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Town Offered Help In GIS Technology for Future Planning

By Pat Johnson

A comedian suggested that to truthfully reflect what New Jersey represents in the 21st century, the “Garden State” motto should instead be: “New Jersey the Paved State.” Unfortunately, to those communities that are feeling development pressure, its not so funny.

According to John Hasse, a professor at Rowan University, if New Jersey continues to urbanize at 16,000 acres of open space per year as it has for the past ten years (while at the same time preserving 1 million acres under former Gov. Christie Whitman’s plan), New Jersey will run out of land in 30-40 years.

“We’ll be the first state in the nation to be totally built-out,” said Hasse.

And most of New Jersey’s land is being eaten up by suburban sprawl; large houses on big lots, on cul-de-sacs, far from schools, churches and food stores so every thing must be driven to, which means more roads.

New Jersey has one thing that real estate agents always stress, location, location and location.  Situated between New York City, the country’s largest city and Philadelphia, the fifth largest city, New Jersey is rapidly filling up with people and concrete.  Consider also that our population of 8 million, a population density higher than Japan’s, recently passed Connecticut’s in being the richest, per capita, in the nation.

“New Jersey is the wealthiest state in the union and Camden is the poorest city in America,” said Hasse, “we can see how that relates to sprawl.”

The recent development pattern is shifting away from the suburbs to rural sprawl. It’s flight into the county,” he said.

Hasse was just one of the speakers at a planning conference, held Marchat the Jacques Cousteau National Research Reserve’s education building in Tuckerton.

Planning officials from communities that lie within the Mullica River watershed were invited including Little Egg Harbor Township, Tuckerton (Tuckerton did not send a representative) and Englewood Township.

Because the JCNERRS is dedicated to protecting the Mullica River Watershed, the conference focused on how the watershed might be affected by future growth.  The projecting are pretty good because a large part of the watershed is protected by the Pine Barrens Comprehensive Management Plan – But not so the rest of New Jersey.

Between 1986 and 1995, New Jersey lost 15,000 acres of vacant land to development per year, said Hasse.  “To put that in a context easily understood, that means we lost 4,000 acres of forest or 11 football fields a day.  From ’86 to ’95, the welands tht have been impacted by development equals seven football fields a day.  We loose 26 football fields a day of farmland.

“We’ve been undergoing major urbanization.”

The most significant statistic according to Hasse is that New Jersey is covering 11 football fields a day in impervious surface – hence the “paved state” reference.  Impervious surface means anything that keeps rain from percolating back into the ground and contributes to stormwater runoff: rooftops, roads, parking lots.

“The implications for our groundwater is obvious,” said Hasse.

Because development is rapidly consuming land, and because of imipacts to ground water, the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection is shifting from a case-by-case approach in permitting development to an overall approach said Hasse.

The DEP’s new stormwater rules comply with federal EPA-mandated requirements.  The rules will require municipalities to develop plans to control stormwater runoff in both existing and new developments; to reduce pollution runoff levels from new developments by 80 percent; and to recharge 100 percent of an area’s groundwater based on historical record.

The rules also protect vegetated areas along waterways that are designated category 1 water resources – usually waterways that contribute to reservoirs or drinking water.

The rules, proposed in January, could be in effect by this summer….. 

