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DEVELOPMENT APPLICATION 

ATTACHMENTS CHECK LIST 

APPLICATION MATERIALS SHOULD BE SUBMITTED ON PAPER (ONE COPY) AND ELECTRONICALLY. 

(INDIVIDUAL EMAIL CANNOT EXCEED 25 MB.) 

NOTE: This checklist should be returned with your completed application.  If any items are not applicable, please indicate 
with ‘N/A’ next to that item. 

1. _____ Application Form: Are all questions answered? Is form signed? 
2. _____ Governing Body Resolution (the enclosed form must be used) 
3. _____ Project schedule.  Please see attached Things To Be Done list and state when you anticipate 

addressing/completing each item. 
4. _____ Letter from nonprofit's attorney certifying that the applicant qualifies as a Charitable Conservancy for the 

purposes of P.L. 1979, c. 378 (C. 13:8B-1 et seq.) (See excerpt on page 15) 
5. _____ Units and quantities cost estimate, prepared and signed by an authorized, licensed professional 
6. _____ Narrative description of proposal (must address, in order, each applicable factor contained in the enclosed 

Nonprofit Project Priority System) 
7. _____ Site specific mapping: 

_____ a. Site location on legible street map 
_____ b. Tax map outlining boundaries of site to be developed 
_____ c. Existing property survey (if available) 

8. _____ Environmental Assessment (instructions enclosed) 
9. _____ Conceptual Site Plan.  Plans should be prepared by an authorized, licensed professional.  Site plans should 

identify all proposed facilities, any existing facilities and improvements, and any area of proposed tree 
clearing 

10. _____ Copy of 25-year irrevocable property lease or use agreement for project site (if applicable) 
** Lease term must be 25 years from anticipated date of project commencement to ensure term of public 
use of facilities. 

11. _____ Proof of Publication of newspaper notice and copy of notification letter to municipal governing body(ies) 
regarding application submission. (See General Information.) 

12. _____ Photographs of the site (digital images and/or prints) 
13. _____ Letters of support (see Priority System Factor #5) 
14. _____ Letters from municipal and county planning boards describing how project is specifically consistent with 

the appropriate Master Plans (See Priority System Factor #5) 
15. _____ List of all applicable permits that may be required for the project.  Applicants with projects requiring 

permits, grants, or other approvals must contact all applicable permitting agencies to secure permit 
information and application materials prior to the submission of a Green Acres application.  Evidence of 
having met this requirement must be provided with the application.  Technical assistance from Green 
Acres is available upon request. 

16. _____ Letter verifying pre-application conference with the Highlands Council, Meadowlands Commission, or 
Pinelands Commission, if applicable, including the Council/Commission’s comments on the proposed 
development project 

17. _____ By-laws 
18. _____ Breakdown of annual operating/maintenance expenses after development of site 
19. _____ Conceptual floor plan that indicates the proposed use of any structure to be developed 
20. _____ Verification that nonprofit is registered and in full compliance with the Charities Registration Investigation 

Act of 1994 
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Things to Be Done 

Please assume a hypothetical July 1, 2019 project commencement date (subject to change). 

Acquisition Projects Approximate Date 

1. Meet w/ Green Acres re: beginning appraisals __________________________ 

2. Submit appraisals to Green Acres __________________________ 

3. Obtain and submit Preliminary Assessment Report __________________________ 

4. Sign purchase contract with owner __________________________ 

5. Obtain and submit survey __________________________ 

6. Obtain and submit title insurance commitment __________________________ 

7. Close on property __________________________ 

8. Submit for final payment __________________________ 

Comments: _____________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

Development Projects: Approximate Date 

1. Obtain and submit Preliminary Assessment Report __________________________ 

2. Design project __________________________

3. Apply for/obtain permits (if necessary) __________________________

4. Submit plans to Green Acres for pre-bid approval __________________________

5. Go out to bid  or get quotes (in accordance with the Local

Public Contracts Law) __________________________

6. Award project contract __________________________

7. Begin construction __________________________

8. Complete construction __________________________

9. Submit for final payment __________________________

Comments: _____________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

September 2019

November 2019

January 2020

March 2020

June 2020

July 2020

September 2020

December 2020

February 2021
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Project Overview 
 
The County of Essex is proposing to replace the existing Wild New Jersey area of Turtle Back 
Zoo with a new exhibit featuring North American Bears. The 3-acre bear exhibit will allow the 
public to view various North American bear species up close in a safe, protected environment. 
Educational and interpretive materials and signage will enable guest to interact with the exhibit 
and proposed features will enable husbandry staff to bring animals closer to the guests. The scope 
of work includes a 6,000 square foot building that will include the following features: 
 
o Medical room for specialized procedures on large carnivores 
o Quarantine room equipped to house large carnivores 
o Maternity room to house pregnant and young animals  
o Life support room to hold filtration equipment to maintain pool water quality 
o Commissary room to have freezer/cooler and area for diet preparation 
o Scuba Diving showers/storage for maintaining pool 
o Two outdoor exercise/holding yards  
o Graphics for behind the scenes tours   
 
The outdoor area of the exhibit will measure approximately 3-acres (130,680 square feet) and 
include the following features: 
 
o Two separate exhibits for animal separation purposes 
o Two pools with a stream flowing between 
o Outdoor air-conditioned den for guest viewing 
o Rocks with cooling elements for heat mitigation 
o Training wall for husbandry staff to bring animals closer to the guests  
o Educational interpretives for guest interaction 

 
Factor #1: Open Space Needs  
 
This rating factor is not applicable as the project does not involve acquisition.  
 
Factor #2: Service Area Facility Needs 
 
Turtle Back Zoo is a 20+ acre park and open space resource located within the footprint of South 
Mountain Reservation in the Township of West Orange, New Jersey. West Orange is a community 
of more than 48,000 people living within 12 square miles. The population of West Orange is 
densely packed and highly diverse. According to the United States Census Bureau’s 2017 
American Community Survey, the population of West Orange is approximately 43.4% 
Hispanic/Latino, 26.5% Black/African-American, 19.9% White/Non-Hispanic, 7.9% Asian, and 
2.7% Other/Mixed Race.  
 
Essex County has a population of 808,285 residents and is the third largest in New Jersey. 
According to the 2017 American Community Survey, 37.7% of Essex County residents are 
African-American, 31.1% are White/Non-Hispanic, 22.4% are Hispanic/Latino, 5.1% are Asian, 
and 3.7% are Other/Mixed Race. Essex County is the second most densely populated county in 
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New Jersey, behind Hudson County, and is one of three counties considered densely populated by 
the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection’s Green Acres Program.  
 
The Turtle Back Zoo attracts visitors from far beyond the borders of West Orange and Essex 
County. According to a review of recent visitor data, 4 out of 5 visitors live outside Essex County, 
totaling more than 400,000 people each year. Park records show that these visitors are primarily 
from Passaic, Bergen, Morris, Union, and Hudson counties, however, many guests travel from 
New York City and other points of origin outside of New Jersey. For example, some residents of 
areas in eastern Pennsylvania can reach the Zoo in approximately one hour.  
 
Of the 500,0000 annual visitors to Turtle Back Zoo, about one-fifth are children who visit to 
experience the Zoo’s various educational programs, including early childhood programs, camps, 
behind the scenes tours, and other activities. Across the region, the target audience totals more 
than 6 million people. Zoo attendance is increasing each year as new exhibits and improvements 
to the park enhance the visitor experience. As a result, demand for access to the Zoo’s various 
exhibits is significant and anticipated to grow. Some of the animals that live at the Zoo include 
alligators, alpacas, antelope, bald eagles, bison, bobcats, emus, giraffes, grey wolves, hyenas, 
jaguars, kangaroos, lions, llamas, ostriches, otters, penguins, reptiles, sea lions, sea turtles, 
stingrays, and tortoises. The Zoo features various exhibit areas including a Reptile House, 
Australian Exhibit, Touch Tank, African Adventure, Big Cat Country, and various others. The 
variety of animal species make visiting the Turtle Back Zoo an enjoyable educational experience.  
 
It is important to note that the Turtle Back Zoo is the only zoo of its size and species diversity, 
which demonstrates how valuable this unique resource is to the people of Essex County and the 
surrounding region. The Zoo is committed to providing an enriching recreational experience that 
fosters excellence in wildlife education and wildlife conservation, so that present and future 
generations are inspired to understand, appreciate and protect the fragile interdependence of all 
living things. In September 2006, Turtle Back Zoo was granted accreditation by the American Zoo 
and Aquarium Association, a distinct honor that places the Zoo amongst the elite zoos and aquaria 
of the United States and means that the zoo adheres to the highest standards for zoos in the country. 
 
Factor #3: Environmental Protection 
 
This rating factor is not applicable as the project does not involve acquisition.  
 
Factor #4: Historic Resource Preservation  
 
This rating factor is not applicable as the project does not involve acquisition.  
 
Factor #5: Public Participation/Support/Planning  
 

(a) Support 
 
The new bear exhibit is a high priority for the Essex County Parks Foundation, which operates 
with the mission to raise funds to promote and enhance the Essex County Parks System. The 
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proposed project has the support of the County of Essex, demonstrated by the enclosed letter from 
Essex County Executive Joseph N. DiVincenzo, Jr.  
 

(b) Planning 
 
The project is consistent with the draft 2018-2022 New Jersey Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor 
Recreation Plan and will support State’s the goals and objectives for open space and recreation 
investments over the next five years. Specifically, the project advances the State’s goals and 
objectives under the Recreation and Stewardship priority issues areas.  
 
Under the priority issue of Recreation, the project will support the implementation of the following 
action items: 
 

• Continue to provide Green Acres funding to local governments and nonprofits for the 
development of park and recreation facilities on municipal, county and state parkland or 
nonprofit-owned land. 

 
• Continue local government and nonprofit funding for urban open space and recreation 

projects. 
 

• Continue the preservation of land for conservation and recreation purposes in urbanized 
counties by the State. 

 
Under the priority issue of Stewardship, the project will support the implementation of the 
following action items: 
 

• Support environmental education facilities and programs through funding and technical 
assistance. 

 
The project is also consistent with local planning documents at the municipal and county levels, 
advancing key community objectives for enhancing access to quality recreation and open space 
amenities. The Essex County Park System’s Park, Recreation, and Open Space Master Plan notes 
that “[s]ubstantial physical improvements are needed to existing structures, recreational facilities, 
and landscapes throughout the park system” and that it is necessary to ensure that all facilities are 
brought into compliance with the Americans With Disabilities Act.1 Moreover, the Essex County 
plan provides a policy goal of entering into public-private partnerships with community groups in 
order to achieve the necessary improvements and enhancements.2 Furthermore, the Essex County 
plan specifically notes the need to expand on the Zoo’s facilities.3 Finally, the Township of West 
Orange’s Open Space and Recreation Plan Update notes that “[a]s a long-settled community, West 
Orange is faced with the challenge of meeting its recreational needs with an ever-decreasing supply 
of open space and a population that is at or near its historic peak.”4 In response, all of the action 
                                                 

1 Essex County Park System, Recreation, and Open Space Master Plan, at 36.  
2 Id. at 41.  
3 Id. at 151.  
4 Township of West Orange, Open Space and Recreation Plan Update, at 22 (2010).  
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goals listed in the plan relate to working with state, local governments, and local nonprofits to 
develop and expand recreational open space opportunities within the community.5  
 
Factor #6: Project Quality 
 
(a) Accessibility  

 
a. Close to Population Centers 

 
Turtle Back Zoo is located in Essex County, one of the state’s most highly and densely populated 
counties. There are more than 1.6 million people living within a ten-mile radius of the Zoo, 
including areas of Union, Morris, Bergen, and Passaic counties. Although the Zoo is located within 
the boundaries of the 2,110-acre South Mountain Reservation, the Zoo is connected to surrounding 
population centers via local, county, and state roads, interstate highways, and various modes of 
public transportation.  
 

b. Accessible by Public Transportation 
 
There are a total of eight train stations within five miles of the Zoo, accommodating passengers 
along NJ Transit’s Morristown and Gladstone Line. This corridor offers Midtown Direct access to 
Penn Station in New York City, along with connections to major transit hubs in the nearby cities 
of Newark, Secaucus, and Hoboken. The Zoo is also serviced by various NJ Transit bus routes, 
which connect to population centers throughout Essex County, northern New Jersey, and New 
York City.  
 

c. Accessible by Walking and Bicycling 
 
Pedestrian and bicycle access to the Zoo is supported by significant pedestrian-friendly 
infrastructure amenities such as wide sidewalks, ADA-compliant curb ramps, high-visibility 
stamped crosswalks, traffic signals, signage, and other features that prioritize pedestrian and 
bicycle uses along the corridor. The Zoo is also located within the boundaries of South Mountain 
Reservation, which includes a network of paved roads and off-road trails that accommodate 
pedestrians or bicyclists who might wish to access the Zoo entrance on Northfield Avenue. 
 

d. Creates Public Access where None Exists or Where Existing Access is Undeveloped or 
Restricted 

 
The Essex County Parks Foundation is requested funding to replace the current “Wild New Jersey” 
section of the zoo with a North American Bear Exhibit. The Wild New Jersey exhibit is no longer 
in compliance with modern zoological practices and the County of Essex has decided to replace it 
with an educational, interactive exhibit on bears native to North America. The 3-acre exhibit will 
provide the public with the opportunity to learn about and view various North American bear 
species in a safe, protected environment. Educational and interpretive materials and signage will 
help guests to interact with the exhibit. The design of the exhibit will enable husbandry staff to 

                                                 
5 See id. at 38-40.  
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better care for the animals and bring them closer to the guests for a more interactive experience. 
This type of experience is not easily accessed by families in the area, especially low-income 
households who may not have the means to travel to other zoos that feature more diverse animal 
species. Further, the Zoo offers free parking and competitive admission rates. A family of four can 
visit the Turtle Back Zoo for $44 while, by comparison, the same trip to the Bronx Zoo – the 
nearest comparable facility – would cost $116.80.  
 
(b) Recreation Potential 
 
This rating factor is not applicable as the project does not involve acquisition.  
 
(c) Water Access  
 
Turtle Back Zoo is part of a larger county park complex within South Mountain Reservation that 
includes the Orange Reservoir and the Children’s Regatta Playground. The Regatta Playground is 
a waterfront play area that features a rubberized safety surface and various play equipment 
designed to look like boats. There is also a large open area with a synthetic grass surface and 
stamped concrete pathways that connect the playground to the Clipper Pavilion picnic area and a 
paddle boat launch with boat rentals available for a modest fee. Also, the Reservoir is surrounding 
by a walking path that is handicap accessible and measures 1.7 miles. This path connects to a 
network of trails throughout South Mountain Reservation. 
 
(d) Project Quality  

 
a. Includes multiple recreation and conservation purposes 

 
The project will substantially enhance the visitor experience at Turtle Back Zoo by providing 
parkgoers with opportunities to experience and learn about bear species native to North America. 
The exhibit will offer a new educational and interactive experience that will benefit visitors new 
to the park as well as returning families and park regulars. The Zoo is within the boundaries of 
South Mountain Reservation, which include various recreation activities including playgrounds, 
paddle boat rentals, walking trails, picnic areas, and other outdoor recreation and open space 
amenities.  
 

b. Uses effective landscaping with native species 
 
Construction of the new exhibit will require significant landscaping improvements in order to 
construct an appropriate habitat for North American bears to live in. To the extent possible and 
practical, the design of the exhibit will incorporate the planting of native species.  
 

c. Provides opportunities for various active and passive recreational uses by diverse 
user groups 

 
Turtle Back Zoo is an 20-acre park and is located within the footprint of the 2,110-acre South 
Mountain Reservation complex. This unique open space resource offers visitors numerous 
opportunities to enjoy active and passive recreational experiences. Recreational amenities located 
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near the Zoo include walking paths, hiking trails, paddle boats, various play areas (including the 
Regatta Playground, a petting zoo, pony rides, miniature golf, an ADA-accessible miniature train 
that travels throughout the Reservation, a carousel, and treetop adventure course (including a zip 
line). Most of these experiences are ADA-accessible, user- and family-friendly, and affordable to 
the diverse population found throughout the greater Essex County region.  
 

d. Includes significant plantings of native tree species 
 
The new exhibit will incorporate substantial landscaping work in an effort to replicate the natural 
habitat of the bear species that will be housed at the Zoo. To the extent possible, the landscape 
design of the new exhibit will include the planting of native tree species.  
 

e. Minimizes use of impervious surfaces 
 
The project design does not propose the addition of impervious surfaces. Rather, the new exhibit 
will allow for new technologies that will increase drainage capabilities on site.  
 
(e) Cost Effectiveness 

 
a. Donation of Labor, Equipment, or Materials or Partnerships 

 
The Essex County Parks Foundation is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that relies heavily on 
volunteerism from within the local community to carry out its mission. The Society proposes to 
enter into an interlocal agreement with Essex County in order to complete this project. This public-
private partnership will allow the Society to leverage the County’s capacity and other resources to 
complete and maintain the proposed improvements and enhancements. 
 

b. Cost of Future Operation and Maintenance 
 
The project involves the replacement of the Wild New Jersey exhibit with a new North American 
Bears exhibit. While additional operation and maintenance costs are anticipated as a result of 
placing new animals under the Zoo’s care, these costs are expected to be minimally in excess of 
what is currently included in the Zoo’s annual budget. 
 

c. Whether the Project Site has Development Approvals from Local Planning Board  
 

This rating factor is not applicable as the project does not involve acquisition.  
 

Factor #7: Project Priorities  
 

(a) Provide Investment and/or Ecotourism Potential or Public/Private Sector Venture 
 
The completion of the project will enable the visiting public to experience North American bear 
species in an exhibit that closely replicates their natural habitat. Completed in partnership with 
Essex County, the Zoological Society of New Jersey, and the Essex County Parks Foundation, the 
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new exhibit will be completed through a public-private venture that increases and enhances the 
use of public open space. 
 

(b) Waterfront Development or Redevelopment 
 
The project will enhance the overall appeal of the Turtle Back Zoo, which is located adjacent to 
the Orange Reservoir. The Reservoir offers opportunities to walk along the waterfront, play at the 
Children’s Regatta Playground, ride the miniature train, ride paddleboats, and experience other 
waterfront recreational activities.  
 

(c) Trails, Bike Paths, or Greenways 
 
The project will enhance the overall appeal of the Turtle Back Zoo, which is connected to a larger 
network of walking paths and the South Mountain Reservation trail system. 
 

(d) Historic or Archeological Resource Enhancement or Preservation 
 
This criterion is not applicable.  
 

(e) Wildlife Habitat Protection 
 
This criterion is not applicable.  
 

(f) Multiple Uses and Provides Active and Passive Recreation Opportunities 
 
The 20-acre Turtle Back Zoo and the larger South Mountain Reservation complex offers visitors 
opportunities to participate in a wide range of active and passive recreational experiences, 
including walking paths, paddle boats, various play areas (including the Regatta Playground, a 
petting zoo, pony rides, miniature golf, an ADA-accessible miniature train that travels throughout 
the Reservation, a carousel, and treetop adventure course (including a zip line). Most of these 
experiences are ADA-accessible, user- and family-friendly, and affordable to the diverse 
population found throughout the greater Essex County region.  
 

(g) Addition to or the Development of a Prior Green Acres-funded Acquisition or Development 
Project 

 
The Turtle Back Zoo has been supported and enhanced through prior Green Acres funding. Most 
recently, the Zoo opened a penguin exhibit that was partially funded by the Green Acres Program.  
 

(h) Provide Donation of Land, Equipment, Labor or Cash 
 
The Essex County Parks Foundation will work in partnership with Essex County and the 
Zoological Society of New Jersey to implement the project. The contributions of volunteers will 
ensure that the project maximizes the use of resources and optimizes the impact of the exhibit on 
the visitor experience and educational offerings available to the public at the Turtle Back Zoo.  
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(i) Likelihood or Threat of Private Development for Other than Recreation and Conservation 
Purposes  

 
This rating factor is not applicable as the project does not involve acquisition. There are no existing 
or anticipated threats of private development at the site.  
 

(j) Design and Construction that Utilizes Clean and Renewable Energy and Maximizes 
Energy Efficiency  

 
The new exhibit will be designed and constructed to maximize the use of clean and renewable 
energy, to the extent possible, and will incorporate energy efficient features.  
 

(k) Rehabilitation or Redevelopment of an Existing Recreational Facility  
 
The existing “Wild New Jersey” exhibit where the North American bear exhibit will be located is 
no longer in compliance with modern zoological practices. The replacement of the Wild New 
Jersey exhibit will redevelop the project space with a new exhibit that will allow the public to 
experience and learn about North American bears.  
 

(l) Reclamation of a Former Brownfield Site 
 
This criterion is not applicable. 
 
Factor #8: Facility Design Sensitivity and Site Suitability  
 

(a) General Recreation Facilities 
 

1. Locating proposed facilities in already cleared areas, to minimize additional clearing 
of trees and vegetation;  

 
The project will be located at the site of the existing Wild New Jersey exhibit and will require 
minimal clearing of existing trees and vegetation. However, in order to replicate the natural habitat 
of North American bears, the project will incorporate the planting of new trees and vegetation in 
excess of what is currently at the exhibit site. To the extent possible and practical, the design will 
incorporate native tree and plant species.  
 

2. Locating proposed facilities where topography and soil conditions are suitable, to 
minimize grading, excavation, fill, and drainage of a site; and  

 
The project site is located at the rear of the Zoo (relative to the park entrance) along a hilly area. 
Minimal grading, excavation, and fill will be necessary, and the advanced design will improve 
drainage capabilities at the site.  
 

3. Retaining, enhancing, or establishing vegetative buffers, or incorporating other site-
sensitive techniques, to minimize impacts on sensitive areas such as shellfish beds, 
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beach/dune systems, forests, wetlands, steep slopes, endangered or threatened species 
habitat, and aquifer recharge areas. 

 
There are no sensitive areas within the boundaries of the proposed exhibit space.  
 

(b) Structures/Buildings 
 
In order to accommodate the zoological needs of the new bear exhibit, the project does incorporate 
the construction of a new building within the proposed exhibit space. The proposed building 
measures approximately 6,000 square feet and include the following design features: 
 

o Medical room for specialized procedures on large carnivores 
o Quarantine room equipped to house large carnivores 
o Maternity room to house pregnant and young animals  
o Life support room will hold filtration equipment to maintain pool water quality 
o Commissary room will have freezer/cooler and area for diet preparation 
o Scuba diving showers/storage for pool maintenance 
o Two outdoor exercise/holding yards  
o Graphics for behind-the-scenes tours   

The building will meet the U.S. Green Building Council’s LEED Green Building Rating System 
for New Construction and Major Renovation Version 2.1. 
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Environmental Assessment 
 

Turtle Back Zoo – New Bear Exhibit 
 

1. Description of the Proposed Action 
 

a. Briefly Describe the Total Development Project 
 
The County of Essex is proposing to replace the existing Wild New Jersey area of Turtle Back 
Zoo with a new exhibit featuring North American Bears. The 3-acre bear exhibit will allow the 
public to view various North American bear species up close in a safe, protected environment. 
Educational and interpretive materials and signage will enable guest to interact with the exhibit 
and proposed features will enable husbandry staff to bring animals closer to the guests. The scope 
of work includes a 6,000 square foot building that will include the following features: 
 
o Medical room for specialized procedures on large carnivores 
o Quarantine room equipped to house large carnivores 
o Maternity room to house pregnant and young animals  
o Life support room to hold filtration equipment to maintain pool water quality 
o Commissary room to have freezer/cooler and area for diet preparation 
o Scuba Diving showers/storage for maintaining pool 
o Two outdoor exercise/holding yards  
o Graphics for behind the scenes tours   
 
The outdoor area of the exhibit will measure approximately 3-acres (130,680 square feet) and 
include the following features: 
 
o Two separate exhibits for animal separation purposes 
o Two pools with a stream flowing between 
o Outdoor air-conditioned den for guest viewing 
o Rocks with cooling elements for heat mitigation 
o Training wall for husbandry staff to bring animals closer to the guests  
o Educational interpretives for guest interaction 
 

b. State Objectives of the Project 
 
The Zoological Society of New Jersey seeks to complete this project in an effort to expand the 
recreational offerings available at Turtle Back Zoo. Moreover, it will further the Society’s and 
County’s shared mission of proving open space recreation-based pathways to ecological and 
conservation education for local youth and their families. 
 
This unique experience is not easily accessed by most New Jersey residents, as there are few Zoos 
in the region. Access to zoo facilities is especially challenging for low-income households who 
may not have the means to travel outside the area. Further, the Zoo offers free parking and 
competitive admission rates. A family of four can visit the Turtle Back Zoo for $44 while, by 
comparison, the same trip to the Bronx Zoo – the nearest comparable facility – would cost $116.80.  
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c. Fully Describe Multi-Phase Projects 
 
The proposed project is not a multi-phase project. 
 
 

2. Description of the Environment 
 

Turtle Back Zoo is located in the Lower Passaic and Saddle River Watershed Management Area. 
Moreover, “Essex County is located within the glaciated Newark Basin portion of the Piedmont 
physiographic province. The Newark Basin is an elongated northeast/southwest-trending rift 
valley.” The site sits on the Passaic Formation Sandstone and Siltstone facies. The primary rock 
type on the formation is sandstone, with a siltstone secondary rock type. The sandstone is 
interbedded grayish-red to brownish-red to a maximum thickness of roughly 3,600 feet. 
Geochronologially, the formation is estimated to be of the Lower Jurassic an Upper Triassic 
periods. The native soils consist mainly of Boonton Loam, which is a fertile soil consisting of clay, 
sand, and humus.  
 
The Zoo is part of the 2,110-acre South Mountain Reservation, and is situated on top a 
northeasterly sloping hillside. South Mountain Reservation is the largest and most complex of the 
open space facilities within the Essex County Parks System, with a diverse topography ranging 
from forested hillcrests with roadways, to a valley containing a stream and a reservoir. The 
Reservation, like most parks in the Essex County Parks System, was designed by the Olmstead 
family – who designed New York City’s Central Park – and contains a naturalistic landscape 
inhabited by local bird life and woodland animals typical of the northern New Jersey region. 
Woodlands abound in a variety of hardwood trees, and tall hemlocks tower above streams, creeks, 
and ponds. The west branch of the Rahway River flows through the valley in the southern portion 
of the Reservation. A reservoir and watershed owned by the City of Orange lies in the northern 
tract, directly southwest of the Zoo site.  
 
The Reservation lies within the boundaries of the South Mountain Reservation Historic District, 
roughly bound by Northfield Avenue, Old Short Hills Road Millburn Avenue, Wyoming Avenue, 
and Gregory Avenue. The District received a SHPO opinion on 11/18/2008. The Reservation has 
been preserved primarily in its wild state, with minor modifications over the years. During the 
American Revolution and War of 1812, Washington Rock within the footprint of the Reservation 
served as an important beacon signal station. There are no known historic or archaeological 
resources within the footprint of the Zoo property.   
 
The Zoo is easily accessible by car, on foot, and by bicycle. It is conveniently located on Northfield 
Avenue in West Orange, New Jersey, and contains substantial on-site parking. Moreover, the 
facility is easily accessible from Interstate 280, and via numerous major arteries throughout Essex 
and Morris Counties. The Zoo is also located within a 5-mile radius of eight (8) NJ Transit Rail 
stations along the Morristown and Gladstone Line, with connections to transit hubs in Newark, 
Secaucus, and Hoboken, as well as Pennsylvania Station in New York City. NJ Transit also 
operates bus service to and from Turtle Back Zoo, with connections available to a number of 
destinations throughout Essex County and the greater northern New Jersey region, including New 
York City.  
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The area surrounding the Zoo and Reservation is primarily light residential and comprised of the 
communities of Millburn, West Orange, Short Hills, Maplewood, and South Orange.  
 
 

3. Environmental Impact Analysis of Proposed Action 
 

a. Discuss All Affected Resources and the Significance of Each Impact 
 
The proposed improvements and enhancements are not anticipated to have any adverse effects on 
the surrounding environment. The project site is currently available and is demonstrably suitable 
for such a structure and exhibit. The project is located in such a way as to minimize vegetative 
clearing, grading, and soil erosion to the greatest possible extent.  
 

b. Discuss Short Term and Long Term Project Impacts 
 
In the short-term, this exhibit will serve to increase attendance at the Zoo, as well as generate 
repeat visitors. Indeed, this project is anticipated to substantially grow the Zoo’s attendance over 
time, as is typical of new exhibits of this kind. Over the long-term, this project will help further 
the Zoo’s mission and core functions of providing family- friendly, ecologically sound recreation, 
wildlife and conservation education, and ecological sustainability appreciation to the Essex County 
community and the larger North Jersey region. 
 

c. Discuss Anticipated Increase in Recreation and Overall Use of Site Over Time 
 
The construction of a North American bear exhibit is anticipated to increase Zoo attendance as the 
attraction will likely expand the Zoo’s reputation as a quality attraction that provides visitors with 
the opportunity to see a wide variety of animal species up close. This exhibit, over the long-term, will 
expose the public to the needs of the world’s ecosystems, which will – hopefully – inspire them to take 
an active role in engaging with and preserving our environment and its vital habitats. 
 

d. Identify Adjacent Environmental Features that May be Affected by the Proposal 
 
Adjacent environmental features include the South Mountain Reservation and other areas of the 
Zoo. However, there is an existing exhibit at the site which will be replaced by the North American 
bear exhibit. There are no tree clearing or major site disruptions anticipated, and adjacent 
environmental features will not be affected by the proposal.  
 

e. List Any Permits Required for Project and Brief Status 
 
It is not anticipated that any permits will be required to complete this project. However, should the 
need arise, all necessary permits will be acquired in a timely manner. 
 

f. Natural Heritage Data Request Form 
 
Not applicable. The project is not being completed in an undisturbed portion of the site.  
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4. Alternatives to the Proposed Action 
 

a. Identify Alternate Sites 
 
Turtle Back Zoo is a vital component of the Essex County Parks system. There are few Zoos 
throughout New Jersey, none of which offer the diversity of exhibits and animal species as Turtle 
Back Zoo. There are no alternative sites in Essex County to locate a zoological exhibit on North 
American bears.  
 

b. Discuss Alternate Levels and Types of Development 
 
There is the alternative to leave the Wild New Jersey exhibit in place and not move forward with 
the bear exhibit. However, the Wild New Jersey exhibit is no longer in compliance with modern 
zoological practices. Therefore, the site would be left unused and limit to recreational and 
educational potential of the Turtle Back Zoo. 
 

c. Compare Environmental Impacts of Each Alternative 
 
Since there are no alternative sites to create a North America bears zoological exhibit, there are 
not alternatives to compare.  
 
 

5. Mitigating Measures 
 

a. Describe the Measures that will be Undertaken to Mitigate Adverse Impacts 
 
Measures and precautions to be taken to mitigate adverse impacts include, but are not limited to, 
the erection of silt fencing during and after construction, the proliferation of soil and sediment 
controls, scheduling and staging efforts to minimize overall disturbance, and significant 
landscaping activities that include the replanting of any flora whose removal is required for 
the completion of work. Additionally, the project will comply with any and all rules and 
regulations promulgated by the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection and/or other 
regulatory agencies regarding building, remediation, and environmental conservation, and to the 
attainment of all necessary permits for building, remediation, and soil conservation, as needed. 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

CONCEPTUAL SITE PLAN 





 
 
 
 
 

LAND USE AGREEMENT 



This is a draft copy of a Resolution that will be approved by the Essex County Board of Chosen 
Freeholders on Wednesday March 27, 2019. A final version of the fully executed, signed, and sealed 

Resolution will be forwarded to the Green Acres Program following the meeting. 
 

COUNTY OF ESSEX 
RESOLUTION 

 
WHEREAS, the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection, Green Acres Program 
(“State”), provides loans and/or grants to municipal and county governments and grants to 
nonprofit organizations for assistance in the acquisition, development, and stewardship of lands 
for outdoor recreation and conservation purposes; and 
 
WHEREAS, the Branch Brook Park Alliance is applying for Green Acres funding for 
improvements to the Ballantine Gates at Branch Brook Park; and 
 
WHEREAS, the Friends of Irvington Park Corp is applying for Green Acres funding for 
improvements to the ballfields at Irvington Park; and 
 
WHEREAS, the Zoological Society of New Jersey, Inc. is applying for Green Acres funding for 
a new bear exhibit at Turtle Back Zoo; and, 
 
WHEREAS, the Essex County Parks Foundation is applying for Green Acres funding for a new 
bear exhibit at Turtle Back Zoo; and, 
 
WHEREAS, the South Mountain Conservancy is applying for Green Acres funding for parking 
and trail improvements at South Mountain Reservation; and, 
 
WHEREAS, the five projects being proposed by nonprofit organizations in Essex County are 
located at parks and open space properties owned and maintained by the County of Essex; and, 
 
WHEREAS, the State shall determine if the applications submitted by nonprofit organizations for 
projects within the Essex County Parks System are complete and in conformance with the scope 
and intent of the Green Acres Program, and notify the applicant of the amount of the funding 
award; and  
 
WHEREAS, the applicant nonprofit organizations are willing to use the State’s funds in 
accordance with such rules, regulations and applicable statutes, and are willing to enter into an 
agreement with the State for the above-named projects. 
 
NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by the Essex County Board of Chosen Freeholders  
 

1. That the County of Essex approves of the applications to be submitted by nonprofit 
organizations and supportive of the proposed improvements within the Essex County Parks 
System; and, 

2. That the County of Essex will enter into a long-term lease or use agreement and a 
partnership agreement with each of the aforementioned nonprofit organizations, if the 
project(s) are approved. 

 
 



This is a draft copy of a Resolution that will be approved by the Essex County Board of Chosen 
Freeholders on Wednesday March 27, 2019. A final version of the fully executed, signed, and sealed 

Resolution will be forwarded to the Green Acres Program following the meeting. 
 

 
 

CERTIFICATION 
 
I, __________ , do hereby certify that the foregoing is a true copy of a resolution adopted by the 
Essex County Board of Chosen Freeholders at a meeting held on the ______ day of 
________________, ______. 
 
IN WITNESS WHEREOF, I have hereunder set my hand and the official seal of this body this 
_____ day of ________________, _____.  
 

         
  _____________________________________ 

       ______________ Secretary 
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COUNTY OF ESSEX JOSEPH N. DiVINCENZO, JR. 
DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC WORKS COUNTY EXECUTIVE 

ESSEX COUNTY PLANNING BOARD Joseph Alessi 
900 BLOOMFIELD AVENUE Chairman 
VERONA, NEW JERSEY 07044-1393  

 (973) 226-8500 
 

 (973) 226-7469  
 

 
ESSEX COUNTY IS AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER 

 
February 25, 2019 
 
Louis LaSalle, President 
Essex County Parks Foundation 
95 Old Short Hills Rd 
West Orange, New Jersey 07052 
 
 
RE: NJDEP Green Acres Application  
           Essex County Parks Foundation  

New Bear Exhibit at Turtle Back Zoo  
West Orange, Essex County, New Jersey 

 
 
Dear Mr. LaSalle, 
 
Please note that the Essex County Planning Board supports the Essex County Parks Foundation’s 
efforts to secure funding for the new bear exhibit at Turtle Back Zoo in West Orange. The proposed 
project is consistent with our Master Plan and will significantly enhance recreational and open space in 
our community. 
 
The Essex County Planning Board supports the Essex County Parks Foundation’s application because 
it is consistent with the goals of the Essex County Master Plan to beautify and improve access to open 
space and/or park facilities within the county. Specifically, the project supports the following goals and 
objectives of the Master Plan: 
 

 Rehabilitate each County park for the full use and enjoyment of all County residents 
 Support local and community-based efforts that preserve open space and that expand the 

recreational opportunities available to County residents 
 Establish partnerships with community groups and user groups that support the County Park 

System 
 Pursue federal, state, and nonprofit funding to improve County Parks, preserve open space, and 

conserve natural and cultural resources 
 Capitalize on the unique features of the Essex County Park System, and provide new 

recreational programs and facilities to meet the needs of all County residents 
 Establish a safe environment in each County park so that every visitor feels secure and at ease 

 
 
 
 



Essex County Parks Foundation                            Page 2 of 2 
February 25, 2019  
 

 
ESSEX COUNTY IS AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER 

 

 
This project is consistent with the New Jersey Sate Development and Redevelopment Plan, the New 
Jersey Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan, and both local and county land use plans, 
particularly in regards to open space and recreation elements thereof. Specifically, the New Jersey 
State Development and Redevelopment Plan prioritizes providing maximum active and passive 
recreational opportunities and facilities at the neighborhood, local, and regional levels by concentrating 
on the maintenance and rehabilitation of existing parks and open space.   
 
Additionally, the proposed improvements support the goals and objectives of the Together North Jersey 
Plan, which sets our region’s priority goals, and the Federal Partnership for Sustainable Communities 
livability principles. Specifically, FA13 (Improve stewardship of natural lands, agricultural lands, open 
space, parks, historic resources) and FA12 (Improve health outcomes for our region’s residents).   
 
Thank you for taking the initiative to advance this important project in our community. The Essex County 
Planning Board supports the Essex County Parks Foundation’s effort to acquire grant funding from the 
New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection’s Green Acres Program and wish you the best in 
securing funding for this project. 
 
If you have any questions, please direct them to me at (973) 226-8500, extension 2580 or 
dantonio@essexcountynj.org . 
 
Sincerely, 

 
David Antonio, P.P., AICP 
County Planner 
 
 
 



  AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER 
www.westorange.org 

 

TOWNSHIP OF WEST ORANGE 
66 MAIN STREET, WEST ORANGE, N.J. 07052 

 
OFFICE OF THE MAYOR 

 
  ROBERT D. PARISI  Tel: (973) 325-4100 
            Mayor  Fax: (973) 669-0238 
        Email: Mayor@westorange.org 

RParisi@westorange.org  
February 25, 2019 

 
 
Louis LaSalle, President 
Essex County Parks Foundation 
95 Old Short Hills Rd 
West Orange, New Jersey 07052 
 
Dear Mr. LaSalle, 
 
 I am writing to express support for the County of Essex’s efforts to secure funding 
for the new bear exhibit at Turtle Back Zoo. The proposed addition of a bear exhibit to 
Turtle Back Zoo will be of significant benefit to residents of our Township. 
 
 The Open Space and Recreation Plan Update for the Township of West Orange 
(2010) expresses the Township’s goal of expanding opportunities for local parks to become 
important community gathering spaces. This project is in keeping with that goal. By 
expanding the Zoo’s offerings, the County of Essex is providing new, unique, and interesting 
ways for local families to gather in a recreational open space setting. It will add to the 
facilities at Turtle Back Zoo, thereby substantially enhancing its benefits to our community. 
To the extent Green Acres funding is available for this project, we are pleased to express 
our wholehearted support.  

 
Thank you for considering this project for funding. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
Robert D. Parisi 
      Mayor 

mailto:Mayor@westorange.org
mailto:RParisi@westorange.org
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Permits Required 

 
Turtle Back Zoo New Bear Exhibit 

 
At this time, the necessity of obtaining any permits to perform the proposed improvements and 
enhancements is not anticipated. However, as the project proceeds into the final planning, bidding, 
an implementation stages, the project will remain in compliance with any and a rules and 
regulations promulgated by the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection and any other 
federal, state, and local rules, regulations, laws, and ordinances, and to the attainment of all 
necessary permits for building, remediation, and environmental conservation, as needed. 
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Operating Costs 
 

Turtle Back Zoo New Bear Exhibit 
 

 
The Essex County Department of Parks, Recreation, and Cultural Affairs owns and operates the 
project property. The Department operates this park, in addition to the rest of its properties, on an 
annual budget of approximately $20 million annually. These funds are allocated generally for 
personnel, equipment, utilities, and other expenses as they arise, the largest of which is 
maintenance. Other expenses include those allocated for quality of life programming, which 
includes, but is not limited to, educational programming, festivals, summer camps, arts & crafts, 
distance runs, and the staging of roughly thirty annual concerts throughout twenty locations. The 
budgetary framework of the County park system is such that the Department’s maintenance 
division services the entirety of the County park system, with the most critical cost of operations 
for county parks is derived mainly from the cost of maintenance.  
 
However, the County does not anticipate the proposed improvements to increase the existing 
operations and maintenance cost of Turtle Back Zoo. The project site is currently in use as the 
Wild New Jersey exhibit and requires the expenditure of staff time and other resources within the 
existing zoo budget. As the site is already an existing zoo exhibit, there are no anticipated increases 
in the cost of maintenance. Any costs related to operations will be consumed by the Turtle Back 
Zoo budget as part of operations for the overall Zoo facility. 
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