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From 222 West State

Official Publication of the New Jersey

State League of Municipalities

Michael J. Darcy, CAE, NJLM Executive Director

Your Voice
Opens the Doors at Town Hall
and Under the Gold Dome

A

“

From the simple

etiquette of addressing
other officials to
forming your ideas into
persuasive presentations,
the League tries to
simplify the right way
to communicate.”

s this is being written, the
Federal government has
been partially shut down for
25 days. That would not score well
on the “Best Practice Checklist”
each New Jersey municipality
prepares every year. Mayors and
governing bodies must engage and
produce results on time, over many
years. That open line of communication is vitally important and, as
you will read in this issue of NJ
Municipalities, the League offers
tools and guidance to help bring
your voice to the conversation that
prevents impasse.

From the simple etiquette of addressing
other officials to forming your ideas
into persuasive presentations, the League
tries to simplify the right way to communicate. Whether it is with legislators,
agencies, or stakeholders—local or
distant; individually or in committees—
the League can help you prepare with
facts and details that make you more
knowledgeable. And we can keep you
informed of opportunities for you to
engage in impactful processes beyond
your municipal boundaries.
You will need to invest a little time
learning from sources like The Town

Crier blog as well as the Daily Update
and Weekly Roundup. Then listen to
your constituents so you can learn their
views while also educating them on the
issues’ background.
Your actions will make all the difference as you mobilize your citizens to
add their voices at the right time and
manner to convey the messages. And
then follow up with the right people
who can vote, act, regulate, or change as
your needs may be.
Acting in unison with other local officials in your region and around the
state, messages can be made clear and
forceful.
It cannot happen without you, the
local official. You provide the concern,
the leadership, and the community
focus. Your voice opens the door to
discussions and keeps it open until
results are achieved. Throughout this
year you will often hear the League
President Mayor Colleen Mahr call for
your engagement. Your community
needs your engagement, and the League
cannot succeed without your engagement. When you add your voice to
the conversation in the right way, you
help prevent impasse. e

Michael Darcy

Act in unison with other local officials April 5 at the Mayors’ Legislative Day
in Trenton. Details are available at the League web calendar, www.njlm.org.
4 New Jersey Municipalities February 2019

I

Official Publication of the New Jersey

State League of Municipalities

Robbinsville
Hydroponic Farm
Short time, major success for community garden
By John Nalbone, Office of Communications & Public Information, Robbinsville Township;
Kyle Clement, Hydroponic Farm Coordinator

C

an a municipality successfully
incorporate modern agriculture
as a purposeful, engaging, and
self-sustaining program?
That was the main question that sparked
the beginning of Robbinsville Township’s
Agricultural Initiative, and on November 28,
2017, it launched the Robbinsville Hydroponic
Farm. Reflecting on the one-year anniversary
of its inception, the answer to that question is
a resounding ‘Yes!’

Both the initiative and the Robbinsville Hydroponic Farm
(RHF) continue to grow, thrive, and exceed all of the goals
set forth by Mayor Dave Fried and his administration. Kyle
Clement, a lifelong farmer and a 2017 graduate of Rutgers
University with a degree in Plant Science, is the Township’s
farm coordinator. Clement and Kevin Holt, Hydroponic Farm
manager, are members of the Robbinsville Township
Recreation Division, which is under the direction
of Township Business Administrator Joy Tozzi.
“I will go a step forward and say the Hydroponic
Farm has surpassed even our wildest expectations,”
Mayor Fried said. “The response from the public has
been tremendous, and the output is nothing short of
astounding. Residents often raise their eyebrows when
their tax dollars are used for certain initiatives, and
rightfully so as it is their money; but not with this.
The public support of the farm and their curiosity to
learn more has been really inspiring.”
The RHF, also known as “The Leafy Green Machine,” is
an automated, vertical hydroponic farm engineered inside
an upcycled shipping container. A fully outfitted container
costs approximately $104,000.
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Robbinsville Hydroponic Farm

An optimal environment
The Township set out with three
objectives: To grow, to educate, and to
unite. Playing a significant role in
bringing greater food access to those in
need by growing and donating a fresh
source of leafy greens, Robbinsville also
brings educational opportunities to the
table for anyone seeking to learn more
about where their food comes from.
Through building a skilled and committed team of volunteers, and forming
partnerships with various food relief
organizations, the Township is rallying
neighboring communities around the
cause of battling hunger.
The “Leafy Green Machine”(LGM)
provides an optimal environment for
leafy and hearty greens to grow by
controlling every environmental variable
from temperature and humidity to
nutrients and duration of growth.
On average, the LGM is capable of
growing 500 full heads of lettuce per
week, or two tons of greens a year, all
within that 320 square foot shipping
container. Comparing those yields to a
conventional soil farm, Robbinsville

Touring the Robbinsville Hydroponic Farm: (l to r) Kevin Holt, Council President Ron Witt,
New Jersey Secretary of Agriculture Douglas H. Fisher, Mayor Dave Fried, Agricultural
Education Program Leader Nancy Trivette, and Kyle Clement.

Township is producing 10 times more
per square foot in relation to land used.
Robbinsville has donated over 1,000
pounds of lettuce to the Robbinsville
Senior Center, its food pantry and
Mercer Street Friends—a food bank
located in Trenton. The lettuce also
has been distributed at numerous
Robbinsville events, including being
served, unbeknownst to guests at the
time, as the salad course during the
2018 State of Robbinsville Township
Pay it Forward event in May.

Sharing the crop
Spreading the wealth far and wide, the
Township prioritizes its senior community.

In Your Town
For other municipalities, organizations, schools, or individuals considering
hydroponic gardening, here are some questions that should be asked, and
things Robbinsville has learned:
• What are your goals? What are the needs in your community? How big
do you want to start? Do you want to grow year round? Once you know
your community needs, you can find the best crops to meet them, research
the crops’ required growing conditions, and from there pick the best farm
technique, design, and size to meet every need and goal. Figure out your
objectives, then go ahead and plan your farm.
• Look to similar operations as models. Robbinsville toured numerous
facilities and operations carrying out similar objectives, such as Beth
Greenhouse at Newark Beth Israel Medical Center, in order to get a clearer
picture of what the initiative could look like, and to help us think outside the
box. They were encouraged by seeing the success of others first-hand.
• Garner community interest. Ensure residents are in support of such a
project and would be interested in volunteering. Also, make sure that your
produce has an ultimate destination before you begin growing.
• Utilize your local network. Local farmers will likely be willing to take part
and help with the planning phase. Additionally, the local (county) Agricultural Extension Agents should be more than willing to provide resources to
help get your farm planted and thriving.
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Greens are harvested at the beginning
of each week, at which time the Senior
Center gets first choice of the harvest.
Many who have tried the product said it
was “the best salad they’ve ever had,”
and more than one senior have shared
their anticipation of the weekly harvests.
Seniors (and the general public) have
enjoyed tours of the RHF.
“We love our seniors and it’s made a
huge impact,” Clement said. “We’re
thrilled to be able to provide our seniors
with a weekly source of top quality greens,
but we’re even more thrilled to provide
the education that goes hand-in-hand.”
Robbinsville is the first municipality
in the United States to acquire this type
of growing unit with an emphasis on
pursuing such an aggressive agricultural
initiative. The RHF has been visited by
many dignitaries, including New Jersey
Secretary of Agriculture Douglas H.
Fisher. It has attracted the attention of
both individuals and organizations, many
of whom are now researching how to
begin their own agricultural initiatives.
With the goal of providing educational
opportunities to anyone interested in
modern and sustainable agricultural
techniques, Robbinsville welcomes
anyone and everyone to the farm. Interactive tours and workshops for young
students in groups small and large have
been set up, including those from the
local library’s Little Explorer’s group
and Robbinsville’s Cub Scout Pack 78.
Students gain an understanding of
hydroponics, go on a farm component
scavenger hunt, and build their own
mini-hydroponic planter out of recycled
water bottles. Township representatives
also hit the road to deliver presentations
to classrooms and clubs both throughout
Robbinsville and beyond.

Robbinsville Hydroponic Farm

While the farm requires just one key
operator to meet all of its maintenance
needs, including setting the onboard
computer’s parameters, crop scheduling,
and reservoir flushing and cleaning, the
bulk of the work boils down to three
main tasks: harvesting, transplanting,
and seeding. Volunteers from all age
groups are trained in food safety and
proper produce handling playing a vital
role in these weekly tasks. While this
sort of community engagement is a huge
goal, it is also vital for our program as
this initiative simply would not work
without their help. Because of that assistance, farm work is completed within
10-20 hours each week, giving farm
coordinators the time needed to execute
and develop other aspects of the program.
The Township is particularly proud of
its partnership with Mercer Street
Friends. Weekly, the Township delivers a
ready-to-eat product of between 200-350
lettuce heads (between 40-70 pounds).
Typically, approximately 75% of greens
harvested are donated to the organiza-

tion, amounting to over 1,000 pounds.
Each head of lettuce is individually
packaged, so at the time of delivery all
that is left to be done is the distribution to
schools and others in need throughout
the surrounding area. Since the partnership began, Mercer Street Friends has
provided produce to Rivera School,
Grant Elementary School, Wychoff School,
John Witherspoon Middle School,
Mercer Street Friends Pre-School,
Princeton Nursery, along with other
schools throughout the nearby West
Windsor and Plainsboro School Districts.
As the Township marked the one-year
anniversary of the Hydroponic Farm in
November, the ability to successfully
incorporate agricultural programs and
offerings were clear, and all systems
were running at full capacity. e

For a tour or to learn more about
Robbinsville Hydroponic Farm,
contact Kyle Clement, Farm Coordinator,
at 609-259-1567, ext. 3102 or
kclement@robbinsville.net.

HYDROPONICS…
BY THE NUMBERS
• Total of 4,169 mini heads
of lettuce grown
• Total of 7,886 full heads
of lettuce grown
• Total of 19,941 servings
of salad greens donated
• More than 1 ton of
salad greens harvested
and donated
• Total of 500 full heads
of lettuce harvested
every week
• Current growth rate of
3 tons of greens per year
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Now &Then
Empowering the Future
Amy Spiezio
Managing Editor

TIMELINE

T

he Garden State has always been a
forerunner when it comes to harnessing
energy via technology. From the
Great Falls in Paterson to Thomas Edison’s
Laboratory to the Wind Farm of Atlantic
City, the Garden State has helped to lead the
nation in matters of energy.

And as municipalities turn the corner on the path
to the year 2020, they continue to examine new
ways to provide better living conditions for residents
by tapping into green power sources for renewable
energy. In this issue, we look as several different
aspects of the new takes on the energy issue.
Frank A. Felder, Director of the Rutgers Energy
Institute and Research Professor at the Bloustein
School of Planning and Public Policy at Rutgers
University, talks about the State’s plans to have
100% clean energy by 2050 and how that impacts
municipalities. He observes, “Municipalities are and
will continue to be on the front lines of energy policy
and bear the costs and reap the rewards of decisions
being made at the State and Federal levels. If a fundamental shift away from fossil fuels is be successful,
New Jerseyans must insist that such a transformation
is desirable, press that it be accomplished in a costeffective and fair manner, and stipulate that policies
are objectively and rigorously evaluated so ensure
that they are actually succeeding.”
One way to help that happen, notes BPU President
Joseph Fiordaliso, is to participate in programs such
as the BPU’s New Jersey Community Solar Energy
Pilot Program. He adds, “With the myriad of
economic and environmental benefits, community
solar may be an option well worth considering.”
Also in this issue, we look at Robbinsville’s hydroponic farm and The Leafy Green Machine, which utilizes an upcycled shipping container to locally and
efficiently produce 3 tons of greens per year for the
community and grows health, knowledge, and
cooperation to boot. Talk about positive energy! e
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In June 1935, the Atlantic City
Electric Company advertised
regarding its “Unlimited Power
Supply” which they found more
than adequate to turn on
thousands of lights. “16,000
homes and places of business
depend upon unfailing and
instant response to any lighting
or power demand, the year
round.” (Currently, Atlantic City
Electric, a subsidiary of Exelon
Corporation, serves more than
547,000 customers in southern
New Jersey.)

In February 1954, JCP&L
ran an ad in the pages of NJ
Municipalities celebrating Light’s
Diamond Jubilee 1879-1954. It
was 75 years before that Thomas
Edison had closed a switch and
turned on a filament in a glass
bulb: the first electric light. “And
still more important, he had given
the world a brand new way of life.
He had opened the door for mass
use of electricity.”
In October 1997,
Blossom A. Peretz, Director,
Division of the Ratepayer
Advocate, wrote about
something new–electric
deregulation and the
resulting municipal aggregation. “If New Jersey’s
municipalities join together
to buy electricity, like they buy other services, they’ll have a
good chance of getting cheaper electric rates.”

