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Recent news of the possible sale of the 18-hole, Cohanzick Country Club have elevated years of rumor and speculation about the golf course’s future into a full-blown public debate.
It is an important one to have considering there are several alternative future uses for the 120 acre tract and each of which would have far-reaching implications for what is arguably one of the town’s more important pieces of real-estate.
The announcement that the Country Club’s owners have submitted an application to consider the sale of the storied course to the State Green Acres Program is only part of the story – the tract could still be preserved as a golf course, a county park, or developed for private residential use.
The important question is what future use or combination of uses represents the best fit for Fairfield Township residents, the Cohansey River, and the county as a whole.

Such questions underscore why the debate about the need for the development a countywide open space and recreation plan was so timely, and the county freeholders should be applauded for their unanimous vote to move the plan’s development forward.
In the case of the Cohanzick, recent statements by a wide range of local and county decision-makers seem to indicate that there may already be a wide support for the idea that some form of preservation represents the highest and best use for the site.
While many favor the continuation of golfing as the best possible outcome, conservationists are right to point out that the decision may come down to only two choices – either residential development or natural open space.
Indeed, considering the market has already shown that we were overbuilding and over-speculating golf courses well before the state’s economy faltered, there’s no certainty that a buyer will emerge who is willing to own and operate it.  For example, over recent years, many area courses have failed - some of these have been converted to open space, while others have been developed.

And, if there’s one certainty in New Jersey (particularly for golf courses) it is that vulnerable land if left unpreserved - gets developed.

In order to continue golfing at such sites someone has to manage it, and local governments are understandably reluctant about owning and operating golf courses.  

Several counties and towns in the state have successfully addressed this issue by acquiring and preserving their best golf courses, while leaving operation to private enterprise in the form of a leased concession.

Such arrangements have proven ideal – especially when compared to the alternative of private ownership, which only increases the likelihood that such tracts of important open space will later be developed.
That is why any efforts to preserve golfing as a use must also preserve the land it depends on.

A major issue is where the money would come from to preserve the Cohanzick if the goal is for it to remain an active course.

While Green Acres has helped towns and counties preserve active golf courses, there are two major obstacles to a similar deal here.  Not only is the Garden State Preservation Trust (GSPT), which funds statewide open space, farmland and historic preservation projects basically out of funding, but state funding support for golf course deals requires both matching county dollars as well as local or county ownership. 
Therefore, unless the county decided to bring some of its own funds to the table from the existing county open space and farmland preservation program to create a public course as a centerpiece to a county park, it is unlikely that the continuance of golfing at the Cohanzick will be feasible.
In the absence of county funds, the only viable option for protecting the site from being smothered with houses is state acquisition as open space via the uncertain outcome of the Green Acres grant to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).

While the downside of the federal grant is that golfing would have to come to an end, the benefit is that the land which boasts one of the best views and access points to nature in the county would forever be made available for public access for a wide variety of compatible recreation.
Another important factor in the Green Acres deal would include selling off the improvements - that is the large clubhouse, for resale for whatever commercial uses work best for the town nearby businesses.  In this way, the state deal would create meaningful open space, while preserving an important ratable for the town.
Some have suggested that the presence of the bald eagle at the Cohanzick somehow protects the tract from residential development.  If that were true, then places like the 1,300 acre Holly Farm in Millville, which represents an epicenter for endangered species of statewide importance, wouldn’t be threatened by a proposed 900 unit development and golf course.

Despite decades of study calling attention to the Cohansey River’s increasing vulnerability to damaging forms of development, many towns still mistakenly believe that the DEP’s regulations will adequately safegaurd its waterways, wetlands and forests.
That’s why some of the watershed’s towns are actively working on ordinances to better protect local resources that state regulations would otherwise fail to adequately protect. 

The county freeholder board’s recent consideration of a resolution to support some form of preservation of the Cohanzick signifies an important evolution in the role the county plays in assisting its towns in tackling open space and recreation goals of countywide significance.
That they have chosen to take an active role in discussions about the Cohanzick is a good sign, and they deserve support for their efforts in working to bring local decision-makers, the community and other stakeholders together in a common cause to preserve one of the county’s last great places.   
Any deal should include permanent preservation of tract in its entirety minus the clubhouse. The loss of the incredibly scenic waterfront and fairways to private development would forever destroy one of the most accessible places in the county to see bald eagles and enjoy views that make it easy to understand why many refer to the Bayshore as New Jersey’s Serengeti. 

We urge the public to let their freeholders and local officials know that the preservation of the Cohanzick, in whatever form, must become a county priority.
(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.)

 
