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Preserve Bridgeton Bluffs to attract investment & raise quality of life

The recently announced decision of the Bridgeton Port Authority to pursue the sale of the Bridgeton Bluffs to the state Green Acres Program deserves broad public and political support.  If preserved, the highly scenic 35-acre tract will undoubtedly improve quality of life for the city’s Southeastern Gateway communities as well as create numerous other benefits for residents and visitors alike.
Despite the hype and short-lived speculation, the tract’s narrow configuration, steep slopes, wetlands, designated bald eagle area and location within the state-regulated Coastal Management Zone, make the Bluffs far too environmentally constrained to support significant waterfront development of any kind.

Much of the City’s waterfront area south of Route 49 is brownfields (abandoned structures and vacant lands that would benefit from redevelopment and infill), while the Bluffs tract along the eastern side of the river remains a green-ribbon of mature forest and wetland habitat that serves as the City’s one and only wildlife gem on the Lower Cohansey Estuary.

When you measure the tract’s limited development potential against its public and environmental values as open space, clearly the best use for the Bluffs is conservation as natural parkland for city residents and visitors. 
It is also important to note that local support for park expansion and greater access to the waterfront, for a variety of uses, has been expressed numerous times in the past, particularly south of Route 49, where existing opportunities are limited or non-existent..
Indeed, both the 2008 Bridgeton City Master Plan as well as the preceding plan from the 1970s, reflected the belief of both residents and city planners that the underutilized waterfront south of Broad Street and along both sides of the river should be redeveloped with generous provisions for park expansion and public access.  This vision would support a variety of recreational uses and aid promoting tourism – a needed and sustainable economic strategy.
These recommendations are discussed in detail in the current Master Plan’s Open Space and Recreation Element section and are worth exploring on the city’s website under the “Residents” heading at www.cityofbridgeton.com.
They include such goals as:

· To acquire land or utilize existing city-owned vacant land for many neighborhood park and playground facilities in those sections of the city where such facilities are lacking.
· To create multiple access points allowing almost continuous public access from the downtown to the natural settings of the lower river area of the city.

· To expand the Cohansey Greenway along the entire waterfront to effectively tie park system components together with a recreational green edge.
· To provide a full range of passive and active recreational opportunities for all the city’s residents, including persons of varying ages and abilities.
Nowhere in the city is accessible parkland and open space more absent and needed than in Bridgeton’s historic neighborhoods south of Route 49, home to literally thousands of residents who lack ready access to nearby walkable open space and recreational opportunities.
Perhaps this, in part, explains why 58 percent of Bridgeton’s residents voted in support of the successful statewide open space, historic and farmland preservation question that was passed by a majority of voters in November 2007 to provide $200 million for projects across the state.  
In Bridgeton, preservation of the Bluffs will enable the city to finally meet some of its most pressing park and recreation needs for sizeable low-income neighborhoods while utilizing the scenic overlook as a means to showcase the city’s connection to the coast and Delaware Bay Estuary.
It will help revitalize these neighborhoods by creating a greater sense of community and marketable amenities that will boost property values and attract new investment and interest into the neighborhoods, downtown and developable waterfront lands.
According to the Trust for Public Land, a national organization that builds parks in urban areas, access to public parks and recreational facilities has been strongly linked to reductions in crime and, in particular, to reduced juvenile delinquency.
Also compelling is the ever-growing body of evidence documenting how access to parkland increases physical fitness in urban communities, which significantly improves health, productivity and general well-being.
To those who worry that preserving 35 largely unbuildable acres along the river will somehow stymie that city’s obvious need for redevelopment and revitalization; they should first consider the findings of a comprehensive build-out analysis conducted by Rutgers University in 2001, which determined that Bridgeton City still had enormous land area available for urban development and infill.  In fact, the study found that 46 percent of the lands within the Cohansey Watershed’s urban areas were still available for development, not including land that could be redeveloped in greater densities.   
As the city gathers input in upcoming workshops to envision the future, we urge all participants to consider the long-standing waterfront access, recreation and open space needs identified in the Master Plan.

In order to see that these long-standing needs are finally addressed, residents must urge both Bridgeton City Council and their County Freeholders to support the preservation of the Bluffs and other recreational parkland that is vital to city residents.  They are projects that will benefit the lives of thousands while enabling the city to market itself as a livable and walkable community with generous access to the Delaware Bay’s second-largest and arguably one of its most spectacular coastal rivers. 
(Matt Blake manages the American Littoral Society’s Delaware Bay Program. He has a Master’s of Science degree from Antioch University in Resource Management and Administration.)

