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Budget Cuts Will Hit New Jersey’s Natural Areas Hard

Highlight need for stable source of funding for open spaces, farmland and historic sites

Trenton – The Governor’s proposed cuts to the Divisions of Parks & Forestry and Fish & Wildlife highlight the critical need to create stable funding for the operation and stewardship of our parks, wildlife management areas, open spaces and historic areas.  Decades of under funding of these areas has resulted in a decline in maintenance and services, including the closure of park facilities, fewer conservation officers, a backlog of repairs, the uncontrolled spread of invasive species and lost educational, recreational and economic opportunities. The Governor’s proposed cuts will further reduce the state’s ability to care for these areas, resulting in a loss of the many benefits they provide New Jersey’s residents and economy. 
State Leaders Should Listen to the Voters
With the passage of ballot question #3 in November, voters sent a clear message to our leaders that New Jersey should continue to invest in our parks, open spaces, farmland and historic sites despite the state’s fiscal challenges. In light of voter support last fall and the proposed cuts, the Keep It Green Campaign, a coalition of nearly 100 organizations, urges the Governor and Legislature to create a stable source of funding for the operation, maintenance and stewardship of preserved lands, as well as the acquisition and capital improvement of these areas, through the renewal of the Garden State Preservation Trust this session. The Campaign also urges our leaders to increase appropriations for the two Divisions in this year’s budget in order to keep our parks and natural areas open to the public in the coming year. 
Closure of Swimming and Camping Areas Expected
As the Commissioner of the Department of Environmental Protection noted in a recent Assembly Environment Committee meeting, the $8.8 million in proposed cuts to the Division of Parks & Forestry could result in the closure of swimming and camping facilities at some of our state parks. The inability to maintain our parks has already led to the closure of portions of these areas for long periods of time, such as the indefinite closure of Bulls Island State Park campgrounds due to Delaware River flooding. If funding is not increased, next year, New Jersey residents can expect a loss of recreational opportunities at their favorite parks, if not the complete closure of these areas. 

Sending Money Back to Washington, DC 
The proposed $569,000 in cuts to the Division of Fish & Wildlife’s budget will also reduce recreational opportunities for the public and harm the state’s ability to care for wildlife species. For example, due to lack of funding for conservation officers who patrol our natural areas, the Division might be forced to close select wildlife management areas, which provide popular fishing and hunting grounds. In addition, these funding cuts could result in the inability of our state to provide the matches required to receive federal dollars for conservation work, further exacerbating the budget crisis.  
Damage to Our State and Local Economies

Investing in New Jersey’s open spaces, farmland and historic sites will result in a net economic gain for the state and enhance the health of our state and local economies. Preserved open spaces stabilize property taxes by requiring fewer services than residential development, reduce water treatment costs by protecting drinking water sources, spur urban revitalization and decrease health care cost associated with childhood asthma and obesity by promoting health lifestyles.
Ensuring well-maintained, accessible and staffed natural areas also support New Jersey’s growing ecotourism industry. Each year, wildlife-related recreation, including fishing, hunting and wildlife watching, generates $3.9 billion, creates over 37,000 jobs and brings in nearly $170 million in sales tax revenue to New Jersey.  By, investing in these areas through the creation of stable funding, New Jersey will not only enhance our economy, but also ensure a high quality of life, clean air and water and open spaces for our children.
Voters Support Funding These Essential Needs

In November of last year, fifty-four percent of voters approved borrowing $200 million for the Green Acres, Farmland, Blue Acres and Historic Preservation Bond Act to fund park development, land conservation and historic preservation efforts for another year through the Garden State Preservation Trust. However, funding for these essential needs is uncertain beyond next year, and operations, maintenance and stewardship of the state’s existing parklands are vulnerable to budget cuts such as those proposed by the Governor. 
“New Jersey’s parks and open spaces aren’t a luxury item that we can afford to neglect,” said Joanna Wolaver, Director of Government Relations at NJ Audubon Society and Coordinator of the Keep It Green Coalition.  “We call upon our leaders to provide adequate and stable funding to care for our parks, and to create a long-term dedicated source of funding for the Garden State Preservation Trust. The voters have already demonstrated their support for this and we are confident they will do so again if given the opportunity.”
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