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Brief overview  

This report was compiled as part of the 2020 Penn Township Return on Environment Land Use Study.  All 
project materials are available on the project page on the Penn Township website (see 
https://penntownshiproe.wordpress.com/ .  Information contained in this report includes a review of the 
land use processes and controls used by Penn Township and Cumberland County.  The information, along with 

proposed strategies were presented and discussed at the Township public workshop held in September 2020. 
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PURPOSE AND BACKGROUND 
 
 Among the factors known to significantly impact return on environment values according to 
the Penn Township ROE Report is land use change.  Report Recommendations promoted the 
inclusion of ROE strategies into on-going local decisions and encouraged their incorporation 
into municipal documents such as the comprehensive plan, ordinances, and the site plan review 
process.  Cumberland County completed its own Return on Environment Report in 
collaboration with the Kittatinny Coalition (a group of land trusts, conservation organizations, 
state and federal government agencies, and academic institutions).  The County Report 
included similar findings regarding the value of resources and importance of protecting the 
“assets” as well as the importance of working in collaboration with local officials on land use.   
 
In 2020 the Township and its representatives, working in conjunction with the Cumberland 
County Planning Department and Audubon Pennsylvania applied for and was awarded for a 
South Mountain Partnership Mini-Grant for a Land Use Study to implement ROE Strategies.  The 
scope of the project included working with Penn Township and the Cumberland County 
Planning Commission to evaluate incorporating ROE strategies opportunities into the land 
development review process.  In Pennsylvania, all development proposals (subdivisions and 
land development), as well as proposed municipal plan and ordinance amendments, are 
reviewed by both the local municipality and county planning commission as required by state 
enabling legislation.  Since Cumberland County and Penn Township have both completed ROE 
evaluations, recognizing the significance of land use change decisions, the established review 
process provides an excellent opportunity to address land use issues related to resource 
preservation at the local and regional planning level.  Evaluations using the grant will address 
the  Penn Township and Cumberland County review processes as they relate to land use 
impacts, primarily to natural resources, open space and recreational concerns, along with 
suggested refinements to help address mutual concerns for maintaining ROE values. 
 
PENN TOWNSHIP REVIEW PROCEDURES 
 
Land use and development review in Penn 
Township is conducted in accordance with 
the Pa. Municipalities Planning Code (Act 
247).  As provided in Act 247 the Township 
maintains a Planning Commission comprised 
of 7 members that review development plans 
and amendments to the Zoning Ordinance.  
Planning Commission recommendations are 
provided to the 3-member Board of Supervisors who act on all proposals.  A Codes and Zoning 
Officer assists with the review of plans and amendments which are conducted at regularly 
scheduled meetings of the Commission and Board.  Under Act 247 proposed development 
plans, as well as amendments to Township ordinances are reviewed by the Cumberland County 
Planning Commission.  The County reviews all submittals for compliance with adopted County 
Comprehensive Plan policies as well as consistency with local ordinances. 

… From Project Scope  
 
Include a narrative inventory of current review 
process and inventory of regulations and programs 
the Township currently uses as well as Cumberland 
County review procedures that are used to guide 
local land use decisions.   
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Penn Township Comprehensive Plan  
 
Land use controls are based on the adopted policies contained in the Penn Township 

Comprehensive Plan (2009).   Under Act 247, municipalities are required to outline a plan for 

the protection of natural resources which includes, but is not limited to, wetlands and aquifer 

recharger zones, woodlands, steep slopes, prime agricultural land, flood plains and unique 

natural areas.   The Penn Township Plan includes a goal which states, “Preserve the character of 

the natural environment of the Township to serve the needs of current and future generations.”   

The Plan includes  objectives and strategies designed to fulfill the stated goal which serve as the 

foundation for subsequent development regulations.  Under that goal are a set of objectives 

along with defined strategies as follows:   

• Prevent the loss of life and property through effective floodplain management 

• Preserve prime agriculture soils. 

• Preserve and protect surface and ground water resources 

• Preserve forested areas on South Mountain. 

• Improve air quality 
 

Subsequent sections in the Comprehensive Plan address concerns including wetlands, 

stormwater runoff/erosion and topography/slope.   

Zoning Ordinance 
 
The Future Land Use Plan from the Township Comprehensive Plan serves as the foundation for 
the zoning district regulations contained in the Penn Township Zoning Ordinance and official 
Zoning Map - The Zoning Ordinance, as amended through 2020, identifies permitted uses and 
dimensional requirements that apply to the following zoning districts as displayed defined on 
the official zoning map shown below: 
 

C – Conservation District 
A – Agricultural District 
R – Residential District 

COI – Commercial/Industrial District1 
I – Industrial District 
Q – Quarry District 

FP – Floodplain District 
 

 
1 A proposed zoning amendment would separate the Commercial/Industrial District into 2 separate zoning 
districts. 
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In addition to use controls the zoning ordinance includes provisions (General Regulations) for a 
wide range of conditions such as accessory buildings, landscaping/screening, drainage, 
environmental conservation, noise, off-street parking, or signs.   Regulations are also included 
for a list of special uses such as banks, group quarters, manufacturing, restaurants or, 
warehouses.  The ordinance also defines administrative procedures for nonconformities, 
variances, conditional uses, special exceptions and other review processes. 
 
Zoning Districts - Different zones are used to address preservation objectives which are defined 
by the purpose statements for each district which are intended to be reflected in the list of 
permitted uses and dimensional requirements.   As an example, the purpose statement for the 
Agricultural District is established “to provide for the preservation of productive farmland, the 
Township’s most important natural resource.”  The list of permitted uses in the Agricultural 
District features agricultural and related uses along with single family dwellings on minimum lot 
sizes of 44,000 sq.ft. (if on-site systems are permitted).  Additional uses, permitted by 
conditional use, are allowed if they can comply with added standards.   In addition to the lot 
sizes lot coverage is limited to 10 % (20% in the proposed zoning update amendment).  
Although the zoning ordinance does not currently restrict development in agricultural areas the 
Township has worked with property owners to protect farms by establishing agricultural 
easements to protect agriculture and maintain productive farmland. 

A 

A 

R 

COI 
Q 
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The purpose of the Conservation District is “to preserve and protect the Township’s 
sensitive environmental features, as well as to protect life and property by limiting 
development in areas with severe development constraints.”  The purpose section includes 
statements that further clarify the need to protect forested areas by directing uses which could 
be inconsistent to other districts in the Township.  The list of permitted (by-right) uses is 
restricted to forestry related uses, single family detached dwellings and some limited non-
residential uses.  The minimum lot sizes (4 acres) and number of permitted new dwelling or lots 
available in this District would limit the amount of overall area that might be impacted by 
development.  A related provision limits residential development to 50% of the tract area, the 
remaining portion would be required to be set aside from any future development.  In addition 
to the lot sizes, lot coverage is limited to 10% of the tract area (20% in the proposed zoning 
update amendment).   
 
Lot Designs (Agricultural and Residential Districts) - In the Agricultural and Residential Districts a 
Conservation or Open Space Design (Cluster Development) is permitted by conditional use.  
This option allows for the reduction in lot areas and other bulk requirements so that dwellings 
may be grouped in certain areas of the development, while the remainder of the site is set 
aside as protected open space that can be used to provide areas for recreation or protection of 
natural resources.  Although lot sizes can be reduced the overall development density is not 
permitted to exceed the density permitted using the conventional lot requirements.  Under the 
code a tract would need to be at least 10 acres in size and be served by public or centralized 
sewer and water.   
 
Floodplain District - The Floodplain District is an overlay zone that corresponds to the defined 
FEMA flood zones within Penn Township.  As an overlay zone the Floodplain District provisions 
work in conjunction with the underlying zones in terms of permitted uses and dimensional 
requirements.  For properties in the Floodplain District additional provisions are applicable such 
as the restriction on any new building or structure in the floodway, additional requirements for 
meeting floodproofing or storage of potentially hazardous material and maintaining the flood 
carrying capacity of the floodplain.   
 
Specific Zoning Provisions  
 
Drainage – Recent updates to the Township Zoning Ordinance (Section 1109) have removed 
Drainage Regulations which have mostly been relocated to the recently updated Township 
Stormwater Ordinance.  One provision, which required that no building or structure be placed 
within 50 feet on any existing stream or natural drainage channel seems to have been removed 
but not replaced.  
 
Forestry – Section 1230 includes regulations that limit tree removal including:  

• no clearcutting on parcels or 2 acres or less 

• 30% of the forest canopy is required to remain on tracts greater than 2 acres 
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• no clearcutting on slopes greater than 25% or in a floodplain 

• clearcutting on residential lots limited to 50% tree removal (added every 15 years) 
 
Zoning Compliance  - Some proposed land use changes may not be covered under the 
definitions of subdivision and land development but may require review to ensure compliance 
with the zoning ordinance.  For instance, a property owner may be seeking to add an addition 
onto an existing structure, add parking or looking to clear a wooded area.  Such activities would 
be subject to review for compliance by the Codes and Zoning Officer using an online Zoning 
Permit application.    
 
Subdivision and Land Development Ordinance 
 
The development review process and application procedures are defined by the Penn Township 
Subdivision and Land Development Ordinance (2009) for all subdivision applications (plats) and 
land developments.  The ordinance includes a section describing the plan submittal 
specifications (contents) and processing requirements, a definitions section, design standards 
regulations, improvement construction plan requirements and administrative process 
descriptions. 
 
 The ordinance outlines the plan review process for the following plan types: 

• sketch plan (voluntary),  

• minor subdivision 2 or land development (Penn Planning Commission review only), 

•  preliminary plat3  

•  final plat plans.    
 

Plans sets are submitted to the Township Secretary along with an online application form for 
processing.  As defined in Act 247 subdivision and land development applications are processed 
within a 90-day period unless the applicant agrees to an extension.  The ordinance defines the 
information that is required to be submitted with each plan set type which typically includes a 
site plan that complies with defined content requirements, a wastewater facilities module, 
stormwater management/erosion and sediment control plan, a utility assessment report (as 
needed), a traffic impact study (as needed). 
 
Plan reviews are conducted by the Township and public meetings.  Township staff (Codes and 
Zoning Officer), the Township Engineer and Township Solicitor provide support during the 
reviews to support the Commission and Board during the deliberations.  Other agencies may 
also be involved in the review or permitting process such as the Cumberland County Planning 

 
2 A minor subdivision review is permitted, with permission by the Board of Supervisors, for any applications 
involving 3 or fewer lots that does not involve extension of an improved road or utilities and some additional  
factors. 
3 Preliminary plats are reviewed by the Penn Planning Commission and Cumberland County Planning Commission 
before being acted upon by the Board of Supervisors.   
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Commission, Cumberland County Conservation District (stormwater), PaDEP (wastewater 
planning modules), FEMA or PennDOT depending on the type of application and site conditions.   
 
Stormwater Management Ordinance (2019) 
 
Regulates land disturbance activities that occur within the Township in accordance with 
standards adopted in the Cumberland County Stormwater Management Plan, as amended.  
Would cover regulated disturbance activities for areas over 1,000 sq. ft., stormwater 
management plans would be required to be submitted for any activities that disturb areas over 
5,000 sq. ft. which are not otherwise exempted.  The ordinance would restrict any increase in 
the volume of runoff from pre-development to post-development for the design storm event (2 
yr. storm), runoff rates must not exceed pre-development rates for any storm event.  In 
addition, calculations will require existing impervious areas to be discounted by 20% from 
runoff calculations.   
 
Statements in the ordinance indicate that stormwater management systems should: 

• Preserve natural drainage systems 

• Maintain ground water recharge 

• Limit erosion from runoff 

• Minimize disturbance to floodplains, wetlands and vegetations in sloped areas 

• Preserve and maintain wooded and riparian areasi 
 

Standards are included that require designs over Karst formation to be designed and 
maintained to avoid problems associated with carbonate rock formations (Section 7.4 – Special 
Management Areas of SWM Manual).  Activities will require review by the Township, for 
activities that meet the requirements for submittal of a stormwater management plan the 
ordinance defines the application process and fee structure – those plans would be reviewed by 
the Township Engineer. 
 
Official Map (2017) 
 
Penn Township has adopted an Official Map which is a tool,  defined in the State Planning Code, 
municipalities can use to identify areas for transportation or utility improvements, places to 
reserve for parks or recreation to meet the needs of residents as development occurs.   The 
Township can use this existing tool to identify areas that should be preserved and verified 
during the development review process.   
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CUMBERLAND COUNTY LAND DEVELOPMENT REVIEW PROCEDURES 
 
The Cumberland County Planning Commission (CCPC) is comprised of nine members who serve 
four-year terms. Appointments to the CCPC are made by the Cumberland County Board of 
Commissioners. Staff support for the CCPC is provided through the Cumberland County 
Planning Department (CCPD). 
 
The Cumberland County Planning Commission (CCPC) provides planning guidance and related 
programs to assist decision makers across the county which has been the fastest growing in the 
state over the last 2 decades4 .    Important programs and services administered through CCPC 
include land use and transportation planning, stormwater management, and hazard mitigation.  
The County Planning Department also supports and provides guidance on conservation and 
recreation initiatives including administration of the Land Partnerships Grant Program which 
provides financial assistance to municipal and nonprofit stakeholders to complete parks, trails 
and greenways projects that are consistent with the Cumberland County Comprehensive Plan.  
Staff at the Cumberland County Planning Department also work with the County’s Agricultural 
Land Preservation Board to preserve farmland using the Cumberland County Agricultural 
Conservation Easement Program.  Implementation of these programs enables the county to 
achieve its adopted goals through partnerships with municipalities and other stakeholder 
organizations. 
 
In addition to the planning services and programs mentioned above the Municipalities Planning 
Code (MPC) requires CCPC to review and comment on all municipal subdivision and land 
development plans, ordinance amendments and comprehensive plans.  CCPD maintains web 
pages on the county site that provide submittal information to applicants and also provides 
information on reviews that have been conducted.  One especially useful resource is the online 
Plan Submissions Review Map which identifies, by location and proposal type, review 
information including submitted site plans and application information for public review.   Staff 
at CCPD also provide technical assistance to individual municipalities to update comprehensive 
plans and ordinances in addition to maintaining information on the county website to assist 
municipalities with significant topics including model ordinances that can be incorporated into 
local codes. 
 

 
4 Cumberland County Comprehensive Plan, 2017. 
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Reviews conducted by CCPC consider policies and objectives contained in the Cumberland 
County Comprehensive Plan (2017).    The County Comprehensive Plan, which has been 
adopted to address 
required elements 
outlined in Section 301 of 
the MPC, provides a user-
friendly document 
available to county 
residents and 
stakeholders.  The Plan 
serves as an effective 
guide to help achieve goals 
identified through the 
public outreach process.  
The document is arranged 
around 3 core themes 
(conserve, grow, connect) 
each containing a set of  
functional elements. 
 
 
A primary feature of the County Comprehensive Plan is the Future Land Use Map.  The Future 
Land Use Map identifies a set of Character Areas used to define recommendations in terms of  
housing stock, economic development opportunities, transportation system, available 
infrastructure, and site design characteristics.  The Comprehensive Plan includes the following 
narrative to further define a Character Area: 
 
“A geographic area which is unique and distinguishable from other areas in the region or locality due to 

its natural features, predominant land use, mix of land uses, economic relationships, and/or design 

characteristics of the built environment, and for which a common vision can be articulated regarding its 

preservation, growth, or change. Such areas serve as a basis for plans, guidelines, regulation, and 

programs prepared specifically for the unique area”. 

 
The Character Areas and the Future Land Use Map (shown below) incorporate adopted 
Comprehensive Plan policies into a resource to help guide land use decisions for given 
locations5.    
 

 
5 As noted in the Comprehensive Plan the land use recommendations do not represent strict regulatory 
requirements but rather serve as guides in accordance with the provisions on the MPC. 
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Reviews prepared by CCPC for all proposed subdivisions, land developments and municipal 
ordinance or plan amendments are based on compliance to municipal zoning and subdivision 
and land development ordinances and consistency with the associated Character Areas.  Other 
considerations include compliance with other plan approval/permitting requirements such as 
stormwater management, floodplain, access that may be relevant to that location. Reviews 
may refer to Township ordinance compliance for specific topic areas, but the county review 
does not replace or substitute for a Township review of proposed developments for compliance 
with current regulations.  Additional information on the Character Areas and associated 
recommendations can be found starting on page 30 in the online Cumberland County 
Comprehensive Plan6.   
 
 
 
 

 
6 The website address for the online Cumberland County Comprehensive Plan is 
https://www.ccpa.net/DocumentCenter/View/30121/2017-Cumberland-County-Comprehensive-Plan-FINAL-
ADOPTED?bidId= . 

https://www.ccpa.net/DocumentCenter/View/30121/2017-Cumberland-County-Comprehensive-Plan-FINAL-ADOPTED?bidId=
https://www.ccpa.net/DocumentCenter/View/30121/2017-Cumberland-County-Comprehensive-Plan-FINAL-ADOPTED?bidId=
https://www.ccpa.net/DocumentCenter/View/30121/2017-Cumberland-County-Comprehensive-Plan-FINAL-ADOPTED?bidId=
https://www.ccpa.net/DocumentCenter/View/30121/2017-Cumberland-County-Comprehensive-Plan-FINAL-ADOPTED?bidId=
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ROE STRATEGIES – LAND USE 
 
The purpose of this Report is to 
identify opportunities, that can be 
incorporated into land use decision 
processes to achieve the strategies 
outlined in the Township Return on 
Environment Report.  Suggestions are 
included which involve techniques the 
Township could implement to help 
achieve objectives through the land 
development review process.  
Additional opportunities are also 
covered including land use decisions 
that owners can consider on existing properties - not involving land development review 
processes.  Suggestions will include a range of potential actions such as applying conservation 
easements, restoring riparian areas, preserving woodlands, planting native vegetation, creating 
rain gardens, limiting impervious cover or establishing backyard habitats.  The suggestions will 
be designed to allow Penn Township to work with its partners and residents to achieve the 
goals and strategies identified in the Penn Township Comprehensive Plan and the Penn 
Township Return on Environment Report.  The Township Comprehensive Plan provides the 
framework for the strategies as defined in the adopted Natural Environment Goals, Objectives 
and Strategies.  Cumberland County’s goals also align with the defined strategies which are 
reflected in the County’s own Return on Environment Report and coincide with goals outlined 
in the Cumberland County Comprehensive Plan as well as  implementation strategies contained 
in the Land Partnerships Plan.   
 
ROE Strategies 
 
The following strategies, drawn from the Township Return on Environment Report and 
Comprehensive Plan, can serve as the framework for options Township officials, working with 
property owners,  can use to maintain or enhance ROE values.  Changes in ROE values can  
serve as metrics gauging progress toward achieving the policies and recommendations. 
 

1) Protect natural resources, open space and recreational areas in the Township defined as 
“valuable” and “unprotected” by considering preservation opportunities as part of on-
going planning initiatives, addressing impacts during the development review process or 
working with property owners to identify value and opportunities to maintain those 
benefits.   

• Work with property owners and conservation partners to promote the voluntary 
acquisition or use of conservation easements to protect valued areas that are 
vulnerable. 

…. From Project Scope  
 
provide documentation on techniques, based on model 
ordinance examples,  that can be used to incorporate 
ROE strategies into the land use review process. The 
documentation will describe how the techniques could 
improve conditions at select areas in Penn Township in 
terms of increasing ROE values using the interactive 
map to demonstrate potential changes. 
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• Use tools that identify ROE values during development review evaluations to 
help make decisions that maintain the benefits to the greatest degree possible. 

• As part of any residential subdivision process promote conservation site designs 
that provide opportunities for development while protecting areas of greatest 
value and provide open space that can support recreational and biological 
diversity needs. 

• Maintain or expand environmental protection standards, possibly in the form of 
a natural resources overlay district, to consistently address development impacts 
in areas such as floodplains, wetlands, significant habitat areas, riparian 
corridors, steep slopes, or wellhead locations.   

• Continue to monitor local recreation activities to identify projected needs in 
terms of additional park or active recreation, connecting residents to recreation 
areas, or maintaining natural areas to continue to support popular outdoor 
activities.   

• Use the official map to identify valuable resource areas that should be protected 
to increase awareness and promote preservation initiatives. 
 

2) Preserve and protect surface and ground water resources using refined land use 
controls and review procedures. 

• Maintain and expand as needed environmental protection standards in sensitive 
natural resources areas such as floodplains, wetlands, riparian corridors, or well 
heads which account for the greatest value environmental benefits to protect 
local heath thereby avoid large costs or hazards due to flooding or water quality 
degradation.     

• Establish buffer areas around water resources using a Green Ribbon Landscape 
to encourage property owners to become community stewards by maintaining 
or restoring the important corridor and buffer areas to protect water resources 
and maintain aquatic habitats.   

• Promote ground water recharge during development reviews when reviewing 
plans in terms of increased impervious surface or stormwater management.  
 

3) Protect and promote conservation of large forested areas on South Mountain as well as 
wooded areas in riparian areas or on steep slopes to avoid runoff/erosion problems, 
maintain water and air quality and ensure healthy habitat areas. 

• In the Conservation District continue to protect forest areas by maintaining large 
lot standards while reserving 50% of the tract area from development.  Consider 
adding areas that are reserved from future development (protected) into the 
Green Ribbons Landscape. 
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• Consider adding additional conservation lot design alternatives such as lot 
averaging7 or a modified cluster/open space option that allow property owners 
to use their land while preserving areas of greatest resource value. 

• Continue using the provisions in the zoning ordinance that limit the amount of 
tree removal that is permitted in the Conservation District and other areas.  
Consider expanding provisions to limit tree removal in riparian areas in addition 
to the current restrictions on steep slope and floodplain areas. 

• For development applications consider incentivizing restoration of areas 
identified as Green Ribbons Landscapes by including provisions in the 
stormwater management plan to credit use of tree planting, vegetated buffers 
(instead of turf) in addition to use of pervious surfaces and absorption areas. 
 

4) Work with and encourage property owners, partners, and interest groups to participate 
in voluntary stewardship activities that can help to maintain and protect local resources 
and natural systems services.    

• Support and participate in local opportunities and events that provide 
information on activities such as establishing riparian buffers, woodland 
management, using native vegetation, controlling invasive plants, woodlot 
management or, maintaining healthy habitats and forest areas. 

• Support or host educational events for interested  residents such as a Plants for 
Birds course and Bird-Friendly Bloom retail program offer by Audubon Pa. 

• Continue participating with regional conservations groups such as the South 
Mountain Partnership, Appalachian Trail Conservancy, Kittatinny Coalition, 
Central PA Conservancy, Cumberland Conservation Collaborative, and 
Watershed organizations on collaborative efforts to preserve natural resources 
and open space areas. 
 

5) Maintain land use standards to limit air pollution and protect natural system services that help 
reduce pollutants on a daily basis. 

• Continue to require that developments comply with standards for airborne 
contaminants from large commercial and industrial operations. 

• Consider opportunities to minimize vehicle emissions by requiring “Idle Air” hook ups 
and using anti-idling regulations at facilities with large fleets. 

• Promote the preservation of forested areas and effective landscape screens to 
help improve air quality. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
7 Lot averaging allows certain lot sizes to be reduced below the standard minimum if…certain other lots are 
increased by the same size, as long as the resulting average lot size is not less…usually not decreased, and common 
open space is not created. Lot averaging promotes design flexibility in…larger lots. 
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NEXT STEPS – Discuss at Public Workshop 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

…. From Project Scope  - Public Workshop 
 
coordinate, along with Penn Township and County Planning Department 
representatives, a workshop to: 
i. help decision makers and residents understand the significance 
of nature’s financial value and its connection to quality of life, 
sense of place, health, cost of living and the economy. 
ii. obtain feedback from participants on suggested ways to refine 
local review processes. 
iii. prioritize possible activities to provide support for short and long 
term activities, such as educational activities, restoration 
projects, stormwater management BMPs, land protection, and 

ordinances.; 

… from Project Scope  
develop a list of short term and long-term implementation strategies that 
can help achieve ROE objectives, based on stakeholder feedback at 
workshop. Strategies will be based on the use of model ordinance 
amendments and will also include aspects such as process participants, 
potential funding resources, and process partners’ activities. 


