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The Stony Brook-Millstone Watershed Association (the Watershed) appreciates this 
opportunity to provide these comments on the proposed amendments to the RSC-2 
“age restricted housing” zone on the Princeton Ridge and the development it seeks 
to facilitate.  
 
The Watershed is Central New Jersey’s first environmental group.  Since 1949, 
we’ve worked to protect clean water and the environment in the 265-square mile 
region drained by Stony Brook and the Millstone River.  We pursue our mission 
through science, education, land conservation, and advocacy. 
 
The recently adopted Princeton Community Master Plan Reexamination Report 
appropriately establishes a goal of “Guiding growth away from environmentally 
sensitive areas and clustering building in suitable locations” (p. 17). 
 
The Watershed Association believes that Princeton’s current zoning of the 
Princeton Ridge fails to live up to the direction of its Master Plan and that the 
amendments proposed by Mr. Hillier are ill-advised.  A very different approach is 
necessary to uphold the Master Plan. 
 
Since at least 1959, Princeton’s Master Plan has identified the Princeton Ridge as 
among the most important and sensitive environmental features in the community.  
This area contains regionally important forested habitat for central New Jersey.   
 
According to the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection, the Ridge’s 
mature forests provide habitat for several endangered and threatened species, 
including the wood turtle, eastern box turtle (species of concern), Cooper’s hawk, 
and Barred owl.   
 
In addition to the endangered and threatened species, the Ridge provides migration 
and nesting habitat for a number of migratory birds that require large, unfragmented 
deep forests to live and breed.   
 
The greatest threats to these species are clearing and fragmentation of forest habitat.  
Tree clearing associated with the proposed development would not only affect the 
habitat viability of these specific parcels but it will also reduce the viability of 
adjacent forest habitats.   
 

 
 



The importance of the Princeton Ridge has been affirmed recently by the Open Space Institute, a 
well-respected and successful conservation organization in New York that provides bridge loans 
to help save open lands.  The group has expressed a serious interest in helping us preserve land 
on the Ridge in recognition of its environmental value and vulnerability. 
 
Princeton has been discussing ways to protect—or develop—the Ridge for decades.  In 1980, 
Princeton Township took what was a very bold action at the time, to “down-zone” portions of the 
Ridge from 1 and 1 ½ acre minimum dwelling lots to 3 and 4 acre zoning.  Other portions of the 
Ridge have been zoned for office buildings. 

 
In recent years, while other municipalities in our region reduced the allowable building on their 
ridgelines, Princeton increased the allowable density on the Princeton Ridge within several 
overlay zones.  Seven dwelling units per acre are currently allowed in the RSC-2 zone and we 
understand that the proposed amendments to the zoning ordinance would increase this allowable 
density to more than eight units per acre.  As a point of reference, the Sourlands region to our 
north, made up of nearly identical diabase geology, with similar hydrology and ecology, has 
been zoned to allow only one residence per 15 acres in East Amwell and Hillsborough, 14 acres 
in Hopewell, 10 acres in Montgomery, and 8 acres in West Amwell. 

 
We believe the age-restricted overlays should be removed from the Ridge, not tinkered with to 
make the region’s further development more profitable.  The Watershed is not opposed to senior 
housing in Princeton.  We simply don’t believe that such high-density development belongs on 
the Ridge.   

 
There have been many changes since the housing overlays were adopted six years ago, which 
should prompt new thinking about the Ridge and the goal of providing housing for seniors.  For 
example, new opportunities for redevelopment have surfaced at the Princeton Medical Center, 
Merwick, and the Princeton Shopping Center and each of these locations could provide age-
restricted housing.  The reexamination report suggests a reevaluation of the Alexander Road 
Service Zone, perhaps another possible site for such housing. 

 
We also have a phenomenon occurring in which relatively small homes are being torn down and 
replaced with large ones, a process about which the Master Plan Reexamination Report raises 
concerns.  Talk about ships passing in the night!  We have an expressed desire by some to 
downsize from large homes to smaller condominiums while small homes are being torn down to 
build larger ones.   

 
Rather than tearing down large, mature trees on the Princeton Ridge to build age-restricted 
housing while tearing down small homes to build large ones, why not look to these 
neighborhoods in transition as a potential location for senior housing? 

 
We also understand that the Princeton Environmental Commission has contracted with 
consultants to update an Environmental Resource Inventory for the Princetons.  Princeton should 
await the results of this study before proceeding with actions that may expedite development of 
its most environmentally sensitive areas. 

 
 



The proposed amendments to the RSC-2 zone continue what we believe to be an inappropriately 
high density for this environmentally sensitive region.  In fact, we understand that the proposal 
may exclude affordable units from the allowable density calculation, thereby increasing the 
allowable density beyond the current seven units per acre to more than 8 units per acre. 

 
The proposal to reduce the age-restriction from 62+ to 55+ appears aimed at facilitating the 
profitable development of the Ridge, not at meeting a compelling community need.  The fact that 
Mr. Hillier believes that the market for 62+ has disappeared is a reason to rezone the Ridge to 
protect its natural resources, not to facilitate development that is currently thought to be 
uneconomic.  The American people are living longer, healthier lives.  There is no justification for 
a 55+ enclave in the environmentally sensitive Princeton Ridge. 

 
The proposal also appears to allow Mr. Hillier to use three acres on the south side of Bunn Drive 
as part of the density calculation for the north side but then provides for the same three-acre tract 
to be deeded to the Township for what could be potentially even greater density development. 

 
While the proposal may be less harmful than the development proposed by K Hovnanian two 
years ago, that project established an extremely low bar.  The Township should look carefully at 
how the state of New Jersey is currently defining “clustering” of residential building in its recent 
wastewater regulations.  In order for a development to be classified as “clustered,” seventy 
percent of a parcel is required to be left undisturbed—a more appropriate standard for such a 
sensitive area as the Princeton Ridge than what has been proposed by Mr. Hillier. 

 
The Watershed respectfully urges the Township Committee to reevaluate the overlay zones on 
the Princeton Ridge to increase the protection of this environmentally sensitive area and refrain 
from rushing through any amendments to the ordinance requested by any potential developers at 
this time. 

 


