Watchung Mountain Ridge Forest
Development Info Sheet

A four-story housing development is being proposed in West Orange, New Jersey, on a
120-acre forested area on the Second Watchung Mountain Ridge. The project, known as
West Essex Highlands, involves clearing about 30 acres for a 496-unit residential
development, including 100 affordable housing units.

The land is privately owned by billionaire developer Zygmunt Wilf, a co-owner of the
Minnesota Vikings. The development company is called Garden Homes.

In 2006, a plan to build 136 single-family homes on the property in West Orange was
rejected by the local planning board over environmental and safety concerns. The
developer hopes to force West Orange’s hand with this new application because of the
state’s affordable housing mandate.

While there is an acute need for affordable housing in NJ, it should not come at
the cost of public safety (e.g. polluting drinking water supply and causing
landslides and exacerbating flooding) or preserving green spaces that benefit all
NJ residents.

WE CARE NJ hired a lawyer to lead the opposition to this development. All official
organizations supporting the opposition signed onto a letter here.

Fundamentally, an old-growth forest like this is an environmental asset that simply
cannot be replaced.

The South Orange Environmental Commission and the Maplewood Environmental
Action Committee read formal letters of opposition into the hearing’s official record.
Maplewood’s Town Council also passed an official resolution in opposition of the
development. Those letters thoroughly outline environmental concerns, including, but not
limited to:

o Immensely increased risk of landslides and flooding in an already flood-prone
area

o Disturbance of Canoe Brook tributaries that replenish critical aquifers that
contribute to NJ American Water, providing clean drinking water for 2.9 million NJ
residents, in more than 190 communities.

o Destruction of a significant carbon sink and source of oxygen production
o Destruction of a source of relief from the heat island effect

o Destruction essential ecological habitat for native species


https://wecarenj.com/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1bujHzAnkKx0brwiXbr1KW_jGUnk49UU9/view?usp=sharing

e The Canoe Brook River originates in the West Essex Highlands. and flows into the
Canoe Brook Water Treatment Plant. This is where South Orange’s and
Maplewood’s water utility American Water sources drinking water for SOMA’s
44,000 residents.

o Old-growth forests and wetlands act as highly effective natural filters and
replenish important aquifers.

o With de-stabilized soil and more-run off, aquifer recharge rates drop, which
reduces dilution of contaminants in groundwater.

o Expanded impervious surfaces cause rainwater that would normally soak into the
ground to run off quickly, carrying sediment from disturbed soils, chemicals from
landscaping fertilizers, pet waste bacteria, microplastics, petroleum products, and
heavy metals from roads and driveways. This can lead to turbidity spikes, harmful
algal blooms, and higher pathogen levels in the source water.

o Bottom line — all of this will elevate pollution and contaminant loads in SOMA’s
drinking water supply and could lead to the necessity of more chemical treatment
of our drinking water. It may also require higher turbidity and sediment removal
needs, more advanced nutrient removal steps, and increased monitoring for
bacteria and protozoa.

e A primary concern is the developer’s failure to comply with NJ’s updated stormwater
management rules in an area already susceptible to flooding.

o Originally, the NJ DEP granted Garden Homes an exception because they
submitted their site proposal before the new stormwater management rules were
passed. However, they rescinded the site plan and resubmitted it after the new
rules passed.

o Princeton Hydro, an environmental consulting firm that specializes in watershed
management, completed a study of the site and the proposal. Their submitted
testimony outlines watershed and stormwater management issues within the
developer’s proposal.

o This article summarizes the issues Princeton Hydro presented.

Supplementary Research Resources
- Press Conference 9/26/25:
https://www.voutube.com/watch?v=o0Pc2InW_SEI&ab_channel=BugTorch
- Articles:
- https://www.tapinto.net/towns/west-orange/sections/government/articles/west-ora

nge-environmental-commission-sends-letter-to-planning-board-opposing-propose
d-west-essex-highlands-development

- https://www.njconservation.org/watchung-mountain-forest/



https://dep.nj.gov/wp-content/uploads/rules/rules/njac7_8.pdf
https://dep.nj.gov/wp-content/uploads/rules/rules/njac7_8.pdf
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1gPIHDzX1_qbyIOTQNz0yGYmjDe0ujGjs
https://essexnewsdaily.com/headlne-news/the-water-has-to-go-somewhere
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oPc2lnW_SEI&ab_channel=BugTorch
https://www.tapinto.net/towns/west-orange/sections/government/articles/west-orange-environmental-commission-sends-letter-to-planning-board-opposing-proposed-west-essex-highlands-development
https://www.tapinto.net/towns/west-orange/sections/government/articles/west-orange-environmental-commission-sends-letter-to-planning-board-opposing-proposed-west-essex-highlands-development
https://www.tapinto.net/towns/west-orange/sections/government/articles/west-orange-environmental-commission-sends-letter-to-planning-board-opposing-proposed-west-essex-highlands-development
https://www.njconservation.org/watchung-mountain-forest/

- https://www.nj.com/news/2025/04/billionaire-developer-wants-to-build-500-apart
ments-in-forest-on-nj-mountain.html

- GIS maps:
- https://dep.nj.gov/gis/nj-geoweb/
- RSIS (Residential Site Improvement Standards)
- https://www.nj.gov/dca/codes/offices/rsis.shtml



https://www.nj.com/news/2025/04/billionaire-developer-wants-to-build-500-apartments-in-forest-on-nj-mountain.html
https://www.nj.com/news/2025/04/billionaire-developer-wants-to-build-500-apartments-in-forest-on-nj-mountain.html
https://dep.nj.gov/gis/nj-geoweb/
https://www.nj.gov/dca/codes/offices/rsis.shtml
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