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PRESENT 
 
CARL J. RICHKO   )  CHAIR 
 
KURT ALSTEDE   )  VICE CHAIR 
 
DANIEL BUSH   )  COUNCIL MEMBERS 
TIMOTHY DOUGHERTY  )    
BRUCE JAMES    ) 
MICHAEL SEBETICH, PhD  ) 
DANIEL J. VAN ABS, PhD  ) 
JAMES VISIOLI   ) 
RICHARD VOHDEN  ) 
 
VIA TELECONFERENCE: 
MICHAEL DRESSLER  ) 
MICHAEL FRANCIS   ) 
 
 
CALL TO ORDER 203RD meeting of the New Jersey Highlands Water Protection and Planning Council 
was called to order at 4:01pm at the Highlands Council Offices in Chester, NJ.  
 
ROLL CALL 
Roll call was taken. All Council Members were present. Members Dressler and Francis were present via 
teleconference.  The following staff members were present: Ben Spinelli, Gabrielle Gallagher, Maryjude Haddock-Weiler, 
Kelley Curran, Neda Hartman, Allison Bittner, Annette Tagliareni, Carole Ann Dicton, Roberta Burkhart, 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 welcomed a new Councilmember, Daniel Bush from Holland Township. Mr. Bush was 
sworn in as a member of the Highlands Council. Mr. Bush provided his professional and personal 
background.    
 
Chair Richko acknowledged the passing of former Councilmember, Michael Tfank, who served on the 
Council for approximately five years.  
 
 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S REPORT 
 
Mr. Spinelli provided several updates:      
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• Acknowledged the retirement of Judy Thornton, Principal Planner, and noted her contributions to 

the Highlands Council.  
• Principal Planner position remains open. 
• Welcomed Mayor Bush. 
• Regional Master Plan (RMP) Amendments - Public hearings are being held this coming week and 

comments may be submitted by COB April 1, 2024.  The proposed Amendments are: 
o Standards for Warehousing in the NJ Highlands Region 
o Land Use Capability Zone Map and Technical Report Update 

• Watershed Moratorium Aid (WMA) – Council approved a resolution last year requesting funding for 
Highlands towns who qualify for WMA but are not receiving it. Member Van Abs suggested that 3 
members from the Highlands Council be appointed to the WMA board. Mr. Spinelli passed this 
suggestion to the Governor’s office to consider.  

• Lopatcong/Pohatcong Redevelopment Area Designation – comment period ends February 22, 2024. 
• Lopatcong/Pohatcong Petition for Amended Highlands Center Designation – comment period ends 

March 13, 2024. 
• Award for Open Space and Recreation Plan for Highlands Region on agenda today. 
• Department of Interior/U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) – continue to work with them on a 

petition to allow an alternative appraisal methodology. Petition is pending.  
• The 5-year second extension of Dual Appraisal Methodology expires this June.  
• Request for Proposals: Branding and Marketing Plan for Highlands Region – received eight (8) 

proposals. 
• Sparta Mountain – submitting comments for next year’s activities. 
• Highlands Operating Budget – the need to increase the Highlands Operating Budget for new 

positions.  It was noted that the Highlands Operating Budget has been the same for ten years.  
• Highlands Protection Fund Capital (Grant) Budget – the need to increase the Grant budget to address 

the MS4 requirements.  
• Affordable Housing Legislation – passed through the Assembly. Still pending in the Senate. The 

Legislation does not appropriately address the Regional Master Plan. It does not address the 
Highlands Region resources for its residents as well as resources to the residents outside the region.   

• Engaging with the City of Newark – largest landowner in the Highlands and largest consumer of 
Highlands water.  

• Outreach discussions – Mount Olive, Harding Township, Mendham Township, and Hope Township. 
• State Agriculture Development Committee (SADC) Coordination regarding an Agricultural 

Ombudsman 
• Speaking engagement with Watershed Institute Conference. 
• Meetings with: 

o Town of Boonton 
o White Township 
o USFWS 
o NJDEP  

• New Jersey State Plan being updated. The Highlands Council will be commenting. 
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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 Sebetich asked what Council’s role is regarding Sparta Mountain. Mr. Spinelli responded that 
the project triggers our review of the activities as it is an environmentally sensitive site. Mr. Spinelli added 
that the activities should respect the resources of the Highlands region. Mr. Spinelli also added that we 
do not have sufficient staff resources to be on the ground.   
 
Chair Richko commented that the City of Newark watershed is approximately 35,000 acres and consists 
of seven large reservoirs.  Chair Richko added that he would like to work with the City of Newark to 
assist them in preserving those resources.  
 
 
APPROVAL OF HIGHLANDS COUNCIL MINUTES OF JANUARY 18, 2024 
 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the Council Minutes of January 18, 2024.  
 
Member Dougherty made a motion to approve the Highlands Council Minutes of January 18, 2024.  Member Sebetich 
seconded it. 
 
A roll call vote was taken.  The Highlands Council Minutes of January 18, 2024, were APPROVED 10-0, with one 
abstention by Member Bush. 
 
 
BUDGET & FINANCE COMMITTEE 
 
Committee Chair Visioli provided his Budget & Finance Committee report: 
 
Resolution – Adoption of Amended Bylaws 
 
Committee Chair Visioli reported that the first resolution for Council’s consideration is the amendment 
to the Council’s Bylaws to increase the Executive Director’s authority threshold for contracts, 
purchases, and payments to $44,000 to be consistent with other state agencies. Other state agencies are 
set at $44,000 and the Highlands Council is currently set at $25,000.  
 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the resolution.  
 
Member Visioli moved the resolution. Member James seconded it.  
 
Council Comment 
 
Member Vohden asked why this amendment was not processed through the Bylaws Committee.  
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Ms. Gallagher responded that since it is a budget matter staff decided to have it go through the Budget 
& Finance Committee.  
 
There was discussion about the Bylaws Committee and Mr. Vohden added that the Council should 
have been notified ten (10) days prior to an amendment and it would be helpful to have the committee 
list on Council’s website.   
 
Chair Richko and Mr. Spinelli noted that Member Vohden’s comments are well taken. 
 
Ms. Gallagher concluded that the committee list will be emailed to all Council members.  
 
Public Comment 
 
There was no public comment.  
 
A roll call vote was taken. The resolution was APPROVED 11-0. 
 
Resolution – Approval of Fiscal Year 2024 Highlands Protection Fund Capital Budget for Plan 
Conformance Funding Grants 
 
Committee Chair Visioli reported that the second resolution for Council’s consideration is for three (3) 
grant requests. The Committee is recommending the approval of grants totaling $99,500.  All grants are 
reimbursement-based.  
 
The Highlands Council has two requests for grant funding to comply with the enhanced regulations of 
the NJDEP Municipal Separate Storm Sewer System (MS4) Permit.  
 
Bedminster and Liberty Townships are requesting funding for Stormwater Management Planning. 
Bedminster is requesting $34,500; and Liberty is requesting $50,000.  Both Townships have applied for 
NJDEP grants: Bedminster (Tier A) $25,000, Liberty (Tier B to A) $75,000.  
 
The last grant request is from Bloomsbury Borough, Hunterdon County - Bloomsbury Borough is a 
100% Preservation Area municipality and is requesting funding to prepare a Circulation Plan element as 
part of their municipal master plan. The Borough is requesting $15,000 for this work. 
 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the resolution.  
 
Member Visioli moved the resolution. Member James seconded it.  
 
Council Comment 
 
Member Sebetich asked what a circulation plan is.  Mr. Spinelli responded that it is related to traffic 
circulation.  
 
Public Comment 
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There was no public comment.  
 
A roll call vote was taken. The resolution was APPROVED 11-0. 
 
Resolution – Approval of Contract to Develop an Open Space and Recreation Plan For the 
New Jersey Highlands Region 
 
At this time Highlands Regional Planner, Allison Bittner, gave a presentation which may be found on 
the Highlands Council website: www.nj.gov/njhighlands/about/calend/2024_calendar.html#feb15  
 
Committee Chair Visioli reported that the Budget & Finance Committee and Council staff are making a 
recommendation to award a contract to develop an Open Space and Recreation Plan for the New 
Jersey Highlands Region.  Committee Chair Visioli thanked the Highlands for their professional input 
and noted it is critical that we all get involved in these decisions.  
 
Chairman Richko asked for a motion on the resolution.  
 
Member Visioli moved the resolution.  Member James seconded it.  
 
Council Comment 
 
Member Van Abs recused himself from this resolution.  
 
Public Comment 
 
There was no public comment.  
 
A roll call vote was taken. The resolution was APPROVED 10-0. 
 
 
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 your comments/suggestion but is not a question-
and-answer period.  Chair Richko added that if a public member has any questions, please call the 
Highlands Council office at any time.  
 
Public Comment 

Dylan Medici, NJ Highlands Coalition – Mr. Medici welcomed Councilmember Bush to the Council, 
and noted that the Coalition looks forward to working with him in the future.   

George Cassa, NJ Highlands Coalition - Mr. Cassa commented on Mr. Spinelli’s Executive Director’s 
report regarding Sparta Mountain. Mr. Cassa asked what was the trigger for the Highlands Council review 

http://www.nj.gov/njhighlands/about/calend/2024_calendar.html#feb15
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of the work. He asked if the Council was notified by NJDEP.  Mr. Spinelli responded that the Council is 
acting based upon the plan NJDEP put forward and activities they propose for next year and added that 
the Highlands Act triggers us to comment on it.        

Richard Kelsky, Stillwater, New Jersey – Mr. Kelsky followed up on his comments to the Highlands 
Council at its meeting of January 18, 2024, regarding the RMP Amendment Committee meetings in 
November and December and the RMP Amendment process.  Mr. Kelsky submitted his comments for 
the record. Mr. Kelsky also supports Member Vohden’s comments. 

Chair Richko asked for a motion to adjourn the meeting.  
 
Member James made a motion to adjourn the meeting.  Member Dougherty seconded it.  All were in favor.  The meeting 
was adjourned at 4:48pm.  
 
 

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:   3/21/2024   Name:        Annette Tagliareni   
           Annette Tagliareni, Executive Assistant 
 
 

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     √       
 
 
 



PUBLIC COMMENTS SUBMITTED AT 
HIGHLANDS COUNCIL MEETING  

FEBRUARY 15, 2024 



Transcription: 

Comments of Richard Kelsky at Highlands Council Meeting of January 18, 2024 

(Public Comments Portion) Regarding RMP Amendment Process and Response 

of Highlands Council through its Chief Counsel, Gabrielle Gallagher, Esq. (at that 

meeting). 

00:37:59 Rich Kelsky, Stillwater: 

I'm concerned about the inconsistent application of the rules governing your proposed RMP 

amendments. While you've repeatedly stated, by the way, that each amendment will be by 

separate resolution, your agenda limited public comment to a single session rather than 

permitting public comment on each separate resolution. 

Also, I'm very concerned that you publicly noted that as of today, for today, you publicly noticed 

a committee meeting and you provided documents regarding that meeting, but I can't figure 

out why that meeting was necessary. 

The published minutes of November's meeting of the committee, prepared by Mr. Spinelli, state 

that the purpose of the meeting was quote, introduction and release for public comment of the 

following documents, each for ultimate adoption into the RMP. Highlands Region, Forestry, 

Wetlands and Wetlands, Best Management P ractices. Policy Standards for Warehousing. 

Updated Land Use Zone Map. 

The minutes conclude, following discussion the committee decided to hold off on the forestry 

best management practices at this time and present only the warehouse guidelines and land 

use capability zone map to the Council at its December 14th, 2023 meeting. 

That November determination by the committee was also specifically referenced, referenced by 

Mr. Spinelli in the Highlands Council December report. 

That record is clear, unequivocal, and repeatedly presented. 

If that's not taking action on an amendment to the RMP, I don't know what is. 

But that presented a problem. 

RMP Addendum 2018-1 which governs amendments, requires that meetings be open to the 

public and noticed to the public and all documents being considered be provided to the public 

at any meeting of the committee at which it is anticipated that the committee will take action 

on a proposed RMP amendment. 

So why did you not give public notice of the November meeting? And why did you not make the 

documents available at the November meeting? 
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