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The 3.5 million acre Highlands are a critical component of the East coast’s green infrastructure. Stretching from south-central Pennsylvania through New Jersey, New York and into northwestern Connecticut, the Highlands provide clean drinking water for over 15 million people between the Berkshires to the north and the Shenandoahs to the south. This nationally-recognized landscape is characterized by a common underlying geology, and close proximity to the Northeast megaregion stretching from Hartford, to New York, and Philadelphia. Within an hour of nearly 25 million Americans, the Highlands are a backyard paradise for one of the nation’s most densely populated regions.  The Highlands provide “close-to-home” recreation to these millions and receive over 14 million recreational visits annually. With this proximity, though, comes the unrelenting threat of unplanned development. In NJ and NY, 5,000 acres of open space are developed each year. A recent report by the USFS found that between 1997 and 2001 over 44,930 acres of farmland has been lost in the Highlands Region. While nearly a quarter of the CT Highlands is protected, 13,000 acres, or 17%, was developed from 1985-2002. In PA, 15,000 acres were developed from 1992-2001. Unless bold, interjurisdictional steps are taken now to protect important natural resources, conserve working lands, and direct new development to municipal centers with existing infrastructure, the life sustaining resources of the Highlands will be lost. 

Mission and Vision

Our mission statement describes the long-term programmatic direction of the organization. The current mission statement of the Highlands Coalition is:

The Highlands Coalition seeks to permanently protect critical lands, drinking water supplies and community character in the Highlands region of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, and Connecticut through a network of conservation lands that provides a green buffer to the sprawling Northeast metropolitan corridor. We work to increase public and private funding for land protection and foster a regional approach to strategic growth planning and resource management. At the local level, the Highlands Coalition collaborates with planning boards and community groups to facilitate a shared understanding of the importance of the Highlands and incorporate preservation of Highland resources into local land use decisions.

The Coalition’s vision statement describes our ideal vision of the Highlands landscape.

We envision a Highlands region characterized by an interconnected network of conservation lands, forests, fields, rivers, wetlands, and farmland, as well as communities of planned development with mixed-use, pedestrian-friendly, transit-oriented development in municipal centers.

Working together, we aim to permanently protect at least 50% of the important land and water resources of the Highlands through acquisitions, easements, policy instruments, and zoning tools. Through strategic imperative #1 described below, we will determine specific, long-term resource conservation goals using USFS studies and data for the Coalition and its members.

History 

The Highlands Coalition was formed in 1988 by the NJ Audubon Society (NJAS), NJ Conservation Foundation (NJCF), Watershed Watch and others, to protect watershed lands and forests in northern New Jersey. Tom Gilmore, Executive Director of NJAS, was the Coalition's first board chair, succeeded by David Moore, Executive Director of NJCF, in 1990. The following year, the US Forest Service conducted a study of the NY-NJ Highlands, released in 1992 and updated in 2002. The Study recognized the region as a "landscape of national significance," rich in natural resources and recreational opportunities and "virtually in the backyard of the nation's largest metropolitan area." 

In 1993, the Highlands Coalition and Regional Plan Association identified a "Dozen Critical Treasures" in the NY-NJ Highlands. From 1990 until 2001, the Coalition was staffed and funded as a project of the New Jersey Conservation Foundation, which hired the Coalition's first Executive Director, Tim Dillingham, in 1998. In 2001, the Coalition succeeded in having the New Jersey Highlands recognized as a "Special Resource Area" in New Jersey's State Development and Redevelopment Plan, which helped lead to the passage of state legislation to protect the region.   

Though representatives from Pennsylvania and Connecticut had been involved in Coalition activities since the mid-1990s, it wasn’t until 2002, that Coalition leaders formed an independent four-state Board, and hired Tom Gilbert as Executive Director. Under Tom’s leadership the effort expanded into Pennsylvania and Connecticut. The Coalition led campaigns that resulted in passage of both the federal Highlands Conservation Act (HCA) and the NJ Highlands Water Protection and Planning Act in 2004. In late 2004, McGreevey appointed the Highlands Water Protection and Planning Council was established in New Jersey and began to develop a Regional Master Plan. A draft of the Plan was issued in November 2006 followed by a second draft one year later. In 2005, the US Forest Service began a study of the PA-CT Highlands, which is to be completed in late 2008. In 2007, the first funds under HCA were secured, as $2 million in funding was provided to the four states, matched by another $2 million in state funding. In 2008, $1.75 in federal funding was appropriated under HCA. The first preservation projects using federal funding were completed in late 2007 and early 2008 at Camp Vacamas (New Jersey), Deluca (Connecticut) and Arrow Park (New York).

In 2004 Tom Gilbert left the Coalition and Bill O’Hearn was hired to replace Tom. Dawn Serra, the Coalition’s Communications Coordinator, has been with the organization since early 2003, and in 2006 Teddy Eisenman was hired as the New York State Director. In 2007 Jon Meade was brought on board as Executive Director. Leadership responsibilities shifted among leading board members as Carol Ash departed as chair of the board to become head of New York’s Office of Parks, Recreation, and Historic Preservation. Jim Hall, the new Executive Director of the Palisades Interstate Park Commission, took over as co-chair with Jennifer Grossman, Vice President at the Open Space Institute.

Over this same period, the Coalition experienced a shift in programmatic orientation. Since its establishment in 1988, the Coalition had focused on protecting the Highlands primarily through land conservation techniques like acquisitions and easements. This conservation strategy was an underpinning of the Coalition’s effort to procure federal funds, resulting in the 2004 Highlands Conservation Act (HCA). However, in recent years, this shift has included addressing issues like water resources, biodiversity, agriculture, and climate change. With skyrocketing land prices our members have been seeking additional ways to protect critical resources beyond land acquisition including policy and planning approaches to augment land acquisition. 

Strategic Planning

This strategic planning process was initiated in late 2007 in order to help guide the Coalition’s future at a time of change both internally and externally. With the leadership of board co-chair Jennifer Grossman (Open Space Institute), the board and staff began looking hard at the Coalition as an organization, not just a partnership of other organizations. With the facilitation of Antonia Bowring from Open Space Institute, the board convened seven meetings on strategic planning. In addition, we released a survey of our nearly 200 member organizations, held conference call interviews with state committee leadership, and interviewed similar partnership-driven organizations like the Northern Forest Alliance, the Southern Appalachian Forests Coalition and the Greater Yellowstone Coalition. The result of this effort has been a strategic plan that outlines an expansion of programmatic activity beyond just land conservation advocacy. It has also created a new vision for the Highlands landscape that addresses both the natural and built environment. Finally, it articulates an organizational role for the Coalition that serves to support and extend the capacities and impact of our member organizations. 

It is clear that the Coalition must continue its core work promoting conservation of the most important places in the region and expanding land conservation funding at all levels. Our advocacy for conserving specific areas of the Highlands is an essential component of our work. But while the HCA elevates the national recognition of the Highlands and provides federal funding -- both critical steps -- land acquisition alone cannot achieve the protection that the 3.5 million acre Highlands require. There appears to be a significant opportunity for the Coalition and its member organizations to take leadership roles in the expansion of the tools used to achieve resource conservation, including regional planning and policy measures such as Smart Growth, state-level policy recognition, and local planning efforts.  An additional need emphasized in the survey was to continue to promote the water resources of the Highlands, as well as to work on ways to secure lasting protection of those resources.

	Strategic Imperative
	Goal
	Strategies
	Results

	External Strategies: Enhancing the Coalition’s Impact

	Setting Conservation Priorities
	To identify and protect regional conservation priorities
	· Create regional green infrastructure map & database
· Identify focus areas

· Identify priority parcels

· Align conservation strategies with priority areas
	· Green infrastructure map
· Regional GIS database

· List of priority parcels

· Conservation tracking system
· Conservation Atlas for NY and CT

	Land Conservation Funding
	To increase funding for land conservation in the Highlands
	· Promote member projects

· Advocate with elected leaders for expanded funding
· Coordinate federal and state agencies

· Develop private funding source
	· Fact sheets for HCA, FL, and LWCF projects

· Meetings with Congressional Members and staff 
· $11 M for HCA, $120 M for Forest Legacy, and $900 M for LWCF
· Local and state bond funding

· A Highlands-wide private funding source

	Smart Growth Planning
	To promote smart growth development practices across the regional Highlands
	· Create planning tools and information clearinghouse

· Municipal outreach through Coalition membership 

· Targeted on-the-ground smart growth planning
· Creation of a regional vision
	· Web-based clearinghouse with issue papers and case studies
· Support for 2 state-based planning efforts
· Local meetings with municipal officials
· Regional visioning workshops

	Water Resources Protection
	To create a regional framework for sustainability and protection of water resources
	· Assess and protect riparian buffers

· Advocate for improved state policies protecting water resources

· Synthesize, promote and disseminate USGS water budget and model
· Execute critical lands analysis
· Improve regional cooperation
	· Aerial interpretation of all Highlands riparian buffers
· Water resources publication

· Online map

· List of high priority properties for water protection


	Internal Strategies: Charting the Coalition’s Course

	Organizational Development
	Improve the stability, functionality, and impact of the Highlands Coalition.


	· Create independent 501c3 organization
· Increase membership diversity

· Improve internal business processes


	· 501c3 tax status
· Increased diversity and total membership by 20%

· Updated/new management documentation (e.g., board manual)

	Financial Sustainability
	Achieve financial stability and provide for long-term organizational impact
	· Increase funding source diversity

· Leverage resources of Coalition membership

· Comprehensive financial planning
	· 5 year financial plan

· Two annual fundraising events

· Annual budget approved at year-end board meeting

	Communications
	Expand the awareness and name recognition of both the Highlands region and the Highlands Coalition
	· Create comprehensive communications plan
· Develop and promote brand for Highlands landscape and the Coalition
· Focus on Web 2.0 techniques to build and promote Coalition
· Communications campaign to protect priority resources
	· Use of common messages in print and electronic media
· 4 Coalition-led stories and commentary pieces

· High traffic on website, forums & blog

· Coalition issue brochures (e.g., biodiversity)
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