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Highlands Council Chair Makes Common Sense 

Reforms to Streamline Exemption Process for 
Highlands Residents  

Municipal governments given broader authority over exemptions to meet 
conformance obligations and needs of residents 

 
 
CHESTER, N.J. — Taking action to streamline the process for residents of Highlands 
municipalities that have already conformed with the Highlands Regional Master Plan, Highlands 
Council Chairman Jim Rilee today announced an agreement with the state Department of 
Environmental Protection (DEP) to give authority to local governments in meeting residents’ 
needs.  Under the agreement, the authority to approve 7 exemptions in the Preservation Area would 
move from the DEP to municipalities where conformance petitions for the Preservation Area have 
already been approved by the Highlands Council.  The agreement will allow municipalities to 
maintain their conformance commitments while also expediting the process for a landowner to 
obtain an exemption determination in certain situations. 
 
“The Highlands Act requires the Highlands Council, DEP and conforming municipalities to develop 
a coordinated system to oversee land use in the Highlands Region.  Conforming municipalities have 
taken important action to be consistent with the law and carry out our shared mission to effectively 
implement the Highlands Regional Master Plan,” said Rilee.  “With 70 percent of the Preservation 
Area lands now in conformance, we are in a position to restore home rule determinations for 
residents to obtain routine and common sense exemption requests.”   
 
The Highlands Act provides stringent resource protections for the 860,000 acres in the Highlands 
Region and also includes 17 exemptions to ensure that the Act does not apply to single family 
homes and similar small development projects.  Of the 17 exemptions included in the Highlands 
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Act, conforming municipalities will be authorized to administer applications for 7 limited and select 
exemptions, such as building a single family dwelling, making home improvements, and limited 
expansions to non-residential buildings. 
 
“One of my goals as Chairman of the Highlands Council is to work with municipalities to simplify 
the process and ease the burden on local residents in a balanced and reasonable manner.  Sensibly 
localizing these select exemptions will allow municipal governments and their appropriate staff to 
respond to their residents in a more timely and cost-effective manner.  I want to thank 
Commissioner Martin and DEP staff for their work on this important initiative for local 
governments and Highlands residents,” concluded Rilee. 
 
To date, 60 towns have submitted petitions to conform to the Highlands Regional Master Plan. This 
represents intent to conform in 97-percent of the Preservation Area (401,903 acres) where 
conformance is mandatory, and 33-percent in the Planning Area (147,755 acres) where conformance 
is voluntary.  Of the 60 petitions received, 39 — amounting to over 360,000 acres — have been 
reviewed and approved by the Highlands Council.  Once petitions are approved, conforming 
municipalities are required to update land use ordinances to implement the Highlands Act and the 
Regional Master Plan.  This agreement will allow residents of municipalities with approved 
conformance petitions to apply to their local municipality for certain exemptions, which, in the past, 
required an application to DEP.   
 
“We are pleased to coordinate with the Council and Highlands municipalities to create a process 
with added efficiency and cost-effectiveness,” said DEP Commissioner Bob Martin.  “Municipalities 
are well versed in reviewing applications for development under the Municipal Land Use Law and 
the delegation of exemption determinations will streamline the permitting process for those 
landowners that are not subject to the Highlands Act.  I look forward to continuing coordination 
with Chairman Rilee.” 
 
There are 17 exemptions in the Highlands Act; presently NJDEP administers applications 
for exemption determinations in the Preservation Area and the Highlands Council administers 
applications for exemption determinations in the Planning Area.  The following 7 exemptions are to 
be delegated for municipal determinations: 

 

Exemption 1.       The construction of a single family dwelling for owner’s own use 

Exemption 2.       The construction of a single family dwelling with conditions 

Exemption 4.       The reconstruction of any building or structure with conditions 

Exemption 5.       Any improvement to a single family dwelling 

Exemption 6.       Any improvement, for non-residential purposes, to a place of 

worship owned by a nonprofit entity, society or association, or association organized 

primarily for religious purposes, or a public or private school, or a hospital 
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Exemption 7.       An activity conducted in accordance with an approved woodland 

management plan 

Exemption 8.       The construction or extension of trails with non-impervious surfaces 

on publicly or privately owned lands 

Note: These are summaries of the seven exemptions to be delegated. The complete language of each 
can be found in the Highlands Act. The delegation of exemption determinations does not change 
the language of the Highlands Act and only involves the governmental level at which the exemption 
decision is made.  
 
Additional information regarding Highlands Act exemptions may be found here: 
http://www.state.nj.us/dep/highlands/exemptions.htm 
http://www.state.nj.us/dep/highlands/review.htm 
 
Additional information regarding Highlands Council’s approval of conforming municipalities may 
be found here: 
http://www.highlands.state.nj.us/njhighlands/planconformance/ 
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