Township of West Orange
66 Main Street, West Orange, NJ 07052

Environmental Commission
Phone: 973-325-4101

August 13, 2025

Planning Board

Township of West Orange
66 Main Street

West Orange, NJ 07052

Subject: PB-24-01, West Essex Highlands, Inc.
Proposal to Destroy Forested Acreage and Build 496 Unit Multifamuly Property

Dcar Members of the West Orange Planning Board.

On behalf of the West Orange Environmental Commission (WOEC), I write to formally expross
our strong opposition to the development proposed in the above-captioned matter After careful
review and consideration, the WOEC finds that this proposed development s inconsistent with
our community’s environmental goals and would adversely impact ecological witegnty. regonal
open space, and quality of life for residents. As descnbed further below, we ask that the Planning
Board (1) reject the above-captioned application and (2) require a full environmental impact
statement for any future proposed development of the site

We wish to emphasize that our stance is in full aignment with the resolutions recently adopied
by the environmental commissions and goveming bodies of neighbonng municipalitics
Specifically, the WOEC endorses and stands with the towns of Verona, Caldwell, and [ asex
Fells, and with Essex County Environmental Commussion, all of whom have ssued Resolutions
stating opposition to the proposed project because of the reasonably foresceable severe
environmental impact that would occur should it be realized.

These resolutions collectively articulate senous environmental, hydrological, and community
scale concems regarding the proposed West Essex Highlands development. We believe then
conclusions are well-founded in scientific and planning principles

In support of our position, the WOEC is attaching our own formal resolution, which outlines ou
rationale in detail. Key points include:

1. Protection of Natural Resources
The Highlands area includes sensitive ecosystems, watersheds, critical wild life habuars

and mature woodlands. The proposed development would fragment these areas, degrad-
biodiversity, and reduce natural water infiltration, impacting dow nstream systems



2. Stormwater and Watershed Concems
The project site lies within a significant watershed. Any large-scale cleanng, grading. or
impermeable paving will result in increased erosion, sed imentation, and stormwater
runoff, which will adversely affect water quality and local stream systems

3. Preservation of Open Space & Scenic Character
The Highlands contribute to the scenic beauty and rural character that define our region
Their loss would diminish open space and community identity that West Orange and i«
neighbors value highly.

4. Cumulative Regional Impact

We share the concems voiced by Verona, Caldwell, Essex Fells, and Essex County: the
West Essex Highlands development may set precedent for further spraw| m the region,
undermining coordinated planning and environmental steward ship

Request of the Planning Board

Based on these considerations, the West Orange Environmental Commussion respect{ully urges
the Planning Board to:

1. Deny the application for the proposed development, and

2. Require a full environmental impact statement (EIS) that comprehensively addresses the
issues outlined above, including hydrological modeling, ccosystem assessments, and
cvaluation of altemative, lower-impact design options for this or any future proposed
development of the site.

We also request that the Planning Board hold a joint public hearing with representatives Lrom the
environmental commissions of Verona, Caldwell, Essex Fells, and Essex County, fostenng
regional dialogue and coordinated decision-making on this matter

Again, the WOEC affirms its alignment with the corresponding resolutions from neighborin e
municipalities and Essex County, and strongly opposes any approval of the cusrent developime
plan for the West Essex Highlands. We trust that the Planning Board will consider these
environmental concems with the seriousness they deserve and act in protection of West Orange -
ecological and community welfare.



Thank you for your attention to this important issue. We stand ready to work collaboratively
pursuit of a sustainable, well-planned future for our township and region.

Sincerely,

Michael Brick
Chair, West Orange Environmental Commission

Attachment:

» Resolution of the West Orange Environmental Commission Opposing the West Fssex
Highlands Development.




RESOLUTION OF THE WEST ORANGE ENVIRONMENTAL COMMISSION
Opposing and Condemning the Proposed Development at West Essex Highlands, West
Orange, New Jersey

WHEREAS, the proposed development by West Essex Highlands Inc. seeks to construct 496
residential units on a 120-acre tract of undeveloped forested land located on the western
ridgeline of the Watchung Mountains, bordering Essex Fells, Verona, and Roseland; and

WHEREAS, this area is heavily vegetated with mature trees, wetlands, steep slopes, and serves
as a watershed for the Peckman River and Canoe Brook; and

WHEREAS, West Orange is a heavily forested, steeply sloped municipality in Essex County, which
is the most densely populated county in New Jersey, the most densely populated state in the
United States; and

WHEREAS, the environmental impacts of this development include deforestation, increased
stormwater runoff, disruption of local ecosystems and watersheds, and potential harm to
surrounding neighborhoods due to inadequate drainage systems; and

WHEREAS, the loss of thousands of trees will exacerbate flooding risks in nearby towns,
including Verona and Essex Fells, and diminish air quality and biodiversity; and

WHEREAS, changes in weather patterns and climate, and warmer average temperature create
circumstances for more frequent and stronger storms, which have not been adequately
accounted for in the current proposal; and

WHEREAS, this development contradicts sustainable land-use practices outlined in West
Orange’s Master Plan, which emphasizes conservation, smart growth, and low-impact

development; and

WHEREAS, neighboring municipalities such as Verona, Essex Fells, and Caldwell, as well as the
Essex County Environmental Commission have all issued resolutions opposing this project due
to the reasonably foreseeable environmental consequences and harm to neighboring

communities; and

WHEREAS, public safety concerns related to steep slopes and traffic congestion remain
unresolved despite the 2006 rejection of similar proposals by the West Orange Planning Board;

NOW, THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED, that the West Orange Environmental Commission strongly
opposes and condemns the proposed West Essex Highlands development;

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that the Commission urges the West Orange Planning Board to deny
approval for this application due to its severe environmental, safety, and community impacts;




BE IT FINALLY RESOLVED, that the Commission supports placing this land under permanent
conservation easement to preserve its ecological value for future generations.

Adopted this 13th day of August, 2025.
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