County Open Space Purchase Questioned

 By MATT BLAKE
The recent announcement of the Conservation Fund’s successful acquisition of the 437-acre Braddock Tract in Middle Township represents a major environmental victory for the Cape May National Wildlife Refuge and the residents of Cape May County. Its preservation could not have happened were it not for the support of multiple funding partners, including the state Green Acres Program, the county and leadership of the Conservation Fund.

Through its Farmland and Open Space Program, the county contributed $1.8 million to the $6.89 million deal, by purchasing 68 acres of the 437- acre tract.

While the county’s role was critical, and deserves praise, its contribution did not however include deeding the parcel it purchased over to National Fish & Wildlife Service for inclusion into the Refuge – an important sticking point considering that the ecologically significant site falls within the federal land acquisition boundaries of the Cape May Refuge.

In fact, the county made its participation contingent upon the Conservation Fund agreeing to break up the Braddock Tract so it could take ownership of the highly developable 68 acres.

While the county has assured the public that there are no current plans to do anything with their slice of the Braddock Tract, the Littoral Society and others are concerned because the county has loosely interpreted future uses for its open space before.
For example, in 2005 the county succeeded in transforming 12.3 acres of environmentally sensitive “county parkland” off Dennisville Road into the Atlantic Cape Community College facility.

This diversion of environmentally sensitive open space for development was opposed by the society with a lawsuit, which resulted in a settlement whereby the county was required to preserve $500,000 worth of offsetting lands elsewhere as compensation. According to the state Green Acres Program, the county has yet to fulfill this obligation.

With such inconsistencies in mind, the society expressed its concerns to the county in a letter in 2007, when it urged them to not break up the Braddock tract, and instead support the project by helping to add the entire site to the refuge to ensure the greatest level of protection afforded by the refuge’s clear mission and comprehensive management plan.

The county-acquired parcel has been an acquisition priority of the Fish & Wildlife Service for years because it harbors rare natural plant communities, and threatened and endangered species habitat important to the ecological well-being of the entire refuge

We urge Cape May County to support the refuge’s mission and congressionally established boundaries by making the 68-acre Braddock parcel part of the refuge.

By handing ownership over to the Fish & Wildlife Service, the county will not only save county taxpayers money in terms of maintenance costs, but will ensure its long-term protection.

(Matt Blake manages the American Littoral Society’s Delaware Bay Program.)

