
56      www.njlm.org/njmunicipalities  I  November 2022

Highlands App
New application streamlines environmental  
decisions for municipalities, planners,  
and developers

Jocelyn van den Akker, GIS Specialist, New Jersey Highlands Water  
Protection and Planning Council; and Justin Furch, Vice President  

and Technology Practice Leader, T&M Associates

The Interactive ERI, available at www.highlandsERI.com, 
pulls the most current data available from authoritative sources 
to create reports and maps that support the development of 
municipal ERIs. As the name implies, an ERI is a comprehensive 
inventory of natural resources within a town. They have a wide 
range of uses, but are primarily designed to inform a municipal 
review of proposed development projects and provide the basis 
for regulation of environmental resources, particularly during 
master plan development and land-use ordinance development.

An ambitious project
In 2019, the Highlands Council awarded a nearly $300,000  

contract to T&M Associates, a national consulting and engineering  
firm, to develop a browser-based application that would 
streamline the ERI process for Highlands municipalities. The 
Highlands Region spans 88 municipalities, across parts of 
seven counties including Bergen, Hunterdon, Morris, Passaic, 
Somerset, Sussex, and Warren. 

ERIs are typically updated every 10 years and provide only 
a static, point-in-time snapshot of all environmental resources 
within a municipality. While the reports are accurate when they 
are created, they quickly become outdated. With the Highlands 
Council’s Interactive ERI, users can view data and produce 
reports and maps at the regional, county, municipal, watershed, 
parcel, or multi-parcel level on-demand at any time. In addition 
to data generated by the Highlands Council, the Interactive ERI  
pulls data from multiple state, federal, and other data sources. 
There are over a hundred different datasets within the application,  
ranging from natural resources to planning designations and 
built infrastructure.

The introduction of an interactive ERI saves time for planners  
and decision-makers. Whenever the New Jersey Department 
of Environmental Protection, as the data owner, updates its 

stream information, the Interactive ERI will automatically be 
updated. So instead of turning to a static printed document 
on a shelf or having to go to multiple sources for current data, 
environmental commissions, planners, or land use officials can 
use the Interactive ERI to get the most up-to-date information 
available all in one place.

Many uses for many users
Beyond creating a municipal ERI, the application can be used 

by anyone for a wide range of tasks. The robust volume of data 
is designed to present resources in a non-overwhelming, easy-
to-access interface. Multiple help documents and a Quick Start 
guide are available right on the welcome screen. 

The application can be used by nonprofits, foundations, 
business owners, or other interested parties to explore pres-
ervation, development, or redevelopment opportunities. The 
application makes it easy to identify areas that may be appro-
priate for growth in critical resources in need of protection.  

Application beyond the Highlands Region
Undoubtedly, this resource has the potential to be replicated 

in other areas throughout New Jersey or the country. With an 
Interactive ERI, decision-makers save time, lower costs, and 
gain access to published updates on environmental assets for 
municipalities.

Today, promoting sustainability in development is not an 
option but a necessity. Protecting the environment and the 
public goes together with building efficient infrastructure. This 
requires big ideas and an openness to new technologies that 
simplify challenges and provide comprehensive solutions. e

The New Jersey Highlands Water Protection and Planning Council  
(Highlands Council) recently released a free, online Highlands  
Region Interactive Environmental Resource Inventory (ERI)  

application that simplifies a typically costly and time-consuming process  
for municipalities. The Highlands Council was created to protect water  
and other resources in the Highlands Region, which covers less than 20%  
of the state’s land in northern New Jersey, but provides drinking water for most of the state’s residents.
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Please stop by booth 160 in the 
Exhibit Hall to learn more about the 
Highlands Council Interactive ERI.
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