FOR POWER

The Offshore Wind Economic Development Act, adopted in 2010, authorized the state 

Economic Development Authority to provide tax credits for qualified facilities in wind 

energy zones. There has been no effort to implement this law, however— costing New 

Jersey jobs, renewable energy, and investments that offshore wind projects generate in 

other states. New Jersey has significant potential generation capacity, and with greater 

support from policymakers the state is positioned to be a national leader on offshore 

wind projects.20
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RECOMMENDATION

Take the necessary steps to move ahead with offshore wind projects, including 
creation of Offshore Wind Renewable Energy Credits as the financing mecha-
nism necessary for investment in wind projects.

Other states already have begun awarding ORECs. New Jersey needs to catch 
up, starting with a definitive evaluation of the potential for offshore wind, includ-
ing capacity, preliminary siting scenarios, and an economic analysis to determine 
the cost to utility consumers. The Offshore Wind Economic Development Act 
mandates that the Board of Public Utilities take into account the cost of a project 
and conduct a cost-benefit analysis. The bid process and the cost of ORECs will 
provide a clear snapshot of the expected cost of the project for utility custom-
ers. BPU’s analysis should examine the outright cost of the energy as well as the 
social cost of carbon (including projected sea-level rise). This calculation would 
offset the higher initial cost currently of renewable energy with the future cost 
of fossil fuel energy, and would factor in cost-reductions in the clean energy 
technology.  

With the goal of reaching 3,000 megawatts of offshore wind by 2025 and 5,000 
megawatts by 2030, an ongoing comprehensive ocean planning process will 
inform decisions on siting and size.

PROMOTE CONTINUED DEVELOPMENT OF SOLAR POWER

New Jersey has been a nationally recognized leader in solar power development, rank-

ing first on the East Coast and among the top three states nationwide in installed solar 

capacity. In 2015, solar power became the state’s largest source of renewable electricity.

New Jersey should promote additional growth in solar by considering policies that 

other states have recently implemented to foster the solar market. For example, New 

York implemented a public/private partnership, called NY-Sun, that coordinates and 

expands existing solar programs, including that of PSEG Long Island, to support solar 

expansion. The cost of utility grid solar has significantly decreased in New York. Dela-

ware and Connecticut now use a bidding system for inclusion in long-term contracts, 

with some solar companies bidding zero charges for the first three or four years to gain 

the security of the longer term.

RECOMMENDATION

Expand solar to about 15% of New Jersey’s energy mix by 2030, and help reach 
that goal by adopting a program to reduce costs to residences and businesses. 

Direct New Jersey’s Board of Public Utilities to undertake a comprehensive 
review of best practices nationally and make recommendations for further 
strengthening and expanding New Jersey’s solar capacity through a public 
process.

New Jersey 
should promote 
additional growth 
in solar by consid-
ering policies that 
other states  
have recently 
implemented to 
foster the solar 
market. 
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USE CLEAN ENERGY FUND AS INTENDED

New Jersey slowed its move to clean energy by diverting more than $1.3 billion that 

utility customers had paid into programs designed to reduce energy use and promote 

development of renewable energy sources. These diversions for other purposes contin-

ued under the state budget adopted for the fiscal year starting July 1, 2017. 

RECOMMENDATION

Use money from the Clean Energy Fund exclusively for energy efficiency, 
clean energy projects, and innovative clean energy technologies. 

Raiding this fund and others is a counterproductive practice that delays a mean-
ingful solution to the state’s fiscal problems and sets back efforts to improve 
residents’ well-being in important areas. This needs to stop. If legislators and the 
governor summoned the will, they could generate the resources needed for top 
state priorities.

At least 40% of yearly allocations from the Clean Energy Fund should go to 
energy efficiency and renewable energy projects in New Jersey’s urban areas and 
communities of color. 

PIPELINE PROLIFERATION

New Jersey’s increased reliance on natural gas for electricity has serious drawbacks. 

Though natural gas burns more cleanly than oil or coal, it is a non-renewable fossil 

fuel, with high levels of carbon dioxide, and it brings a dramatic increase in emissions 

of methane—a powerful greenhouse gas that absorbs 25 times as much heat as CO2
 

does. In addition to the climate impact, there are direct local effects: some power plants 

fueled by natural gas, including the Newark Energy Center, are in economically dis-

tressed neighborhoods and communities of color, where they contribute to air pollu-

tion that already is at disproportionately high levels. 

A growing share of the natural gas reaching New Jersey comes from hydraulic fracturing 

(“fracking”) in Pennsylvania. To carry this product from source to end users elsewhere 

in the U.S. and overseas, new pipelines have been proposed for New Jersey. Already, 

1,520 miles of pipelines crisscross the state. Serious questions have been raised about 

the dangers these pipelines pose to public health and ecologically sensitive lands and 

habitat—explosions, as well as accidents, leaks, and spills—as well as about whether 

more pipelines are being proposed than needed to meet demand. 
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RECOMMENDATION

Place a moratorium on all pending pipeline projects and conduct a review to 
determine whether they are necessary, safe, and consistent with the state’s 
goals to reduce the adverse impacts of climate change.

Such an assessment would include determining pipelines’ impact on New Jersey’s 
ability to meet targets under the Global Warming Response Act.

Ensure that pipelines do not damage critical natural resources, by using the 
state’s full authority under the Clean Water Act and state regulations.

This would help prevent the approval of projects that are inconsistent with the 
regional plans protecting the Pinelands and the Highlands.

Preserving and Protecting Water Supply and Quality
Many factors affect the quality and quantity of drinking water available to New Jer-

seyans. Erratic precipitation patterns change the amount of water in reservoirs and 

aquifer-recharge areas. Residential development increases the demand for water while 

reducing the open space that absorbs rainwater and recharges the supply of ground 

water. Pollution taints the water drawn from reservoirs and wells. 

For maximum effectiveness of state and federal laws enacted to protect water, sound water- 

and land-use planning is essential. That means knowing where water will come from, how 

much is needed in the future, and what steps must be taken to ensure water quality.

Failure to update New Jersey’s Water Supply Master Plan since 1996 means important infor-

mation is lacking. Many county water-quality management plans are out of date as well. 

RECOMMENDATION

Restore and strengthen Clean Water Act protections.

In recent years, rollbacks of Water Quality Management Planning, septic rules in 
the Highlands, the Coastal Area Facility Review Act, and other rules and regula-
tions have jeopardized water resources and put New Jersey in a worse position to 
meet the state’s clean water needs. Without safe and abundant water resources, 
New Jersey cannot overcome the impacts of climate change. 

Update the state Water Supply Master Plan.

The last Water Supply Master Plan was adopted by the NJDEP in 1996. New 
Jersey law requires that the plan be updated at least once every five years, but 
release of the update was delayed for over 15 years, costing New Jersey valuable 
time and depriving residents of the opportunity to evaluate strategies for main-
taining an adequate supply of clean water. The DEP finally released a draft Water 
Supply Master Plan in spring 2017, but it is primarily a recapitulation of existing 
data. It fails to go into sufficient detail about vulnerable sub-watersheds and falls 
significantly short in proactively planning for New Jersey’s water supply needs. 
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WATER QUALITY 

The state Drinking Water Quality Institute, an expert panel responsible for developing 

standards for hazardous contaminants in drinking water, rarely meets.  There has been 

very little implementation of new or more-stringent standards the DWQI has recom-

mended for at least 12 years for about 16 contaminants.

RECOMMENDATION

Adopt the standards on contaminants in drinking water proposed by the Drink-
ing Water Quality Institute. 

The standards include a recommendation for the strictest health standard in the 
nation for perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA), a contaminant found in Teflon, carpet 
cleaning products, and weather-proof fabrics. 

CAPACITY

An extensive inventory of New Jersey’s drinking water infrastructure is long overdue. 

Only with a clearer idea of the condition of every aspect of the system can policymakers 

know what is needed to rebuild water and sewer capacity and make other investments 

to assure residents of a safe, plentiful supply.

RECOMMENDATION

Conduct a comprehensive assessment of all state water programs, including an 
analysis of needed repairs and improvements.

The emphasis and priority should be on developing stormwater utilities, perme-
able pavements, and other “green infrastructure.”

THE PINELANDS AND HIGHLANDS

To protect water sources that are acutely vulnerable to climate change, the state 

carved out two regions for special attention—the Pinelands and the Highlands. In 

the Pinelands, warmer temperatures, stronger storm systems, and changing rainfall 

patterns increase the risk of wells drying up and salt water intruding into the Kirk-

wood-Cohansey Aquifer. In the Highlands, development and climate change increase 

the likelihood of severe flooding and stormwater runoff, exposing water supplies to 

contamination.   

To date, the Pinelands Commission and the Highlands Council have not directly 

addressed the threats posed by climate change. Neither the Pinelands Commission’s 

most recent five-year review of the Comprehensive Management Plan nor the High-

lands Council’s Regional Master Plan, adopted in 2008, addresses climate change. 

An extensive 
inventory of  
New Jersey’s 
drinking water 
infrastructure is 
long overdue.
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RECOMMENDATION

Require the Pinelands Commission and the Highlands Council to update their 
plans to address the impacts of climate change.

Invigorating State and Regional Planning
“Buy land,” Will Rogers famously counseled nearly a century ago. “They ain’t making 

any more of the stuff.” If the vaudevillian-turned-social commentator were alive today, 

he might advise New Jerseyans: “Preserve land. There ain’t much more of the stuff left.”

New Jersey is the most densely populated state and the most built-out. More than 2 

million of the state’s 5 million acres are fully developed, and an estimated 1.4 million 

acres are protected by various levels of government. With much of the remaining land 

unsuitable for development, researchers expect New Jersey to approach near-total 

build-out by midcentury.21

New Jersey’s  
Disappearing  
Open Space

Source: “Changing Landscapes in the Garden State”22

Preserving and protecting New Jersey’s shoreline, its diminishing open fields, forests, 

wetlands, highlands, farmland, and parkland are more than a matter of aesthetics. 

Undeveloped land absorbs rainfall, replenishing aquifers that are major sources of 

drinking water. The impervious surfaces in fully developed areas prevent rainwater 

from being absorbed by the ground, causing urban flooding, stormwater runoff, and 

sewer overflows.   
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SHORE PLAN LONG OVERDUE

Some municipalities along the Atlantic coast, Delaware Bay, and other low-lying areas 

are taking steps on their own. These include planning to buy out residents whose 

homes are severely damaged or destroyed in future storms; amending master plans 

to return storm-devastated residential areas to open space; requiring foundations of 

rebuilt homes to be raised several feet above previous levels; and upgrading sewer sys-

tems to protect against water contamination from severe flooding. But this is too big a 

problem to leave to local action.

RECOMMENDATION

Develop a climate-change action plan to address the coastal threats from rising 
sea levels. The plan should include effective growth-management strategies, 
sustainable-development practices, and protective shoreline-management plans. 

This plan should include an immediate update of the Shore Protection Master 
Plan. The 35-year-old plan predates decades of development, Superstorm Sandy, 
the latest revelations about climate change, and the sea-level rise.

STRENGTHENING STATE PLANNING

New Jersey’s development patterns through the last three decades of the 20th century 

and into the second decade of the 21st have led to suburban sprawl, turning farmland 

into shopping malls, office parks, and residential developments. This, in turn, has 

brought more parking lots, streets and sidewalks, and bigger, wider highways that 

enable commuters to travel greater distances between home and work, increasing 

motor-vehicle use, gasoline consumption, toxic air pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions.

New Jersey’s first major attempt at curbing sprawl statewide came in 1985, with passage 

of the State Planning Act. The Act established the State Planning Commission (SPC) and 

the Office of State Planning (OSP). The SPC was assigned the duty of creating a “coordi-

nated, integrated and comprehensive plan for the growth, development, and conserva-

tion of the State and its regions…which…identif[ies] areas for growth, agriculture, open 

space conservation and other appropriate designations.”23 

The commission adopted New Jersey’s first State Development and Redevelopment 

Plan in 1992, made changes and readopted in 2001, and offered a revision in 2010 that 

was not adopted. While many municipalities and counties actively participated in a 

“cross-acceptance” process aimed at linking the goals and objectives of the SDRP with 

local planning efforts, the effort was doomed by a flaw: the state plan was not binding. 

It became a haphazardly applied blueprint.

State and regional efforts, critical to climate change adaptation, demand greater 

urgency. 
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RECOMMENDATION

Update the State Development and Redevelopment Plan, Pinelands Compre-
hensive Management Plan, and Highlands Regional Master Plan to address the 
threats New Jersey faces.

The 2010 version of the SDRP offered a prescient observation (originally attributed to 

Benjamin Franklin). “Failing to plan,” it declared, “is tantamount to planning to fail.”

Events of recent years bear out this sentiment. The OSP was reconstituted as the Office 

for Planning Advocacy in the Department of State. The SDRP became the State Strategic 

Plan, refocused primarily on where state investment should be guided, but was never 

adopted. The SPC, for all practical purposes, is moribund. According to the last two 

meetings for which minutes are available, the commission met for three minutes in July 

2015 and for seven minutes in January 2016. Seven of its last 11 scheduled meetings 

have been canceled.

RECOMMENDATION

Remove the Office of State Planning from the Department of State and estab-
lish it as an independent agency located in the Department of Treasury​​.

The State Planning Act provided for the Office of State Planning and the State Planning 

Commission to be “established in the Department of the Treasury” as an independent 

body with a director appointed by and serving at the pleasure of the governor. The 

director was to act as the principal executive officer of the SPC. Over time, the indepen-

dent authority of the SPC and its staff has been eroded. A return to the organizational 

infrastructure set forth by the State Planning Act, combined with a commitment to the 

mission and core principles of the State Planning Act, are necessary to restore the criti-

cal role of the SPC and its staff in undertaking sound and integrated statewide planning 

to protect the environment, revitalize cities and towns, and foster economic growth.24

STRENGTHENING REGIONAL PLANNING BODIES

New Jersey’s efforts at regional planning have been more successful. In 1969, the Legis-

lature established the Hackensack Meadowlands Development Commission (“Develop-

ment” was later dropped from its name). The HMDC statute set up a district comprising 

14 municipalities in Bergen and Hudson counties, with the commission largely respon-

sible for converting the Meadowlands from landfill-infested marshland in the basin of 

the polluted Hackensack River into a transportation and recreation hub boasting 8,400 

acres of preserved wetlands and open space.

The State Planning 
Commission, for all 
practical purposes, 
is moribund.
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The commission accomplished this through an innovative tax-sharing plan, under 

which the municipalities pooled revenue and enjoyed the economic benefits of sharing 

services and consolidating their planning, zoning, and regulatory functions into a single 

entity. Despite recent legislation and administrative action that weakened this regional 

collaboration, the transformation of the Meadowlands has been impressive.

The Pinelands offers another regional planning success. In 1978, Congress created the 

Pinelands National Reserve, covering 1.1 million acres—or 22% of the state’s total land 

mass, the largest area of open space between Richmond and Boston. One year later, 

the New Jersey Legislature passed the Pinelands Protection Act, “to preserve, protect, 

and enhance the natural and cultural resources of the Pinelands National Reserve, and 

to encourage compatible economic and other human activities consistent with that 

purpose.”

The responsibility for carrying out this ambitious goal was placed in a 15-member 

appointed Pinelands Commission with an unusual level of land-use authority over 

an area encompassing 53 municipalities in Atlantic, Burlington, Camden, Cape May, 

Cumberland, Gloucester, and Ocean counties. Among other powers, the commission 

can override local land-use and development regulations. Municipalities are required to 

conform their local master plans and zoning ordinances to the regional plan.

Pursuant to the statute, the commission in 1980 delineated areas where development 

would be permitted, limited, or prohibited. By law, this Comprehensive Management 

Plan is updated every five years.

Despite occasional disputes between the Pinelands Commission and its constituent 

municipalities and counties (as well as the Legislature and the governor), the vision 

set forward more than three decades ago largely prevails. Nearly half of the Pinelands 

(460,000 acres) is permanently protected through cooperative state, county, munic-

ipal, and private efforts. The New Jersey Pinelands Commission’s annual Long-Term 

Economic Monitoring Program finds that managed development has overall shown 

economic benefits for Pinelands municipalities using indicators such as population 

growth, real estate values, income and employment trends, and municipal finances.25    

The New Jersey Highlands Council, established in 2004, lacks the Pinelands Commis-

sion’s level of authority. Its jurisdiction covers 859,000 acres spread across 88 municipal-

ities in Bergen, Hunterdon, Morris, Passaic, Somerset, Sussex, and Warren counties.

Like the Pinelands Act, the Highlands Act aims to protect important water supplies—in 

this case, the sources for 5.4 million New Jersey residents, or 60% of the state’s popula-

tion. Unlike the Pinelands Comprehensive Management Plan, however, the Highlands 

Regional Plan is more an advisory document than an enforceable plan of action. It more 

closely resembles the State Planning Act in this regard, carrying sufficient weight to 

persuade some municipalities and counties to participate in joint planning efforts but 

lacking enforcement clout except in a Preservation Area regulated by the DEP. And, like 

the State Planning Commission, the Highlands Council’s influence depends largely on 

the attention—or inattention—it receives from the administration in Trenton.
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In recent years, some decisions have been made that run counter to the mission of 

preserving valuable resources and promoting regional solutions. Examples include 

eliminating regional tax sharing in the Meadowlands and approving a gas pipeline 

through the Pinelands’ fragile ecosystem. In addition, the DEP has made more land in 

the Highlands available for development by increasing the number of septic systems 

allowed there. Corrections are needed to get back on course. 

RECOMMENDATION

Appoint members to the State Planning Commission, Pinelands Commission, 
and Highlands Council who are committed to carrying out these agencies’ mis-
sions.

  

All of these efforts are important to controlling sprawl, reversing unsustainable land-

use patterns, slowing the inexorable drive toward build-out, and crafting regional 

solutions. But more is needed. Along the Atlantic coast and in other tidally influenced 

areas such as the Delaware Bayshore, Delaware River, and Hudson-Raritan estuary, the 

threats posed by climate change—beach erosion, tidal flooding and, ultimately, the 

permanent loss of habitable land to the rising sea—require regional, rather than local, 

strategies.  

BEACH REPLENISHMENT

The Army Corps of Engineers, which has spent an estimated $1.5 billion on New Jersey 

beach projects over the past 25 years, proposes to spend an additional $1.92 billion for 

sand dredging and pumping through 2060, to replenish beaches and reconstruct dunes, 

which will be in ever-greater danger of washing away in extreme weather.26 This is a 

losing proposition.

Even the best efforts of coastal municipalities to adapt their master plans, zoning ordi-

nances, and building codes to changing climate conditions are no substitute for a larger 

scope of regional planning and management strategies.

RECOMMENDATION

Conduct a comprehensive cost-benefit analysis of all beach replenishment 
projects involving climate change considerations. The analysis should include 
alternatives to replenishment as a way to respond appropriately to the risks 
associated with climate change.
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Ensuring Environmental Justice
A well-designed response to climate change would have the additional benefit of 

improving conditions for many in New Jersey who suffer disproportionately from envi-

ronmental problems because of where they live.

The harm from unhealthy air, unsafe water, haphazard development, and projects 

such as incinerators and power plants is often worst in neighborhoods that are beset 

by social and economic stress and that do not have the clout of other communities to 

reject such projects. Air quality deteriorates in urban areas where ozone is trapped and 

concentrations of particulate matter are elevated; when temperatures rise, the air qual-

ity worsens further. Tap water for residents of many economically hard-pressed neigh-

borhoods and communities of color comes from pipes more than 100 years old, which 

increases the potential for contamination. In many older homes and school buildings, 

children are exposed to unhealthy levels of lead, mold, and other indoor toxins—found 

in paint, in water drawn through lead pipes or copper plumbing soldered with lead, in 

furniture, even in older toys. The toxins can cause lasting brain injury, impairing chil-

dren’s ability to learn and grow.

New Jersey’s urban areas also contain high concentrations of contaminated industrial 

sites, where cleanup efforts can be delayed for years—even decades—by litigation, the 

inability to identify a responsible party, lack of funding, or low priority on the remedi-

ation list. Some sites are simply paved over. Many urban parking lots, athletic facilities, 

and schools sit atop sequestered accumulations of toxic substances. One investigation 

found that 74% of New Jersey residents with incomes below the federal poverty line live 

within a mile of a contaminated site for which no cleanup plan exists.27

The responses to these communities’ environmental problems generally are site-spe-

cific or substance-specific. Poor air quality is treated as an air issue; poor water quality 

as a water issue; where to build a power plant is a siting issue. There is growing real-

ization, however, that these multiple environmental problems need to be addressed 

together and to be framed in terms of the public health harms the pollutants cause. 

Further, economically distressed neighborhoods and communities of color are too 

frequently located in places vulnerable to the effects of climate change: urban areas 

that experience unhealthy air quality when temperatures rise, severe flooding and con-

taminated water when rainfalls increase, plus inconvenience and worse when extreme 

weather disrupts the energy supply. More needs to be done to protect people in these 

communities. 

The harm from 
unhealthy air, 
unsafe water,  
haphazard devel-
opment, and 
projects such as 
incinerators and 
power plants is 
often worst in 
neighborhoods 
that are beset  
by social and  
economic stress... 
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RECOMMENDATION

Impose a moratorium on state regulatory approval or funding for any devel-
opment that has not been screened to ensure that it is not adding to pollution 

burdens already imposed on economically struggling communities.

The requirement that state agencies take environmental justice into account 
would be strengthened by establishment of an Environmental Justice Advisory 
Council, whose responsibilities would include monitoring the cumulative impacts 
of development in communities over time. 

In the current system, developers need show only that the harm from any one 
form of pollution does not exceed danger levels. With analysis of cumulative 
impacts, the multiple forms of pollution would be measured comprehensively, 
which will more clearly show the additive effects of environmental hazards on 
the health of residents.

DEALING WITH DANGERS FROM LEAD

Science shows there is no safe level of exposure to lead, and children are most vulner-

able to lead poisoning and the permanent damage it can cause. Eleven New Jersey 

communities have a higher proportion of young children with dangerous lead levels 

than does Flint, Mich. 

More Children  
Experience Dangerous 
Lead Levels in  
New Jersey Than in 
Flint, Michigan

Source: nj.com28
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Atlantic City, Irvington, and East Orange had the state’s highest levels. One effort to 

address the issue of cumulative impacts is under way in Newark, where the city has 

adopted a municipal ordinance requiring the creation and maintenance of a resource 

inventory that includes demographic, health, and environmental data.29 The ordinance 

also mandates that newly proposed commercial and industrial activities reveal the type 

and amount of pollution they will produce. 

A broader state-coordinated approach is needed.

RECOMMENDATION

Significantly step up efforts to test for—and lessen exposure to—lead, and iden-
tify new sources of funds to assist with reducing health risks.

Necessary measures include:

n	annual testing for lead in drinking water at schools, day-care centers, and pre-
schools;

n	requiring municipalities to conduct lead paint inspections in one- and two-fam-
ily rental units;

n	mandating soil testing to determine lead content prior to sales of homes that 
have a higher risk of contamination;

n	compiling and granting public access to tests of soil lead levels; and

n	adopting a statewide plan to reduce exposure from lead-contaminated buildings, 
soil, and drinking water. 

DIESEL EMISSIONS

Living in urban areas also exposes residents to higher levels of vehicle exhaust than 

suburban and rural New Jerseyans face. State policy should take this into consideration.

RECOMMENDATION

Mandate significantly reduced diesel particulate-matter emissions, beginning 
with support for reviving a ban on pre-2007 trucks from ports operated by the 
Port Authority of New York and New Jersey.

Improving air quality will have a salutary effect on the health of residents in 
Newark, Elizabeth, and the surrounding area.
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DISASTER READINESS

Though the consequences of climate change are more threatening and immediate in 

economically distressed neighborhoods and communities of color, many of those com-

munities are unprepared.

RECOMMENDATION

Develop adaptation and emergency plans to address the impacts of climate 
change, with the involvement of community residents, local community groups, 
and environmental justice organizations.

Such plans should include steps to be taken for evacuation; police, fire, and 
public works deployment; and feeding and housing people when a climate-related 
crisis occurs.

Conclusion
Time is not on New Jersey’s side. Challenges that previously were little known now turn 

out to be substantial threats to residents’ well-being. And, in many instances, the situa-

tion is worsened because of action deferred and protections weakened. From rejoining 

the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative to developing a shore master plan to protecting 

economically struggling communities, restoring New Jersey to national environmental 

leadership is about far more than bragging rights. The state’s quality of life is on the line. 
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