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September 26, 2025 
 
Mayor Susan McCartney  
West Orange Town Council  
West Orange Planning Board  
66 Main Street, West Orange, NJ 07052  
  
Dear Mayor McCartney, members of West Orange Town Council and Planning Board:  

We, the undersigned organizations and individuals, urge you to say NO to the development of 
the last unprotected core forest on Watchung Mountain Second Ridge, and take all steps 
necessary to permanently preserve this irreplaceable natural treasure.    

The Watchung Ridge Forest is a mature 120-acre core forest - the last of its kind in the entire 
region. The forest was designated by Essex County and West Orange as a top priority for 
preservation for the last two decades and is recognized as a treasure by legions of area 
residents. Your predecessors in West Orange applied for Green Acres funding to preserve this 
property fifteen years ago.   

This last core forest is now threatened by 496 apartments in 4 tall buildings on the Second 
Ridge of the Watchung Mountain range, which would forever desecrate the invaluable benefits 
of this precious resource.    

Thousands of your fellow residents have loudly called for preservation.  ​
The decision now rests with you.  Deny the Project and Preserve The Forest.  

Your predecessors made a wise decision by rejecting a previous development due to the 
well-known public safety risks including flooding, traffic and pedestrian safety, and degradation 
of public drinking water supplies. The site has not changed, the risks are far greater today and 
the forest remains unsuitable for development.   

The Township of West Orange and the developer are using the state’s affordable housing 
requirements to justify the construction of these apartments.   

●​ This site is totally unsuitable for affordable housing.  

●​ Affordable housing should not come at the expense of the destruction of one of the most 

environmentally sensitive sites in the region.   
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●​ Our organizations strongly support affordable housing.  However, many alternative and 

more appropriate sites for affordable housing exist in West Orange.   

If this vast project is built; virtually every environmental consideration and regulatory 
protection will be violated.   

A professional review by Princeton Hydro of the developer’s stormwater and wetlands permits 
concluded that the project as proposed would result in increased flooding and a reduction in 
water recharge.  

The permits issued were based on flawed data and outdated rules that underestimate current 
flood risks and ignore current conditions adjacent to the site. WeCare NJ, joined by New Jersey 
Conservation Foundation and three neighboring municipalities, have appealed the adverse 
permit issued by the NJ Department of Environmental Protection in November 2024.  The 
appeal is ongoing.   

It would be virtually impossible to choose a less appropriate location for a development of this 
size and scale in this region of New Jersey. The fully forested land includes steep slopes, 
significant wetlands and the headwaters of Canoe Brook.   

Nature’s functions, or ecological benefits currently provided by the forest would be lost should 
the development proceed:  

●​ Preventing increased flooding and stormwater runoff   

●​ Protecting and filtering drinking water supplies    

●​ Providing open space and nature in an area with little public open space   

●​ Sequestering carbon   

●​ Protecting air quality   

●​ Protecting wildlife habitat and biodiversity   

●​ Protecting one of the last remaining forests originally inhabited by the Munsee-Lenape 

people for over 10,000 years  

●​ Supporting human health, healing, community connections, and quality of life   

●​ Increasing resilience from climate change impacts  

The consequences of your decision now, whether to preserve or develop this 
irreplaceable forest, will be known and felt by all.   

We, the undersigned organizations and individuals, strongly urge you to say NO to the flawed 
development plan on the Watchung Second Ridge Forest, and take every necessary measure to 
preserve this last remaining natural treasure for the benefit of your own citizens, the entire 
region and State of New Jersey.    

Sincerely,  
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WECARE NJ 

Joseph Pannullo, President  

Michele S. Byers, Advisor  
President, Landworks Advisory Group LLC  
Former Executive Director, New Jersey Conservation Foundation  

 

Climate Revolution Action Network  
Ben Dziobek, President  

 

Ramapough Lenape Nation  
Chief Vincent Mann, Acting Chief​

Michaeline Mann, THPO  

 

Essex County Board of County Commissioners 

Commissioner Brendan W. Gill, At-Large 

Commissioner Leonard M. Luciano, District 4 

Commissioner A'Dorian Murray-Thomas, District 2 

Commissioner Patricia Sebold, At-Large 

 

Borough of Essex Fells  

Mayor Edward Davis 

 

Borough of Roseland 

Mayor Jim Spango 

 

Township of Verona 

Mayor Dr. Christopher Tamburro 
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Township West Caldwell 

Mayor Joseph Tempesta, Jr 

 

Township of East Hanover 

Mayor Joseph Pannullo 

 

Township of Montclair 

Councilor Aminah Toler, Fourth Ward 

 

Sierra Club, NJ Chapter  
Anjuli Ramos-Busot, Chapter Director  

 

Environment New Jersey   
Doug O’Malley, State Director  

 

New Jersey Conservation Foundation   
Anthony Cucchi, Director of Programs  

 

Great Swamp Watershed Association  
William Kibler, Executive Director  
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New Jersey Highlands Coalition   
Elliot Ruga, Director Policy and Communications  

 

Rahway River Watershed Association  
Clea Carchia, Executive Director  

 

Raritan Headwaters  
Mara Tippet, Executive Director​
Cindy Ehrenclou, Senior Director of Development 

 

The Watershed Institute   
Michael Pisauro, Policy Director  

 

New Jersey League of Conservation Voters  
Ed Potosnak, Executive Director  

 

EarthShare New Jersey  
Paula Aldarelli, Executive Director  

 

 NY/NJ Baykeeper   
Greg Remaud, Executive Director  
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Pinelands Preservation Alliance   
Jaclyn Rhoads, Executive Director  

 

Association of NJ Environmental Commissions  
Jennifer Coffey, Executive Director  

 

Essex County Environmental Commission  
Jennifer Duckworth, Co-Chair  

 

West Orange Environmental Commission  

Mike Brick, Chair 

 

Verona Environmental Commission  
Jessica Pearson, Chair 

 

Montclair Environmental Commission 
Suzanne Aptman, Chair 

 

  
South Orange Environmental Commission  

Kathleen Grant, Chair  

 

Millburn Environmental Commission 
René Paparian, Chair 
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Livingston Environmental Commission 
Walter LeVine, Chair 

SOMA Action Climate 

Phoebe Spanier, Climate Committee Chair  

 

Our Green West Orange   

Sally Malanga, Board Member  

 

Newark Science and Sustainability, Inc.  
Tobias Fox, Founder-Managing Director  

 

New Jersey Sustainable Business Network  
Rebecca C. Lubot, Ph.D., M.Sc., Executive Director  
 

 

Essex Chapter of the Native Plant Society of NJ  
Kazys Varnelis, President​

Russ Furnari, Co-chair of the Advocacy Committee​

Deb Ellis, Chair  

 

Grover Cleveland Park Conservancy  

Mark Brodie, President  
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Greater Newark Conservancy  

Wilson Cano, Executive Director  

 

Top Hats Indigenous Social Club, Scheyichbi Chapter  
Johnny Sebastian, National President  

Northeast Earth Coalition 

Jose German-Gomez, CEO 
 

 

Garden Club of Somerset Hills 
Joan Seigle, President, GCSH 

 


	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

