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Friends of Liberty State Park, Allies File Lawsuit to li-ix Marina Lease

by E. Assata Wright l\4arch 11.202.6

hight environmental groups across the state have jointl-v filed a iawsui! against the commission
that approved a controversial lease agreement 1br the operator of the marina in Liberty State
Park. In the lawsuit, filed on Feb. 27, the groups allege the lease. if signed, would be a "grave
environmental and financial injustice to the people of New Jersey, and against the public's best
interest."

The State House Commission, the respondent in the law'suit, approved a new 60-year lease for
Suntex to operate Liberty Landing Marina in January. Under the revised terms of the new lease"

Suntex, a private company, will be ailou'ed to build a 7O-foot-high boat r.varehouse at the
entrance to Liberty State Park. covering 2.3 acres. T'he potentiall3,- lucrative warehouse, which
will allow Suntex to offer its customers valuable dr-v dock storage. rvili accommodate roughl-v
500 boats. In exchange, Suntex w-ill return 8.7 acres of iand cu-rrently part of the marina to the
New'Jersey Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), w-hich w'ill use it to create Nlarina
Green, a key feature of the Liber"ty State Park Revitalization Program. Finaliy, the lease

agreement states that Suntex and DEP wiil equally share the $60 miilion cost to repair the failing
bulkhead along the marina.

The State House Commission appror,ed the lease in the lame duck days of tbrmer Gcv. Phil
Murphy, and it was Murph.v's DEP commissioner. Shaun LaTourette, w'ho negotiated the lease

terms with Suntex and rvho advocated for its approval. But enr,ironmental adr,'ocac,v groups
questioned the legality of the iease ever since it r,r'as unr,eiled last August.

They questioned the lease on several grounds:

. First, did the state accurateiy appraise the value of the marina land before it set reni for
the 60-year lease, and u,hy were other potential eperators not considered for the contract?

. Second, does the square footage olthe proposed boat r,varehouse violate a lalr' (notefront
Friends - violated ittational Pcu'k Service Rec'ord ol'Decision) that iimits the marina's
indoor boat storage to a half-acre?

. Finally, is the state or the marina operator responsible tor upkeep of the bulkhead? (A
1996 lease for the marina stated the cperator \\'as responsible. An amendment to the 2010
lease between DEP and Suntex shifted the responsibility'to the state - but this prcivision
was never approved by the State House Commission.)

These questions are now the backbone of the lau,suit against the State House Commission.

The appellants - vnho include Friends of Libert_v State Park. Nerv.lersey League of
Conservation Voters, New Jersey Conservation Foundation, NY,4rlJ Baykeeper, Nerv.lersey
Environmental Lobby, New'Jersey Highlands Ramapough Culture and Land Foundation, and the



Pinelands Alliance- are being represented by attornev Renee Steinhagen, executive director of
l'le.w "lerse;,, Appleseed Public Interest Law-Center.

The State }{ouse Comnrission could not be reached for comment.

"We hope the State House Comrnission's lease approval will be invalidated, and that Governor
fMikie] Shenill will respect the or,'ennhelming broad public corlsensus of nearly 50 years against
the privatization of Liberty State Park." saicl Sam Pesin, president of Liberty State Park. "The 60-
Srear lease. allowing the construction of a massive boat storage warehouse. u,ouid severely
damage the park's character. openness, purpose, and iegac1,."

La'l'ourette finalized the general terms of the lease in November, and they were approved by a
vote of 5 to 2 b1, the State Flouse Commission tu.o rnonths iater. Language of the final lease was
stili being drafted. horvever. uhen Murphy and LaTourette left offlce in mid-January, and the
lease has 1'et to 1ie signed 

.b-r' 
Gov. Sheniil. The neu,.governor has said she w,ill reexamine, and

possibiy renegotiate, tlie lease. The lawsr-rit app'rears to be an attempt to give Shenill ammunition
to renegotiate.

Ent'ironmental groups f'ear the a-qreernent cor-ild set a bad precedent in the state that will leacl to
more privatization if it is allorved to go thr.ough"

"Nelv Jerse.v's tit:rte parks shor-rld nc'rt be treated as revenue centers. tf portions of Liberly State
Park ... are commercialized ... no state park or forest is safb," said Anne Poole, president of
Ne',v Jerse',' Environmental Lobbl'" "Other state parks will be targets for private interests that
want dec'ades of riglrts 1o our natural resource assets."

J'he case r.r'as fiied in the Appellate Di'n.ision of Neu, Jerse-v Superior Colrfi,


