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Overall Direction –
“Making Vibrant 
Connections”
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M A K I N G V I B R A N T C O N N E C T I O N S

Make Somerset County a highly 
desirable place to live – Imagine living in 
beautiful towns and neighborhoods 
surrounded by active farmland and access 
to local foods, vigorous natural areas, and 
robust historic sites, all connected by 
greenways and a dense network of  trails.
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Renewed determination is needed now more than ever –
New Jersey as a whole has saved about one-third of  its land, and has 
developed about one-third. The final third will be committed by 2050. 
Somerset’s plan aims for meaningful investment that translates into: 

• Expanded greenways, parks, and natural areas that protect 
ecosystems  – within a 15-minute walk of  every resident;

• A trail system that connects every community in Somerset 
County;

• More accessibility to farm markets and local food; 

• No net loss of  farmland – and more farmland permanently 
preserved;

• No net loss of  historic sites; and

• County-owned sites in outstanding condition.
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• access to the outdoors; 

• access to local food;

• a deep sense of  history and 
connections to the community; and 

• a shared sense of  meaning as 
Somerset residents enjoy vibrant 
community gatherings and cultural 
resources.

Goal 1: Build people into the system – The result of  the Preservation 
Plan should be healthy residents enjoying an ever-improving quality of  
life, defined as: 
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Goal 2: Ensure that Somerset County is an 
increasingly resilient and sustainable place 
to live – Careful attention to enduring 
landscapes, natural resources, and healthy 
streams will maintain Somerset’s desirability to 
residents, businesses, and investors. This work 
will also sustain the local economy. 
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Goal 3: Invest in green 
infrastructure – Natural and 
recreation lands and linkages, 
farmland, and historic resources are 
integral to the Somerset County 
Investment Framework and critical to 
residents’ health, well-being, and 
safety.
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Goal 4: Encourage comprehensive, 
coordinated local government 
action – This plan is designed to 
result in county and municipal 
planning efforts that reinforce all 
forms of  preservation and the  
county-municipal partnerships that 
leverage local government resources. 
Somerset County will deploy county 
staff  and funds strategically to assist 
municipal planning.

M A K I N G V I B R A N T C O N N E C T I O N S
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Goal 5: Pursue partnerships – Local 
government cannot do it all. This plan 
encourages working with nonprofit 
land trusts and other organizations, 
volunteers, property owners, and 
businesses to encourage their 
contributions toward this plan’s 
implementation.

M A K I N G V I B R A N T C O N N E C T I O N S
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Open Space & Recreation 
Plan
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O P E N  S P A C E

• Introduction
• Open Space and Recreation 

Resources 
• Funding for Open Space 

Preservation
• Somerset County’s Park System
• Open Space Issues and Needs
• Open Space Preservation Partners
• Goals for Open Space and 

Recreation
• Conclusion: Moving Forward

12

III. Open Space & Recreation Plan



O P E N  S P A C E  T R E N D S

Open space acres permanently 
preserved by Somerset County: 
• 14,701 (7.5% of  Somerset County)
Other open space acres 
permanently preserved: 18,580 
(9.5% of  Somerset County)
• Municipalities: 10,675 acres
• State: 6,588 acres
• Nonprofits: 1,094 acres
• Federal: 223 acres
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Somerset County park growth:  
• 1994: 4,841 acres, 16 parks
• 2000: 8,406 acres, 20 parks
• 2018: 14,701 acres, 25 parks

Recreation trends:
• “Park Rx” – importance of  

recreation in wellness
• Bike & walk facilities
• Demographic shifts
• Multi-use sports fields/facilities
• County as regional recreation 

service provider

O P E N  S P A C E  T R E N D S
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Somerset County’s Open Space 
Preservation Goal 
• 1994 Goal: 10,500 acres
• 2000 Goal: 20,500 acres
• 2018 Achieved: 14,701 acres – 7.5% 

of  county land area
• 2019 Goal: 24,000 acres – 12.4% of  

county land area
§ Add environmental lands to 

parks: 4,500 acres
§ Fill gaps in county greenways: 

3,000 acres
§ Protect the Millstone Valley: 

1,117 acres

O P E N  S P A C E
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Somerset County’s Goals for Parks and Recreation

Goal 1: Create an open-space system 
preserving lands of  county-wide 
significance.
Goal 2: Preserve open space to protect 
critical environmental resources of  
Somerset County.
Goal 3: Provide open space for a diverse mix 
of  high-quality recreational experiences
appropriate for a county park system.
Goal 4: Provide county parks where they will 
most easily serve the greatest population 
concentrations.
Goal 5: Provide open space to enhance the 
quality of  life throughout Somerset County.

O P E N  S P A C E
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Goal 1: Create an open-space system preserving lands of  county-
wide significance

Strategies in the 2019 update
• Continue to fill gaps in greenways to provide public access and 

environmental benefits.
• Incorporate open space throughout the built environment –

interweave natural areas throughout Somerset County. 
• Advance a collaborative county-wide trail system, working with 

the Park Commission and municipal and nonprofit partners.
• Preserve landscapes complementing historic sites that prompt 

stories about Somerset County’s role in history. 
• Increase efforts to preserve historic county-owned structures in 

county parks.

O P E N  S P A C E
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Goal 2: Preserve open space to protect critical environmental 
resources of  Somerset County

Strategies in the 2019 update
• Add lands of  high ecological value to existing parks.
• Undertake strategic conservation: Fill gaps in greenways and seek 

permanent preservation for critical lands: headwaters, habitat, and 
core forests. Fee acquisition may not always be needed.

• Actively manage natural areas and undeveloped portions of  
county parks: Protect the integrity of  natural resources and identify 
areas that would benefit from habitat restoration. Reduce the impact 
of  deer and invasive species.

• Provide greater access to natural lands: Develop paths, wildlife 
viewing aids, and other modest facilities to invite visitors to experience 
natural settings and provide outdoor “classrooms” for environmental 
education.

O P E N  S P A C E
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Goal 2: Preserve open space to protect critical environmental 
resources of  Somerset County

Strategies in the 2019 update, continued
• Assure staffing: Ensure that Somerset County and Park Commission 

resources where possible are directed toward natural lands 
stewardship.

• Enlist partners: Expand the engagement of  the public and partner 
groups to assist with stewardship activities in natural areas. 

• Recruit property owners: Continue to seek opportunities to educate, 
engage, motivate, and recognize residents who adopt environmentally 
friendly stewardship practices in their backyards and other natural 
areas. 

O P E N  S P A C E
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Goal 3: Provide open space for a diverse mix of  high-quality 
recreational experiences appropriate for a County park 
system

Strategies in the 2019 update
• Develop partnerships with nonprofit and private groups to provide 

recreation to greater numbers of  people, and with municipalities in 
acquiring and maintaining recreational land.

• Create parks for all: Continue to develop strategies to appeal to the 
interests of  diverse populations moving into the county, working with 
municipal partners. 

• Connect people to parks: Encourage park visitors to share their 
park experiences. Engage the public and volunteers in citizen science 
and stewardship.

• Provide water access: In greenways related to rivers and streams, 
create more boating access and amenities for fishing and birding.

O P E N  S P A C E
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Goal 3: Provide open space for a diverse mix of  high-quality 
recreational experiences appropriate for a County park 
system

Strategies in the 2019 update, continued
• Continue to focus on greenways along 

major rivers.
• Expand Park Commission marketing 

in partnership with Somerset County 
Tourism

• Promote healthy lifestyles and “Park 
Rx”: Play a strong role in communicating 
the benefits of  recreational and natural 
lands to the health and well-being of  
Somerset County residents. 

O P E N  S P A C E
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Goal 4: Provide county parks where they will most easily serve the 
greatest population concentrations

Strategies in the 2019 update
• Strive for a greenway, trail, park, or 

natural area within a 10- to 15-minute 
walk of  every residence in Somerset 
County.

• Create a cross-county trail system. 
Include a plan to access county parks 
through multimodal transportation routes. 

• Pursue creative conservation in Priority 
Growth Investment Areas: Stand ready to 
pursue recreation and park development as 
part of  projects that redevelop, repurpose, 
and reuse land. 

O P E N  S P A C E
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Goal 5: Provide open space to enhance the quality of  life 
throughout Somerset County

Strategies in the 2019 update
• Regard open space as infrastructure: Recognize the value of  open 

space and incorporate natural lands in infrastructure plans developed 
for the county.

• Expand partnerships: Cultivate partnerships with developers and 
investors working to improve economic opportunity in the county.

• Be “open space” conversant: Open space leads to economic 
sustainability, public health and well-being, and adaptive capacity and 
resiliency as climate and weather patterns change. Defend use of  
county open space funding for smaller, yet critical, lands.

• Highlight Somerset County’s reputation as a place with a highly 
desirable system of  open space, to attract residents, visitors, and 
investors.

O P E N  S P A C E
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Best Practice: Leverage the County’s Preservation Trust Fund 

• Continue to supplement acquisitions through the County Preservation 
Trust Fund with Green Acres grant funding

• Top Priority: Apply for New Jersey’s Green Acres Stewardship Funds 
in order to:
(1) Advance a county-wide trail system;
(2) Undertake natural resource improvement projects in parks; 

and 
(3) Continue the Somerset County Municipal Flood Mitigation 

Funding Program − enable municipalities to address flood-
prone areas (and to leverage state and federal funds for this 
purpose). 

O P E N  S P A C E
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Best Practice: Cultivate Partnerships 

To protect greenways, trails, stream buffers, farm belts, ridgelines, and 
historic corridors:
• Partner with neighboring counties, nonprofits, and municipalities 

within and adjacent to Somerset County. 
• Partner with nonprofits that can assist in acquisition to leverage 

county resources. 
• Encourage municipalities to maintain existing open space trusts

and continue to partner with the county.
• Help municipalities to obtain access to public funding.
• Partner with volunteer groups in trail development and 

maintenance. 

O P E N  S P A C E
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Farmland Preservation & 
Agricultural 
Development Plan
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F A R M L A N D

• Introduction 
• Agricultural Land Base & Industry
• Farmland Preservation Program
• Stewardship, Post-Preservation Issues, 

and Right to Farm
• Agricultural Economic Development; 

Industry Sustainability, Retention and 
Promotion 

• Natural Resource Conservation, 
Sustainability and Resiliency

• Goals for Farmland Preservation and 
Agricultural Development

• Conclusion: Moving Forward
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Somerset County’s Farmland 
Preservation Goal 
• 2008 Goal: 16,000 acres
• 2017: 35,862 acres of  farmland    

(2017 Ag Census figure)

• 2018 Achieved by Somerset 
County: 8,980 acres 
§ 4.6% of  county land area
§ 25% of  farmland

• 2019 Goal: 16,000 acres
§ 8.3% of  county land area 
§ 45% of  farmland

F A R M L A N D
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Somerset County’s Goals for 
Farmland Preservation and 
Agricultural Development

• Goal 1: Build community awareness and 
support for Somerset County farming 
and local foods.

• Goal 2: Aggressively pursue efforts to 
preserve farmland in Somerset County.

• Goal 3: Increase economic opportunity 
in Somerset County through farming.

• Goal 4: Build partnerships to preserve 
farmland.

• Goal 5: Direct county resources where 
possible to increase farmland preservation 
and encourage agricultural economic 
development.

F A R M L A N D
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Goal 1: Build community awareness and support for local farming and 
local foods

• Create a one-time Somerset County 
farmland preservation conference 
and exhibit event.

F A R M L A N D

American Indians were the first humans to farm in 
Somerset County. A Native American mortar for 
grinding corn, now located in front of the Dutch 
Reformed Church in Millstone, once stood in a 
nearby village and was probably found by 17th

century European settlers.

30



Goal 2: Aggressively pursue efforts to preserve farmland in Somerset 
County

• Continue to expand and improve on 
agriculture management practices 
(AMPs).

• Implement innovative municipal 
preservation planning techniques.

• Support municipal ordinances that 
encourage local agricultural 
operations.

• Reduce the impact of  wildlife and 
invasive species to preserve farm 
profits.

F A R M L A N D
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Goal 3: Increase economic opportunity in Somerset County 
through farming
• Educate existing and new farmers on 

methods to enhance profitability.
• Provide training for new farmers.
• Expand the number of  farmers’ markets.
• Develop linkages in the business community 

between local food sources and retailers.
• Enhance coordination of  local food 

marketing and agritourism opportunities.

F A R M L A N D
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Goal 3: Increase economic opportunity in Somerset County 
through farming (continued)
• Encourage Somerset County and municipal 

agritourism opportunities.
• Engage in opportunities for regional food 

preparation and transportation infrastructure.
• Encourage local foods in school purchasing 

programs.
• Explore available marketing, coordination, 

training, and technical expertise to 
stakeholders.

F A R M L A N D
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Goal 4: Build partnerships to preserve farmland
• Coordinate preservation efforts with local land trusts.
• Identify new partnering opportunities and grant funds.

F A R M L A N D
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• Lamington Conservancy
• Natural Lands Trust (NJ) 
• New Jersey Audubon Society
• Sourlands Conservancy
• The Land Conservancy of  New 

Jersey
• The Nature Conservancy
• Trust for Public Land

• Montgomery Friends of  Open 
Space

• New Jersey Conservation 
Foundation

• Open Space Institute (OSI)
• Passaic River Coalition
• Raritan Headwaters Association
• D&R Greenway Land Trust

A Few Potential Partners



Goal 5: Direct county resources where possible to increase farmland 
preservation and encourage agricultural economic development
• Provide for administrative 

resources for farmland 
preservation and 
agricultural promotion.

• Increase awareness among 
preservation partners and 
foster coordination.

F A R M L A N D
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Historic Preservation 
Plan
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H I S T O R I C  P R E S E R V A T I O N

• Introduction 
• The Benefits of  Historic Preservation
• Historic Resources in Somerset County
• Historic Preservation Issues
• Historic Preservation Planning and 

Regulatory Framework
• Historic Preservation Goals and 

Objectives
• Conclusion: Moving Forward
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Somerset County’s Goals for Historic Preservation

Goal 1: Identify, protect, and promote Somerset 
County’s unique historic resources, including the 
communities, buildings, and traditions, that make up 
the fabric of  the cultural landscape.

Goal 2: Promote coordination and consensus in 
the conservation of  historic resources across the 
public, private, and nonprofit sectors.
Goal 3: Link conservation and preservation of  
historic resources to economic opportunity, 
sustainability, and revitalization of  the County's 
towns, villages, and rural landscapes.

Goal 4: Pursue additional protection measures 
and incentive programs to preserve Somerset’s 
historic and archaeological resources in order to 
foster pride in the county and maintain the County’s 
rural, small-town character.

H I S T O R I C  P R E S E R V A T I O N
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Goal 1: Identify, protect, and promote Somerset County’s unique 
historic resources
• Update the 1989 county-wide 

historic resource inventory
• Celebrate Somerset County’s 

heritage
§ Support for interpretive 

activities and events
§ County-wide interpretive 

presentation
§ Community & business 

interpretation
• Educate young people about 

Somerset County history and 
historic resources

H I S T O R I C  P R E S E R V A T I O N
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Goal 2: Promote coordination and consensus in the conservation 
of  historic resources across public, private, and nonprofit sectors.
• Build a county-wide historic preservation 

network
• Strengthen individual partnerships with 

historical societies and historic sites 
(programming, research, volunteers)

• Partner to preserve farmland and 
agricultural resources

• Partner to preserve conservation 
landscapes

H I S T O R I C  P R E S E R V A T I O N
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Goal 3: Link preservation of  historic 
resources to economic opportunity, 
sustainability, and revitalization of  
Somerset County's towns, villages, and 
rural landscapes.
• Pursue strategies that support historic 

preservation through economic 
development and tourism

H I S T O R I C  P R E S E R V A T I O N
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Goal 4: Pursue additional protection measures and incentive 
programs to preserve Somerset’s historic and archaeological 
resources.
• Provide support for municipal planning –

historic preservation commissions, grants, 
technical assistance

H I S T O R I C  P R E S E R V A T I O N
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Goal 4: Pursue additional protection measures and incentive 
programs to preserve Somerset’s historic and archaeological 
resources (continued)
• Strengthen Somerset County’s role as a 

preservation leader 

§ Provide funding for county-owned historic 
properties

§ Provide resources to encourage 
municipalities’ and private owners’ 
stewardship

§ Sustain county review of  land development, 
flood mitigation

§ Sustain county bridge preservation
§ Participate in advisory bodies for state-

owned properties
§ Enhance public appreciation of  the county’s 

role through an annual report

H I S T O R I C  P R E S E R V A T I O N
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Tourism
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Tourism in Somerset County
Agri-tourism

+Eco-tourism

+Heritage Tourism 

+Arts Tourism =

CULTURAL HERITAGE TOURISM

T O U R I S M
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The National Trust for Historic 
Preservation has defined cultural 
heritage tourism as
• “traveling to experience the places, 

artifacts and activities that authentically 
represent the stories and people of  the 
past and present.” It includes cultural, 
historic, and natural resources. 

• In 2013 the cultural and heritage traveler 
was “the most productive travel segment 
of  the travel industry, generating over 90% 
of  the economic benefit of  all U.S. leisure 
travelers.” 

• Of  these travelers, 65% say they seek 
experiences where the “destination, its 
buildings and surroundings have 
retained their historic character.”

T O U R I S M
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IMAGES: Van Doren House in Millstone, where Washington stayed following the Battle of Princeton, January 3, 1777 – C. 1755 (HABS images from 1937, courtesy Library of Congress)



New Jersey Historic Trust’s 2010 state heritage tourism master 
plan calls for ‘authentic, valued and engaging experiences’ that
• Enhance New Jersey’s image as a 

desirable destination with a rich 
history that has played a vital role in 
the nation

• Improve the state’s economy through 
visitor spending

• Contribute to the stewardship of  
New Jersey’s unique historic, cultural, 
and natural assets

T O U R I S M
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Somerset County’s Tourism “by the 
numbers” –
• Competitive: 4 percent of  state and 

local taxes (sales, lodging) – 14th in 
NJ, nearly $168 million in 2017 

• Growing: 4th highest growth in tax 
collection from 2016 to 2017 (3.3% 
increase) 

• Room to grow even more: only 
$1,440 collected per household 
compared to state average of  $1,515

• Big industry: Total jobs: 20,518. 
Direct jobs: 11,240 (4.4% of  NJ’s 
total)

T O U R I S M
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T O U R I S M
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New Jersey Skylands

North Jersey

Crossroads of the American Revolution 
National Heritage Area 

Three Regional Collaborations 



Strategies and Priorities for Tourism in Somerset County

• Eco-tourism, outdoor recreation, gardens: 
“Ready to go”

• Agritourism: “Ready to go” – but needs 
more experiences

• Heritage tourism: Needs more outdoor 
interpretation, events, and available hours. 

T O U R I S M

50



Step One: Build Readiness

• Establish a county-wide 
baseline of  attendance at 
attractions and events.

• Develop collaborative 
partnerships to support 
development of  cultural 
heritage tourism.

• Assess needs of  
interpretive, recreational, 
and agricultural sites and 
programs to support 
tourism.

T O U R I S M
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Step Two: Take Early Action

Possibilities:
üDesign and undertake a wayfinding strategy, using 

physical signage and digital applications.
ü Strategize now for ways to capitalize on the upcoming 

250th anniversary of  the American Revolutionary 
War and possibilities for new state investment.

ü Package and enhance a Somerset County Birding & 
Wildlife Circuit from current wildlife viewing sites at 
parks, natural areas, and greenways.

ü Package and enhance a Somerset County Cultural 
Heritage Circuit from current public historical sites.

üExpand the Visit Somerset NJ website: 
§ more “ecotourism” categories
§ a “walk-bike-hike trails” category
§ a “Learn and Experience” category on such 

history topics as the American Revolution and 
the American Country House Era

T O U R I S M
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Step Three: Undertake Long-range Planning 

• Undertake a long-range 
cultural heritage tourism plan 
to support interpretive, 
recreational, and agricultural 
sites and programs, 
consisting of  strategies for:
ü Branding
ü Marketing
ü Investments
ü Collaboration
ü Monitoring & 

progress reporting

T O U R I S M

Peonies Envy of  Bernardsville offers u-pick gardens, retail and catalog sales, 
and a beautiful site to visit during spring bloom season. (Image courtesy Peonies 
Envy)

53



Implementation
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• Implementation priorities and 
sequencing

• Roles of  responsible parties (lead and 
partners) 

• Guidelines for the county’s use of  the 
plan and future review and 
amendments or updates of  the plan

I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

Moving Forward: Implementation Strategy
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Goal 1: Build people into the system

Goal 2: Ensure that Somerset County is 
an increasingly resilient and sustainable 
place to live

Goal 3: Invest in green infrastructure

Goal 4: Encourage comprehensive, 
coordinated local government action

Goal 5: Pursue partnerships

I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

Moving Forward: Keep Goals in Mind

56



S O M E R S E T  P R E S E R V A T I O N  P L A N

Questions/Comments?

Agriculture Open Space History 57

For More Information, Please Contact:
Walter Lane at (908) 231-7021 
or via email at: 
PlanningBd@co.somerset.nj.us


