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Background and Membership

The Open Space Advisory Committee was organized under 
and authorized to exercise the authority of the Somerset 
County Board of Chosen Freeholders by resolution in May, 
1991. The committee provides bi - partisan representation in 
recommendations to the Somerset County Board of County 
Commissioners for the expenditures of funds from the Somerset 
County Open Space, Farmland and Historic Preservation Trust 
Fund for open space acquisition projects, acquisition grants 
through the Special Projects Grant Program and County Flood 
Mitigation Funding Program, and development grants through 
the County Recreation Grant Program. All acquisition and grant 
projects are evaluated based on consistency with the goals of 
the Somerset County Open Space Preservation Plan.

The Open Space Advisory Committee consists of ten voting 
members, one member and one citizen appointee each from 
the Board of County Commissioners, County Planning Board, 
and County Park Commission; and two citizen appointees 
each from the Democratic and Republican parties. The term 
of each voting member is one year. The Office of Planning, 
Policy and Economic Development oversees the administrative 
responsibilities of the committee.
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2024 CALENDAR

January 17 ( IN-PERSON )

February 14

March 13

April 10

May 8

June 12

July 10

August 14

September 11 ( IN-PERSON )

October 9

November 13 ( IN-PERSON )

Summary of  
Meetings

The Open Space Advisory Committee 
met on four occasions in person at the 

Somerset County Administration Building 
and via Zoom and Telephone Conference 

for the remaining seven meetings.
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Open Space
PRESERVATION HIGHLIGHTS

The County acquired parcels from four property owners totaling 16.93 acres.  
The total Open Space Inventory is now 14,988.58 acres.
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BANK OF AMERICA
BRIDGEWATER TOWNSHIP

A parcel totaling 0.69 acres located adjacent to the 
entrance to Duke Island Park in Bridgewater Township 
was acquired from Bank of America. The property, located 
within the 100 - year floodplain and adjacent to a tributary 
of the Raritan River, is developed with a residential 
structure that has fallen into disrepair due to significant, 
repeated flooding. The acquisition of the property allows 
for the elimination of a flood prone residential structure 
and the safety issues that accompany its location, and 
presents an opportunity to restore the property to aid in 
flood storage during storm events.

ACQUISITION COST: $427,500.00
rear view of the property

entrance to duke island park

residence 
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view of the property from the residence

residence
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CRESTWOOD PROPERTIES, LLC 
BRIDGEWATER TOWNSHIP

A 4.64 - acre wooded residential parcel was acquired 
from Crestwood Properties, LLC in Bridgewater 
Township.  The owner had proposed the development 
of two to three single-family residential lots before the 
County was able to negotiate a purchase for open space 
preservation. Preservation of the property continues 
the expansion of Washington Valley Park and provides 
buffers of undeveloped land between the park and 
adjacent residences. The residence on the property is 
in disrepair and will be demolished, and the area will be 
reforested, continuing the preservation of the wooded 
character of the area.

ACQUISITION COST: $490,000.00

7

rear view of the property



1777 map
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supervising planner, tom boccino viewing the bridge
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excavated arch of the bridge

G & P PROPERTIES, LLC
BOUND BOOK AND MIDDLESEX BOROUGHS

Somerset County acquired 1.77 acres of land from 
G & P Properties, LLC, located partially in Bound 
Brook Borough and partially in Middlesex Borough 
in Middlesex County along the Raritan River. It is 
developed with a warehouse building and parking for 
truck storage, which will be demolished and cleared. 
The property surrounds the right of way that contains 
the “Old Stone Arch Bridge” which is buried beneath 
the access drive to the warehouse. The bridge is a 
ca. 1730, three - span, rough cut stone arch structure 
that was an integral location in the Revolutionary 
War’s Battle of Bound Brook. It is thought to be the 
second oldest arch bridge in the country spanning the 
original alignment of the Bound Brook which was the 
boundary between Somerset and Middlesex Counties. 
According to the National Register of Historic Places’ 
registration form, the bridge is significant for its role 
in transportation history, military history, engineering 
history, and its potential for archaeology. Middlesex 
County contributed to Somerset County’s acquisition 

of the property and both agencies will work closely 
together on the excavation and restoration of the 
bridge as well as the interpretation and development 
of the property. The concept is to create a “pocket 
park” where the public can visit and learn about its 
historical significance. Although the bridge will not 
likely be excavated and restored in time, the process 
will be started to interpret and highlight it as a 
significant site for Somerset County’s celebration of 
the country’s Semiquincentennial.

ACQUISITION COST: $3,000,000.00
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TIEN REVOCABLE TRUST
MONTGOMERY TOWNSHIP

Preservation and expansion of the 6,000 - acre Sourland 
Mountain Preserve remains a top priority for Somerset 
County.  The Sourland Mountain is a vital resource 
for plant and wild animal life, migrating birds, clean 
water, and outdoor recreation. The acquisition of the 
9.84 - acre vacant wooded property in Montgomery 
Township from the Tien Revocable Trust advances the 
goals for the preservation of the Sourland Mountain. 
It protects the Back Brook corridor and its buffers, 
maintains critical wooded habitat, and continues the 
expansion of the Preserve.

ACQUISITION COST: $130,000.00

view of the property from dutchtown-zion road

hiking the sourland mountain preserve trails

interior view of the property



SPECIAL PROJECTS ACQUISITION GRANT PROGRAM | ANNUAL REPORT 2024ANNUAL REPORT 2024 | SPECIAL PROJECTS ACQUISITION GRANT PROGRAM

12 13

lost valley nature park

view of the property

lost valley nature park

The Special Projects Acquisition Grant Program 
provides Somerset County Open Space Preservation 
Trust funds to municipalities and nonprofits to assist 
with the acquisition and preservation of land for 
active and passive recreation.

NIEZGODA
MANVILLE BOROUGH

Somerset County preserved a small, but important 
piece of the preservation puzzle in the Lost Valley 
section of Manville Borough. The County has been 
assisting the Borough with preservation in the area 
for many years with the shared goal of removing 
residents from a flood prone area and returning 
the properties to their natural states to aid flood 
mitigation. The Executor of the Estate of Mary 
Niezgoda contacted the County about preserving 
a 0.055 - acre parcel of vacant wooded land in Lost 
Valley. It is surrounded by land already preserved by 
Manville Borough as part of the growing Lost Valley 

Special Projects 
ACQUISITION GRANT 
PROGRAM

Nature Park and was a perfect fit for 
preservation. The County negotiated the 
sale on behalf of Manville Borough and 
conveyed the property to the Borough 
upon closing.

ACQUISITION COST / GRANT AMOUNT: 

$800.00
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Recreation 
GRANT PROGRAM

The Recreation Grant Program provides Somerset 
County Open Space Preservation Trust funds to 
municipalities to assist with the development of 
active and passive recreational facilities within 
municipal parks and open space. Since the inception 
of the Program the County has awarded a total of 
$3,750,000 to twelve municipalities.

Construction is ongoing at the Bound Brook Park Pool 
and construction has been completed on the trails 
at Camp Cromwell in Bridgewater Township, and the 
Mike Merdinger Memorial Pavilion in Hillsborough 
Township, which was dedicated in June 2024.

The Catalpa Park Playground in Franklin Township 
should be out to bid for construction in early 2025, 
the inclusive playground in Montgomery Township 
for which a groundbreaking ceremony was held in 
October 2024, should commence construction in 
2025, and the Community Garden in Bedminster 
Township is currently out to bid for construction. 
The Lost Valley Nature Park in Manville Borough 
is currently in the design phase with some on - site 
improvements and plantings having been completed.

15

commissioner marano speaking at the pool dedication

pool under construction

view of the pool from the water slide
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MIKE MERDINGER 
MEMORIAL PAVILION
HILLSBOROUGH TOWNSHIP

mike merdinger memorial pavilion

CAMP CROMWELL TRAILS
BRIDGEWATER TOWNSHIP

MONTGOMERY 
ALL - INCLUSIVE 
PLAYGROUND
MONTGOMERY TOWNSHIP

camp cromwell trails

ada playground groundbreaking, october 15, 2024

commissioner melonie marano and mayor robert britting, mike merdinger pavilion dedication, june 26, 2024.
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2024 Acquisition and Grant Award Locations



preserved open space, millstone borough
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Open Space
PRESERVATION  
SIGN PROGRAM

Residents and visitors to Somerset County will 
begin to see new signage installed on county 
preserved open space. The signage program 
was a 2023 goal of County Commissioner 
and Open Space Advisory Committee liaison 
Melonie Marano. Commissioner Marano’s 
goal was to highlight the County’s extensive 
undeveloped open space network and show 
that the County Open Space tax dollars 
are being spent wisely. The initial phase of 
installations will be near the County boundaries 
to welcome the public to Somerset County 
and in some of the smaller municipalities. Signs 
will then appear at locations throughout the 
County to bring attention to land that has been  
preserved by Somerset County. 

21

commissioners paul m. drake and melonie marano 
next to an open space preservation sign



initial 4 button designs and 
patch for the open space 
preservation program
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Open Space
MARKETING  
AND PROMOTION
With the popularity of the Open Space brochure 
and newly formatted OSAC Annual Reports, 
ideas were considered that will help to promote 
the preservation of Somerset County’s flora and 
fauna in a fun and engaging way. A series of four 
buttons were created to promote the County 
Open Space Program with the tag line, “Let’s 
Protect Somerset County’s Open Space”. Each 
button represents an animal or plant species 
important to our ecosystem. The first four 
buttons include the Red Fox, Eastern Goldfinch, 
Common Violet and Brown Trout, with a goal of 
creating a series with a new button every year to 
two years. Early distribution of the buttons at the 
Somerset County 4H Fair and other events were 
very successful. Other ideas such as magnets and 
stickers are being considered.

To further promote the Open Space Program, 
opportunities to table at various County, 
municipal, and nonprofit events will be pursued. 
Participation in these events will allow for 
staff engagement with the public and local 
preservation groups and continue to foster 
relationships and partnerships.

open space preservation program promotional materials
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TO VIEW THE

Somerset County 
Preservation Plan

Scan the QR Code

somersetcountynj.gov/PresPlan
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Open Space
FARMLAND, 
AND HISTORIC 
PRESERVATION 
TRUST FUND

25

sourland mountain preserve trail

2024 COMMISSIONER 

Allocations, Expenditures 
and Awards

COUNTY OPEN SPACE ACQUISITION 
COSTS TOTALED $4,047,500.00.

COUNTY SPECIAL PROJECT ACQUISITION 
GRANT AWARDS TOTALED $800.00.

COUNTY COMMISSIONERS ALLOCATED 
$3,000,000.00 TO THE COUNTY OPEN 

SPACE PRESERVATION PROGRAM, 
$1,000,000.00 TO FUND ACTIVE 
RECREATION GRANT PROJECTS, 

AND $500,000.00 FOR THE FLOOD 
MITIGATION GRANT PROGRAM.

A YEAR-END BALANCE OF $3,683,170.00  
WAS AVAILABLE FOR COUNTY OPEN 

SPACE ACQUISITIONS.

THE COUNTY IS CURRENTLY IN 
NEGOTIATIONS OR UNDER CONTRACT 

FOR APPROXIMATELY  455 ACRES AT AN 
ESTIMATED VALUE OF $12,505,000.00.



The County Commissioners continue to 
support the Open Space Preservation 
Program through the allocation of 
funds from the County Open Space 
Preservation Trust Fund. Allocations 
are made for County open space 
acquisitions, funding for municipal and 
nonprofit preservation projects, funding 
for municipal acquisition of flood prone 
properties, and funding for municipal 
recreational development projects.



Moving Forward …
As evidenced by the acquisitions completed in 2024, attention is being 

given to the preservation of more unique properties that continue to 

advance the goals of the County’s Open Space Preservation Plan. The 

recent focus on preserving smaller vacant and developed properties in 

strategic locations reinforces many of the goals of the Somerset County 

Preservation Plan. Preserving critical wildlife habitat, protecting stream 

corridors, and developing linkages and wildlife corridors continue to be 

top priorities of the Open Space Preservation Program. The preservation 

of large, contiguous, vacant parcels to achieve the goals of the Program 

continues to be the top priority, but as these parcels are preserved, or lost 

to development, the focus has turned to these smaller and sometimes 

developed properties. The County continues to focus on the preservation 

of land that results in the removal of residential structures in flood - prone 

areas through outright acquisitions and municipal grants. The preservation 

of similar properties in other environmentally sensitive areas such as 

the Sourland Mountain region also improves groundwater quality with 

the elimination of wells and septic systems when the improvements are 

removed. Less groundwater is drawn from wells, and there is a reduction 

in leaching from septic systems. An equally significant benefit to the 

removal of residential and some commercial structures, particularly in 

environmentally sensitive areas, is the opportunity to restore those areas 

to their natural states through reforestation or the establishment of 

grasslands, creating new and improving existing wildlife habitats.

With the recommendations of the Open Space Advisory Committee 

and support of the County Commissioners, these acquisitions continue 

to advance the goals of the Preservation Plan and balance recreation, 

conservation, and historic preservation to create a well - rounded county 

network of parks and open space. With the continued support of the 

County Commissioners through allocations to the Open Space Trust Fund, 

the County expects to reach an interim goal of preserving 15,000 in 2025, 

another step closer to the ultimate preservation goal of the Open Space 

Preservation Plan of 24,000 acres.
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