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Dirty Energy Pipeline Targets Our Public Lands
XX groups from across the State have come together to oppose the loss of public lands for a polluting fossil fuel pipeline.  The Tennessee Gas Pipeline company is proposing to expand their existing natural gas pipeline in Montague, Wantage, West Milford, Ringwood, and Mahwah, in order to carry more gas produced through hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, in the Marcellus Shale.  This Northeast Upgrade project heavily targets our public lands with about 50% of the project in our state and county parks and forests.  The organizations are calling on the State House Commission (SHC) to reject the diversion of our protected open spaces for a project that will increase our dependence on fossil fuels and destroy critical environmental resources.  The SHC will be voting on the land diversions for this project within the next few months.      

“This project is being proposed in the Highlands, the most environmentally sensitive part of New Jersey and the most important lands for water supply.  This project will have a dramatic impact on an area that should be preserved.  This is like putting a pipeline through our Yellowstone or our Yosemite.  We need the State House Commission to stand up and protect our public lands by rejecting this project,” said Jeff Tittel, Director, NJ Sierra Club.   “The State House Commission should deny these diversion requests and tell TGP to go back to the drawing board and outline a route that does not violate the public trust by destroying the resources of our public lands.  The Commission must not allow this company to destroy our public land again while offering us little in compensation.  

The organizations submitted a letter to members of the Commission asking them to stop lands preserved using Green Acres funding from being used for this project.  No independent alternatives analysis was done to avoid public lands.  Instead the NJ Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) and Bergen County relied on the applicant’s data and alternative reports prepared by their consultants. Alternative routes that would completely avoid state parkland, such as running the pipeline adjacent to Route 80, were either dismissed or not examined at all.  The company has not presented any realistic alternatives to avoid state parkland, simply routes that traverse other portions of state-owned land.  
The amount of money being offered to compensate for the loss of public lands was also challenged by the groups.  The DEP is willing to lease the land for $0.15 cents per square foot, or $6534 per acre.  TGP will be offering $7.84 million to lease our state lands, averaging out to about $13,300 per acre over the life of the lease.  Recent Green Acres purchases in the area of the TGP project have cost well over $13,300 an acre.  The Woggish parcel next to the pipeline and Long Pond Ironworks State Park was purchased for $41,000 per acre in 2009.  Bergen County paid $105,000 per acre to preserve Camp Todd in 2005 near Ringwood State Park, Ramapo Reservation.  

Instead, the groups are asking that the SHC wait until a bipartisan bill sponsored by Senators Bob Smith and Gerry Cardinale passes the legislature.  The bill S826 would increase lease amounts paid to the state by requiring that the “revenue generation potential” of the land be considered in determining the lease value.  Currently public land is valued as undevelopable due to deed restrictions and this bill would end this inappropriate valuation practice and allow the state to recuperate more than pennies on the dollar for the loss of our public lands.   
The project has not received any federal approvals and the organizations are asking the SHC members to delay action until a decision is made at the federal level.  The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) is currently preparing an Environmental Assessment on the project and the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and DEP have raised significant concerns on that process related to water supply as the project crosses under the Monksville Reservoir.  

This project would have significant impacts on some of the most environmentally sensitive areas of our state and the organizations are calling for a more robust mitigation plan  if this project does move forward.  This project will impact our core forests and threatened and endangered species habitat, increase sedimentation, and degrade water quality and the groups believe the current mitigation plan does not do enough to address these impacts.  TGP cannot adequately mitigate for the destruction of habitat and  loss of these public lands through replacement land because these lands cannot be replaced.  In portions of the project, there is nothing else comparable to these lands in the state and buying other  forested properties would  protect those tracts but does not make up for what would happen along the pipeline

The State House Commission oversees the sale and leasing of state owned lands.  The membership of the Council is the Governor, the State Treasurer, the Director of the Division of Budget and Accounting or their designees, two members of the Senate and two members of the General Assembly.
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