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Sussex County Strategic Growth Plan Endorsement Petition
Minutes of the Office of Smart Growth Public Hearing

Having received requests for a public hearing on Sussex County’s Plan Endorsement petition, the Office of Smart Growth held a hearing in Newton per the State Planning Rules.  The hearing took place on June 1, 2006 at 6:00pm at the County Administrative Center located at One Spring Street, Newton, New Jersey, 07860.

The Honorable Glen Vetrano, Sussex County Board of Chosen Freeholders member, opened the hearing with a welcome to all in attendance, and noted that the hearing was an opportunity for input into the County’s Strategic Growth Plan.  Mr. Vetrano provided an overview of the outreach involved in the development of the Strategic Growth Plan, which began in 2001.  Mr. Vetrano acknowledged the assistance of the Strategic Growth Committee, some of whom were in attendance at the hearing, emphasizing the cross-section and diversity of the Committee’s membership amongst the residents of Sussex County.  Mr. Vetrano noted the approximately 200 hours of outreach meetings across the County that took place on an individual municipality basis.  He further noted that the end result was a plan that he felt was representative of the wishes of the residents of Sussex County.    

Courtenay Mercer, Office of Smart Growth Planning Director, introduced the Office of Smart Growth staff, as well as the other agency staff present at the hearing.  She commented that Sussex County was the first full county to petition for plan endorsement, and explained that the endorsed County Plan would ultimately provide guidance for municipalities who choose to seek plan endorsement in the future.  Ms. Mercer described the format of the hearing, which was to consist of a description of the Plan Endorsement process by OSG, a presentation on the petition by the County, followed by comments from the public.  The format for those who wished to provide comment was explained, emphasizing the time limitation of 3 minutes per comment.  Ms. Mercer also explained the opportunities for submission of written comments, as well as additional opportunities for public comment at future meetings of the Plan Implementation Committee (PIC) and State Planning Commission (SPC).  

Ann Waters, Office of Smart Growth Area Planner for Sussex County, discussed the Plan Endorsement process and timeline.  Mrs. Waters emphasized the distinction that Sussex County holds as the first full Countywide petition to be considered for plan endorsement.  The 

endorsement of a Countywide plan by the State Planning Commission would facilitate a more streamlined process for those municipalities working directly with the County as they prepare their own plan endorsement petitions.   

Eric Snyder, Sussex County Planning Director, described Sussex County’s petition and the extensive process for the development of the County’s Strategic Growth Plan.  He reiterated the comments made by Mr. Vetrano with regard to the outreach efforts in the development of the Plan.  He emphasized that the Strategic Growth Plan was an example of a participatory document.  Mr. Snyder recognized the members of the Strategic Growth Advisory Committee, echoing Mr. Vetrano’s comments to the diversity of the group’s membership.  Mr. Snyder emphasized that the County’s Plan was a living, working document that they expected to be amended in the future to reflect changes that may take place in the County over time.  Mr. Snyder stressed that during the process of developing the Plan, there was much coordination with the State agencies to ultimately produce a plan that would be consistent with the State Plan.  He relayed that additional changes would be made, as necessary, until the Plan was endorsed.  Some of the changes recommended by DEP with regard to endangered species, habitat issues, and capacity issues as examples, were agreed to and amended by the County staff already.  He explained that it was the County’s intent to develop a strategic plan that would be endorsed at the State level with all the data necessary for the municipalities to utilize when seeking plan endorsement.  
Public Comments 
Paul Sutphen, representing Citizens for Responsible Development at Ross’ Corner, referred to the Frankford outlet mall project as an example of why regional planning is necessary, in particular with regard to infrastructure and natural resources that the municipalities in Sussex County share.  He thought that regional planning would provide a blueprint of development guidelines, and that the combined efforts of the County and State would prevent poor decision making at the municipal level.  He stated that the proposed project for Frankford exhibited inconsistencies with the Municipal Master Plan, the State Plan and the Sussex County Strategic Growth plan.  Despite these inconsistencies, the Frankford Land Use Board voted in favor of the proposal to construct the outlet mall.

Harriette Ansbach, Frankford Township resident, relayed her belief in the need for sound planning by way of anecdote.  She further relayed her hope that the County’s petition move forward, and she commended the County for their efforts.  

Allan Esenlohr, resident of Green Township and a member of the Strategic Growth Committee, expressed concern as to whether the State had the most up to date version of the Sussex County plan.  He stated that some of the information for Green Township was incorrect in the copies the members of the Committee currently held.  Green Township had submitted a correction in February 2005 to the Strategic Growth Plan that was not reflected in their version, and was concerned that the township was not represented accurately.  Ms. Mercer advised Mr. Esenlohr to provide Mrs. Waters with the specific items after the hearing. 

Jim Ayers, although a member of Frankford Township’s Land Use Board stated he was not representing the Board.  He relayed his support for the Strategic Growth Plan.   

Scott Olsen, representing Byram Township, commented on the complexity and overwhelming data that was part of the County petition.  He stated that it was difficult to access from the Office of Smart Growth website, and therefore, did not know whether Byram’s comments were included.  He further relayed his concern that Sussex County would become a Transfer of Development Rights receiving area for the Highlands Preservation area.  He also questioned the ability of the existing centers to handle increased densities without a process in place to allow for those densities.  He stated that Transfer of Development Rights should not move from the Highlands Preservation areas into areas of the County not regulated by the Highlands.  Mr. Olsen relayed additional concern about the lack of detailed data in the Sussex Plan.  He recommended that the County Plan should not move forward until the adoption of the Highlands Regional Master Plan, which would provide the opportunity to incorporate the Highlands data for those municipalities within their jurisdiction into the SGP.   
Robert Kasuba of the law firm of Sills Cumis Epstein & Gross, spoke on behalf of Nouvelle Associates, owners of property in Lafayette Township.  He requested that the Lafayette Village Center, an identified center in the State Plan, be expanded to include his client’s property and that the Center be recognized in the Strategic Growth Plan.  Mr. Kasuba relayed his support for the comments made by Mr. Snyder regarding the concentration of development in centers.  He further offered his client’s support to work with the Township and the State to move toward center designation.  

David Troast, Sparta Township Planner, commended the Freeholders, staff and Strategic Growth Committee on the development of the Plan.  He stated that the Sussex County Plan should be fast-tracked toward endorsement.  He also urged that changes and modifications be allowed to the Plan during the process.  

Daniel Coronoto of Hampton Township questioned whether municipalities could modify the Strategic Growth Plan document as they experienced changes on the ground.  

Julia Somers, representing the Highlands Coalition, noted that 10 municipalities within Sussex County fell under the jurisdiction of the Highlands Regional Master Plan.  She felt that the data being developed by the Highlands Council should be incorporated into the Sussex County Plan; therefore, the Sussex Plan should wait until the adoption of the Regional Master Plan before receiving plan endorsement.     

Barbara Palmer, representing ANJEC, expressed concern regarding the relationship of the County’s Plan to the Highlands Regional Master Plan, and the need for one third of the County to adhere to two plans.  She also questioned the fact that the population projections were generated prior to the Highlands legislation and absent the Highlands Regional Master Plan.  .ANJEC, therefore, recommended that the County Plan Endorsement petition wait until the adoption of the Highlands Regional Master Plan to allow for the inclusion of the environmental resource data.  She recommended that the Office of Smart Growth make the online access of plan endorsement documents easier.  

Dick Clark, speaking on his own behalf, commended the County for the comprehensive planning effort that provided municipalities with information that they would not have resources to create on their own.  He stressed the need for communication between the municipalities and the State, and that the process allows changes to be made to reflect individual municipal experiences in the future.  He commented on the need for flexibility in designating centers and the need to improve permitting processes in centers.  He further emphasized that the County’s Plan Endorsement petition should not wait for the Highlands Regional Master Plan.

Nancy Reading, representing the Lafayette Township Land Use Board, noting Mr. Kasuba’s remarks, stated that the perspective of the Township should be considered.  She explained that the Township had been very active in filing a third round COAH plan and in Cross Acceptance. 

Rick Hughes of Lafayette Township described the considerable input of Lafayette Township into the Strategic Growth Plan.  He noted that a number of changes to Lafayette have occurred since the submission of the SGP that are not reflected in the current Plan.  He stated that he thought that the SGP was a starting point for regional planning and that it needs to be pushed forward allowing for changes and additions to be made as necessary.  He also stated the need for the Plan to reflect the desires of the public rather than developers.   

Ernie Hofer, Wallkill River Watershed Management Group noted his engineering experience and stated that waiting for another report [Highlands Regional Master Plan] would not be beneficial.  He reiterated other comments regarding the need to move forward with the SGP.  He also noted the science behind the data included in the SGP, and addressed the environmental issues mentioned by a previous speaker regarding water quality and endangered species.  He affirmed that considerable attention to these issues was incorporated into the Plan.    

Susan Zellman, Sussex County Board of Chosen Freeholders Member, commended the members of the Strategic Growth committee, the County Planning Department and the Planning Board on their efforts and the comprehensiveness of the SGP.  She relayed concern with the Highlands’ timeline as a member of the Highlands Housing Technical Advisory Committee, which only met once.  She, accordingly, did not feel it appropriate to hold the Sussex County Plan Endorsement Petition to await the adoption of the Regional Master Plan.  She felt that the SGP should be seen as a working document that should be endorsed now, with the allowance for refinement, should it be necessary after the adoption of the Highlands Regional Master Plan.   

Jim Kilduff, Franklin Borough, noted that Franklin Borough’s previous submission of a center designation application was the longest pending application prior to the Plan Endorsement process that Franklin Borough would soon pursue.  He saw the endorsement of the regional petition as ultimately streamlining the plan endorsement process, and taking some of the workload off the Office of Smart Growth.   

With the conclusion of public comments, Mr. Vetrano recognized the members of the Strategic Growth Committee.  Ms. Mercer also noted some of the State agency representatives who arrived during the hearing.  She also reminded the attendees of the opportunity for future participation in the process.  The hearing was adjourned at 7:10pm. 
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