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The role of a Planning Commissioner is to help set directions for their community and make decisions that 

affect its residents and its future.  This role includes the need to balance individual property rights with 

public health, safety, and welfare; the challenge of looking into the future and making decisions that will 

have a lasting impact on the community; and the ability to analyze problems and ultimately find reasonable 

resolutions.   

 

Planning Commissions are comprised of citizen planners who have volunteered their time, energy, and 

talents to provide this crucial element within local government.  Planning Commissions are tasked with 

making decisions on land-use and development issues that are important to the well-being of their 

jurisdiction.  Planning Commission members are commonly appointed without formal training in planning or 

in their role as a member of a public body.  Planning Commissioners are often obligated to learn their role 

through experience alone. 

 

For over 50 years, the six Centre Region municipalities have cooperatively planned for future growth and the 

development within the region.  While many educational resources related to community planning are 

available, most are generic in nature and fail to describe the dynamic relationship that exists between the six 

municipalities and their planning commission.  This handbook was created as a supplement to a training 

program created by the Centre Regional Planning Agency that is intended to provide on the role of the 

citizen planner.  The purpose of this handbook is to provide new and existing Planning Commission members 

with a resource that includes information on planning and guidance on the conduct of Planning Commission 

activities.    
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Introduction 
 

 

Serving on a Planning Commission provides an opportunity to impact the community by planning for its 
future.  Being a good Planning Commissioner requires commitment to ensuring a promising future of the 
community coupled with hard work, patience, and the willingness and ability to make decisions.  An effective 
Planning Commissioner should have an understanding of the following basic topics: 

­ The Role and Importance of Planning 

­ The Authority and Duties of the Planning Commission 

­ The Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code (MPC) 

­ The Pennsylvania Sewage Facilities Act and the Pennsylvania Storm Water Management Act Planning 
Commission Procedures 

­ Legal Aspects of Planning Commission Conduct 

­ Standards for Planning Commission Decision Making 

­ Basic Planning Terminology 

­ The Comprehensive Plan 

­ The Subdivision and Land Development Ordinance 

­ The Zoning Ordinance 

This purpose of this handbook is to provide the information listed above.  While this booklet was created to 

supplement a training program for new Planning Commission members, its broad coverage of planning 

topics allow it to be utilized as a resource for any citizen planner in the Centre Region, regardless of their 

length of service. 

 

 

 

According the American Planning Association, planning is “a dynamic discipline that works to improve the 

welfare of people and their communities by creating more convenient, equitable, healthful, efficient, and 

attractive places for present and future generations.  Planning enables civic leaders, businesses, and citizens 

to play a meaningful role in creating communities that enrich people’s lives.  Good planning helps create 

communities that offer better choices for where and how people live.  Planning helps communities to envision 

their future.  It helps them find the right balance of new development and essential services, environmental 

protection, and innovative change.” 

Planning is the act of looking to the future, identifying what is desired, and then taking actions today to 

achieve identified goals.  As noted in the American Planning Association’s definition, planning is a dynamic 

discipline that can focus on a wide variety of issues that relate to creating and sustaining communities that 

are beneficial to the people that live, work, and visit them.  Planning can take place at varying scales, from 

planning for development at the block or neighborhood scale to planning for major issues at the state or 

national level.  In the Centre Region, planning is done at both the municipal level as well as at the multi-

 

Chapter 1: Introduction to Planning—What is Planning? 
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municipal (regional) level.   This unique approach to planning began in the early 1960s when the Centre 

Region municipalities sought to plan for growth and development at a scale that extended beyond their 

individual municipal boundaries.  By planning for growth and change at both the local and regional level, the 

Centre Region has been able to maintain an attractive, vibrant community. 

Planning played an important role in human history and 

development, contributing to the initial success of the earliest 

civilizations.  Evidence of planning has been unearthed in the ruins of 

cities in China, India, Egypt, Asia Minor, the Mediterranean, and 

South and Central America.  Evidence of planned urban development 

in early cities includes orderly street systems that are rectilinear and 

sometimes radial; division of communities into specialized functional 

quarters; development of commanding central sites for palaces, 

temples, and civic buildings; and advanced systems of fortification, 

water supply, and drainage. 

While planning in the 21st century is far more advanced than during 

the classical period, modern planning in the United States can trace 

its origins back to these early civilizations.  Planning played an important role in the initial settlement and 

continual development of the United States.  Planning in early communities often followed regimented rules 

which mirrored European precedents. 

Early American settlements were typically located along major waterways and were provided with ports that 

would allow for the shipment of goods and materials. Many early communities in the United States were 

commonly designed with a grid pattern of streets and central squares that could be used as market places.  

Civic structures such as courthouses and churches were prominent features of early American settlements. 

Planning in the United States became more prominent in the late 19th and 20th centuries as immigration, the 

move away from an agrarian economy, and industrialism resulted in the increased population of towns and 

cities.  Early zoning laws were focused on public health, safety, and welfare in response to unsanitary living 

conditions as well as incompatible land uses being located adjacent to or in close proximity to one another.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Brief History of Planning 

Mohenjo-daro, located in Pakistan’s Indus Valley, 

dates from the 25th century BC.  The city had a 

planned layout based on a street grid of 

rectilinear buildings, public water provided 

through community and individual wells, and 

covered drains that conveyed wastewater away 

from the community. 

Early zoning laws sought to address public health 

and safety issues.  A good example of such an act 

is the New York State Tenement House Act of 

1901—one of the first laws to ban the 

construction of dark, poorly ventilated tenement 

buildings in the state of New York. 
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As more jurisdictions enacted zoning ordinances to protect the public, challenges were made to their 

legality.  In the 1926 landmark ruling by the Supreme Court in the case of The Village of Euclid v. Ambler 

Realty Company, zoning ordinances were upheld as constitutional extension of a community’s policing 

power. 

Planning in the United States became more prominent in the second half of the 20th century.  The general 

prosperity that followed World War II, the creation of the National Highway System, and the increased usage 

and ownership of automobiles resulted in suburbanization throughout the country. 

In recent years, the emphasis of planning throughout much of the nation has focused on addressing some of 

the consequences of suburbanization and growth outside of suburban areas.  Revitalization, redevelopment, 

and focusing development in areas where infrastructure currently exists have been core principles of 

planning in the 21st century.  Planning issues also frequently revolve around issues related to quality of life, 

accessibility, affordability, and impacts on the environment. 

 

As human beings, we plan for just about everything.  From what we hope to accomplish in a given day, to 

what we plan to eat within a given week, to how much money we will need to retire, planning permeates 

most aspects of our lives.  The act of identifying what we want or hope to accomplish is then met with 

actions that help us reach our goals.  Planning provides a sense of control on the future and provides those 

that plan with a methodology for achieving what is envisioned. 

Community planning relies on the same process of goal identification and actions to achieve a desired 

outcome.  Planning provides direction on how growth and change should be managed in order to benefit 

everyone who lives, works, or visits a community.  The importance of planning goes beyond the 

neighborhood or municipal level.  Planning at both the micro and macro level helps to ensure that processes 

and actions are harmoniously working towards the same end. 

There are many tangible benefits related to planning that go beyond making great places and communities.  

Some benefits that are realized through effective community planning include but are not limited to: 

­ Saving Money.  One of the key benefits of planning for the future of a community is the ability to 

anticipate and budget for needed improvements and services that are often provided or 

maintained by the municipality.  Water, sewer, fire, police, and road maintenance are services 

that growth and development often require.  If growth is not carefully planned for, the costs to 

provide these services increase and ultimately, are passed on to rate and tax payers.  The Centre 

Region’s longstanding policy of directing the majority of growth to areas within a defined Regional 

Growth Boundary have resulted in greater efficiencies in providing these types of services. 

­ Establishing Ground Rules for Development.  Planning creates ground rules that define how 

growth and development can occur within the community.  These ground rules can send a clear 

signal to both property owners and developers on what is anticipated and required.  This can help 

to minimize conflicts and provide developers with an understanding of what to expect when a 

development proposal is submitted. 

Why Do We Plan? 
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­ Promoting Community Design.  Beyond planning for growth is the need to plan for how 

development should look and relate to its surroundings.  Community design attempts to provide a 

balance between uses, architectural styles, building scale and massing, and the built and natural 

environments.  For example, if a tall multi-story steel office building were located adjacent to a 

historic district, this type of design could have negative impacts on the character of the area and 

would create a design problem.  Good community design helps to minimize conflicts and maintain 

a character and sense of place throughout the community. 

 

 

 

 

 

­ Protecting Property Values.  Similar to the benefits obtained by good community design, 

planning can help protect property from negative impacts and help to stabilize property value.  A 

good example of this would be if a heavy industrial use was located adjacent to a single family 

residential area.  There is a high likelihood that residential property owners that lived adjacent to 

the industrial use would be impacted by noise, pollution, and other nuisances related to higher 

intensity uses.  The value of these homes would likely decrease, since the livability of the 

neighborhood would have been greatly affected.  Community planning can help protect property 

and its value by ensuring that land uses are compatible with their surrounding built and natural 

environments. 

­ Protecting Natural and Environmental Resources.  Planning can help ensure that natural and 

environmental resources are protected and made available for future generations.  Prior to the 

advent of modern planning, many natural and environmental resources were exploited without 

the understanding that these resources were vital to a community’s well-being and would be 

difficult if not impossible to restore.  Developing near natural and environmental features may 

result in additional hazards that could easily be avoided.  In central Pennsylvania, developing near 

waterways or on steep hillsides can result in the destruction of private property and harm to the 

environment.  Planning can help strike a balance between the built and natural environments, 

protecting the both the community and flora and fauna. 

Planning can help ensure that a community is attractive, 

accessible, and relates well to its surroundings.  Good 

community design helps to minimize conflicts and 

maintain a character and sense of place throughout the 

community. 

Planning should seek to address the protection of natural and 

environmental resources.  The Centre Region is at the headwaters 

of Spring Creek, which is designated as a high quality cold water 

fishery.  The stream is recognized for its wild brown trout 

population, which attracts anglers from around the world. 
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Municipal Authority to Plan 
 

In Pennsylvania, the authority to plan is established by the Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code 

(MPC), which delegates the responsibility for planning to each municipality and county.  The MPC 

specifically grants municipalities with the authority to create and abolish, through ordinance, a planning 

agency.  The MPC outlines several options for establishment of a planning agency including a citizen led 

planning commission, a professional planning department, a planning committee comprised of elected 

officials, or a combination thereof.  The most common form of planning agency in Pennsylvania is the citizen 

led planning commission, which is governed by municipally adopted bylaws.  In the Centre Region, each 

municipality has an established planning commission and several municipalities have planning departments 

(State College Borough and Ferguson Township).  The Centre Regional Planning Agency, in addition to 

regional planning services, provides local planning assistance to College, Halfmoon, Harris, and Patton 

Townships. 
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Enacted in 1968, the Municipalities Planning Code (MPC) is Pennsylvania’s key enabling legislation that empowers 

counties and municipalities to independently or jointly plan for development.  The MPC has been revised regularly 

since it was originally enacted, with many updates improving the legislation to be compatible with modern day 

planning practices.  Since the MPC defines how counties and municipalities are able to plan for development and 

govern such, it is important that Planning Commissioners have a basic understanding of the MPC and its contents.  

This section outlines the different articles contained within the MPC and their general content. 

 Article I – General Provisions 

This article of the MPC provides background on the purpose of the act as well as its enactment date.  

Article I also includes a long list of definitions of terms included within the MPC.  These definitions can also 

be useful when referring to municipal zoning and subdivision and land development ordinances as well, 

since the definitions found in municipal ordinances are likely based on those listed in the MPC. 

Article II – Planning Agencies 

This article of the MPC provides details on planning agencies including the types, creation, terms, conduct 

of business, and power and duties.  This section of the MPC is often useful in crafting bylaws that govern 

municipal planning commission activities and conduct. 

 Article III – Comprehensive Plan 

This article of the MPC provides minimum requirements for municipal, multi-municipal, and county 

comprehensive plans.   The comprehensive plan is the primary tool utilized by municipalities and counties 

to identify plans for future growth and development.  Comprehensive plans are generally reviewed and 

updated every ten years.  This section also identifies the process for reviewing and adopting a 

comprehensive plan as well as their legal status.  Comprehensive plans are discussed in more detail in 

Chapter Six of this handbook. 

Article IV – Official Map 

Municipalities are permitted by the MPC to make an official map that identifies public lands and facilities 

that are planned for.  This map can be useful in identifying future improvements, such as roadways, 

parkland, and bicycle facilities that can be provided at the time of development or when the municipality 

has adequate funding.  Official Maps are discussed in greater detail in Chapter Eight. 

Article V – Subdivision and Land Development 

This article of the MPC defines how municipalities are permitted to regulate subdivision and land 

development within their jurisdiction.  This article provides a detailed list of provisions that can be 

included within a subdivision and land development ordinance (SALDO).  This section also provides 

information on enactment of a SALDO ordinance, the process to approve plans, insurances for the 

completion of improvements related to land development, and the recording of plans.  Subdivision and 

Land Development ordinances are discussed in greater detail in Chapter Nine of this handbook. 

 

 

Chapter 2: The Municipalities Planning Code 



11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Article V-A – Municipal Capital Improvement 

This article allows municipalities to charge impact fees to developments which generate demands for 

transportation improvements.  The provisions of Article V-A are somewhat complex and burdensome, 

with numerous limitations placed on the uses of the fees. 

Article VI – Zoning 

Article VI enables municipalities to enact zoning ordinances, which are essential for implementation of a 

comprehensive plan.  This section of the MPC identifies what zoning ordinances are permitted to do, how 

ordinances can be proposed and enacted, curative amendments, transfer of development rights, and 

enforcement procedures.  Chapter Ten provides greater details on zoning ordinances. 

Article VII – Planned Residential Development 

This article permits municipalities to enact zoning ordinances that fix standards and conditions for planned 

residential developments (PRDs).  PRDs are intended to provide a greater variety in type and design of 

housing while providing open space for residents.  This article of the MPC outlines the contents of PRD 

ordinances and the process for having a Planned Residential Development approved.  Several Centre 

Region municipalities have PRD ordinances. 

Article VII-A – Traditional Neighborhood Development 

"Traditional neighborhood development," or “TND,” is defined in Article VII-A of the MPC as an “area of 

land developed for a compatible mixture of residential units for various income levels and nonresidential 

commercial and workplace uses, including some structures that provide for a mix of uses within the same 

building.  TND is often known by other names, including Livable Communities, New Urbanism, 

Neotraditional Development, and the related field of Smart Growth.  All of these types of developments 

are based upon the historical template of older existing communities, including mixed uses, walkability, 

design at the human scale, and housing variety.  This article of the MPC permits municipalities to enact 

ordinances that permit the development of Traditional Neighborhood Developments. 

 

Subdivision and land development ordinances 

provide basic requirement for proposed 

development.  This can include a wide variety 

of criteria, including specifications for plans 

themselves as well as design criteria for 

utilities and infrastructure. 
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Article VIII-A – Joint Municipal Zoning 

Just as the MPC permits municipalities to cooperatively plan for their future, municipalities are also 

permitted to enact joint municipal zoning ordinances for the purpose of implementing their shared 

comprehensive plan.  This section of the MPC defines how joint municipal zoning ordinances can be 

enacted, amended, repealed, and enforced.  While the Centre Region municipalities cooperatively plan 

for their future through a multi-municipal plan, each municipality retains their own zoning ordinances. 

Article IX – Zoning Hearing Board and other Administrative Proceedings 

Any municipality that has a zoning ordinance is also required to create a zoning hearing board.  Zoning 

hearing boards are appointed bodies that consist of between three and five residents from the 

municipality and are generally charged with hearing applications for appeals and variances.  Zoning 

hearing boards are quasi-judicial and have exclusive jurisdiction to hear and render final adjudications in 

the following matters: 

­ Substantive challenges to the validity of any land use ordinance, except those brought before 

the governing body 

­ Challenges to the validity of a land use ordinance that raise procedural questions or alleged 

defects in the process of enactment or adoption 

­ Appeals from the determination of the zoning officer, including but not limited to the granting 

or denial of any permit or failure to act on the application for a permit, the issuance of a cease 

and desist order, or the registration or refusal to register any nonconforming structure, use, or 

lot 

­ Appeals from a determination by a municipal engineer or zoning officer with reference to the 

administration of any flood plain or flood hazard ordinance or such provisions with the land 

use ordinance 

­ Applications for variances from the terms of the zoning ordinance and flood hazard ordinance 

or such provisions within a land use ordinance 

­ Applications for special exceptions under the zoning ordinance or flood plain or flood hazard 

ordinance or such provisions within a land use ordinance 

­ Appeals from the determination of any officer or agency charged with the administration of 

any transfers of development rights or performance density provisions of the zoning 

ordinance 

Traditional neighborhood design incorporates a variety of 

housing styles and a mix of residential and commercial uses.  

The TND development in the photo was designed so that all 

homes are within a five minute walk or bike ride from a major 

amenity such as a park, lake, or shopping area.  The 

development is also served by a light rail line, ensuring that 

residents can reduce their automobile dependence. 
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­ Appeals from the determination of the zoning officer or municipal engineer in the 

administration of any land use ordinance or provision thereof with reference to sedimentation 

and erosion control and storm water management 

Article IX also outlines the procedures for zoning hearing board actions as well as criteria for the issuance of 

variances.  The most common actions of zoning hearing boards that have any impact on Planning 

Commissions are when variances are approved for proposed land development.  If a variance is approved, any 

plans submitted to the municipality should reference the zoning hearing board’s action. 

Article X-A – Appeals to Court 

This article of the MPC outlines the procedure for appealing to court decisions rendered through Article IX of 

the MPC. 

Article XI – Intergovernmental Cooperative Planning and Implementation Agreements 

This article permits the creation of intergovernmental cooperation through planning and implementation 

agreements.  It is this section of the MPC that allows the Centre Region municipalities to work cooperatively 

on planning efforts and to maintain a multi-municipal comprehensive plan.  This section outlines the legal 

effects of multi-municipal plans, requirements for multi-municipal plan implementation agreements, and the 

ability to adopt specific plans for nonresidential areas. 
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The Planning Commission’s primary role, as its name implies, is to plan.  A Planning Commission is a body of 

citizens that serve within local government, acting as an advisory group to the municipal governing body on 

issues and policies related to planning, land use regulation, and community development.  Planning 

Commissioners act as citizen planners and work to develop plans and implementation policies that affect 

how their community manages changes in growth and development. 

Each of the Centre Region municipalities have a seven member planning commission that work to advise 

their respective governing bodies on municipal planning matters.  Municipal Planning Commission’s may 

meet once, twice, or several times a month to discuss proposed development, planning initiatives, new 

ordinances, etc. 

In addition to municipal planning commissions, the six Centre Region municipalities also participate in 

regional planning as members of the Centre Region Council of Governments.  The Centre Regional Planning 

Commission (CRPC) was created in the early 1960s to plan for growth and development at the multi-

municipal level.  The CRPC consists of one representative from each municipality (typically a Planning 

Commission member) as well as a representative from the Pennsylvania State University. 

 

Planning Commissioners are appointed by the municipal governing body and represent the municipality at 

large.  Planning Commissioners do not represent any particular person, business, or group within their 

municipality.  Planning Commissioners should strive to provide input and guidance that will positively affect 

the entire municipality and excuse themselves from any actions where a conflict of interest could be 

perceived. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Planning Commission plays a crucial role in shaping the future of the community.  Considering the future 

of the community and developing plans to guide growth and development is both complex and time 

consuming.  Municipal governing bodies are often saddled with addressing problems of the day, leaving little 

What is a Planning Commission? 

Who Do Planning Commissioners Represent? 

Planning Commission Duties 

While planning commissioners are appointed by the governing body to 

act in an advisory role, commissioners represent the community at 

large.  Planning commissioners should be unbiased in regards to 

requests and proposals and consider the overall impacts to the 

community as a whole. 

 

Chapter 3: The Roles of the Planning Commission  
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time to study current development proposals or long-term impacts of 

growth and change.  The Planning Commission plays a key role by taking 

the lead in reviewing and evaluating land use and development issues in 

both the short-term and the long-term. 

The specific responsibilities of municipal planning commissions are 

outlined by the MPC as well as other planning legislation such as the 

Pennsylvania Sewage Facilities Act and the Pennsylvania Storm Water 

Management Act.  While these legislative acts outline the key 

responsibilities of municipal planning commissions, fulfilling these 

responsibilities can take place through a variety of actions and 

processes.  This handbook goes into greater detail regarding the specific 

responsibilities outlined in each of these acts later in this chapter. 

Section 209.1 of the MPC states that the Planning Commission is 

required, at the request of the governing body, to prepare a 

comprehensive plan for long-term growth, development, and well-

being of the municipality.  The Centre Region Comprehensive Plan, which was recently updated in 2013, 

meets this requirement of the MPC for all of the Centre Region municipalities.  Many Planning Commission 

activities will be directly or indirectly related to implementation of the plan.  Section 209.1 of the MPC also 

empowers a planning commission to: 

1. Make recommendations to the governing body concerning the adoption or amendment of an 

official map. 

2. Prepare and present to the governing body a zoning ordinance and make recommendations to 

the governing body on proposed amendments to it.   

3. Prepare, recommend, and administer subdivision and land development and planned residential 

development regulations. 

4. Prepare and present to the governing body a building code and a housing code and make 

recommendations concerning proposed amendments thereto.   

5. Do such other acts or make studies as may be necessary to fulfill the duties and obligations 

imposed by the MPC. 

6. Prepare and present to the governing body an environmental study. 

7. Submit to the governing body a recommended capital improvements program. 

8. Prepare and present to the governing body a water survey, which shall be consistent with the 

State Water Plan and any applicable water resources plan adopted by a river basin commission.  

The water survey shall be conducted in consultation with any public water supplier in the area to 

be surveyed. 

9. Promote public interest in, and understanding of, the comprehensive plan and planning. 

10. Make recommendations to governmental, civic, and private agencies and individuals as to the 

effectiveness of the proposals of such agencies and individuals. 

It is common for planning commissions to 

regularly receive development plan proposals 

for review and recommendation.  While the 

planning commission is tasked with 

administering subdivision and land 

development regulations, commissions should 

look beyond adopted requirements and make 

suggestions on other ways to improve what is 

being proposed. 
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11. Hold public hearings and meetings. 

12. Present testimony before any board. 

13. Require from other departments and agencies of the municipality such available information as it 

relates to the work of the planning agency. 

14. In the performance of its functions, enter upon any land to make examination and land surveys 

Prepare and present to the governing body a study regarding the feasibility and practicability of 

using renewable energy sources in specific areas within the municipality.   

15. Review the zoning ordinance, subdivision and land development ordinance, official map, 

provisions for planned residential development, and such other ordinances and regulations 

governing the development of land no less frequently than it reviews the comprehensive plan. 

While municipal planning commissions are empowered to do any of the above listed activities, commissions 

will typically work with the governing body of the municipality to establish annual work programs that will 

identify specific work tasks for the coming year.  Due to high level of intergovernmental cooperation in the 

Centre Region, several of the items listed above are addressed by other agencies and authorities.  This 

booklet provides background on the most common duties of the municipal planning commission.  

In addition to the items listed in the MPC, a governing body may also delegate by ordinance, approval 
authority to a planning commission for subdivision and land development applications.  The only 
municipality to have delegated its approval authority on subdivision and land development proposals is the 
Borough of State College. 

 

It is important that the Planning Commission develop positive relationships with professional staff and elected 

officials.  This section outlines the common relationship between the Planning Commission, elected officials, and 

professional staff. 

Relationship with Elected Officials 

The Planning Commission’s primary role within its municipality is to serve as advisors to the governing body.  The 

Planning Commission provides recommendations on a wide variety of planning and land development related 

proposals, including but not limited to rezonings, ordinance amendments, plans and studies, and land 

development.  It is important for Planning Commissioners to recognize this advisory role has limitations and that 

ultimately, final decisions on any proposal are made by the governing body.   Regardless of what the Planning 

Commission may recommend, the governing body has the authority to make changes to proposals or to act 

contrary to the recommendation provided.  In some cases, the governing body may not be satisfied with the 

recommendation provided by the Planning Commission or may indicate that more information is required prior 

to final action. 

 

 

 

 

Staff and Elected officials 

Planning commissions should strive to have a positive relationship 

with the governing body they are advisory to.  Developing and 

maintaining a high degree of trust with the governing body can help 

improve the effectiveness of the planning commission and provide 

increased opportunities for collaborative initiatives. 
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Planning Commissions should strive to maintain a good working relationship with their governing body by 

keeping them informed and educated about planning issues both at the local and regional level.  Planning 

Commissions can also maintain a good relationship by providing solid reasoning for its recommendations, 

improving the odds that the recommendation provided will be accepted. 

Relationship with Professional Staff 

Each of the six Centre Region municipalities have professional planning staff that provide assistance to their 

Planning Commissions.  State College Borough and Ferguson Township both employ professional planning 

staff and College, Halfmoon, Harris, and Patton Townships participate in the Centre Regional Planning 

Agency’s local planning program which provides local professional planning services. 

Planning staff provide professional analysis and recommendations to the Planning Commission on issues or 

proposals that they are presented with.  While planning staff serve as staff to the Planning Commission, they 

are typically accountable to the municipal or borough manager.   The Planning Commission should feel 

comfortable seeking information or professional recommendations from planning staff and should rely upon 

their ability to provide technical assistance and expert knowledge. 

 

Planning Commissions in Pennsylvania are tasked with specific responsibilities outlined in the MPC as well as 

supportive responsibilities related to other Pennsylvania planning legislation.  This section outlines some 

specific responsibilities for municipal planning commissions.  Additional information related to these 

responsibilities are described in greater detail in later chapters.  

Subdivision and Land Development Review 

Planning Commissions are responsible for reviewing applications for new land developments in respect to 

their compliance with the municipal Subdivision and Land Development Ordinance.   Depending upon the 

level of development activity with a municipality, this process can consume much of the Planning 

Commission’s time.  Each Centre Region municipality employs or contracts for local planning services.  Local 

planners often review subdivision and land development plans for consistency with the municipality’s 

ordinances and will provide a list of inconsistencies when plans are being reviewed by the Planning 

Commission.  Planning Commissioners should also feel free to look beyond the requirements of their 

municipal ordinances where possible to help bring about implementation of goals and policies from the 

Comprehensive Plan.   

Sewage Facilities Planning 

The Pennsylvania Sewage Facilities Act, more commonly referred to as Act 537, requires that all 

municipalities plan for sewage treatment facilities.  The six Centre Region municipalities cooperatively share 

one Act 537 plan that defines where public sewer is available or will be provided, identifies current and 

planned treatment facilities and infrastructure, and identifies acceptable methods of wastewater treatment 

for properties not within the Sewer Service Area.  Since this document is shared regionally, modifications to 

the plan must be approved by all six of the Centre Region’s municipal governing bodies. 

Planning Commissions have several responsibilities related to Act 537, including the review of official sewage 

Specific responsibilities of Planning Commissions 
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facilities plans to ensure that they are consistent with comprehensive plans, land use planning, and zoning.  

In addition to reviewing the Act 537, municipal planning commissions may also be asked to review Planning 

Modules, which qualify as amendments to the official Act 537 plan.  Planning Modules are often required for 

larger developments or for projects where on-lot septic treatment is proposed.    

Storm Water Management Planning 

Pennsylvania’s Stormwater Management Act, also known as Act 167, requires all counties to adopt 

watershed-based stormwater management plans.  Act 167 requires that municipalities within the area 

covered by the County’s Act 167 Plan adopt ordinances that when implemented, will regulate stormwater 

run-off in a manner that is consistent with the plan.  Municipal regulations are typically adopted as part of 

the Municipal Subdivision and Land Development ordinance or as a special ordinance.  Once municipal 

regulations are adopted, the stormwater management plan for individual development proposals are 

typically reviewed in conjunction with the Planning Commission’s review as required to implement the 

Subdivision and Land Development ordinance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Floodplain Management 

In order for property owners to be able to purchase flood insurance, the local municipality must adopt and 

enforce a floodplain management ordinance that is consistent with the Federal Emergency Management 

Agency’s National Flood Insurance Program.  Floodplain management is typically addressed in the 

comprehensive plan, subdivision and land development ordinance, and zoning ordinance.  Floodplain 

management can also be addressed through a municipality’s official map.  Planning Commissions will 

typically develop and ensure implementation of these plans and ordinances. 

Multi-Municipal Relationships 

The six Centre Region municipalities have planned cooperatively at the multi-municipal level for more than 

50 years.  This approach to planning has allowed for better allocation of resources, distribution of land uses, 

and orderly development that transcends municipal boundaries.  When looking at an aerial photograph of 

the Centre Region, one would find it difficult to illustrate municipal boundaries based upon development 

patterns.  However, one might easily be able to illustrate the outline of the Regional Growth Boundary, 

which is a long-standing multi-municipal planning policy that has directed the majority of growth to an area 

where public services are planned for and provided. 

 

Managing storm water runoff is essential to protecting 

surface and groundwater resources from pollution.  

Pollution is not limited to manmade materials but can also 

include sediment and other materials collected and 

deposited into waterways during weather events. 
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Planning Commissions play an important role in maintaining this multi-municipal cooperation that improves 

quality of life and reduces municipal costs related to unplanned growth.  One member from each municipal 

planning commission typically serves as a representative on the Centre Region Planning Commission (CRPC). 

In addition to providing representation on the CRPC, municipal planning commissions are regularly involved 

in the implementation of regional planning initiatives.  A good example is when modifying a zoning ordinance 

or changing the zoning designation of a property, the Planning Commission should ensure that their 

recommendations are consistent with and implement the goals and policies of the Centre Region 

Comprehensive Plan. 
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The MPC states that municipal planning commission must be comprised of at least three but no more than 

nine members.  Each of the Centre Region municipalities have individual planning commissions that consist 

of seven members.  Planning Commissioners must reside in the municipality they represent. 

APPOINTMENT TO THE PLANNING COMMISSION 

Planning Commissioners are appointed by the municipal governing body through the municipality’s 

appointing authority.  When a vacancy exists on a planning commission, municipal residents are 

provided with the opportunity to apply for appointment to the Commission.  Applications vary by 

municipality but typically serve to provide the governing body with some background on applicants, 

including their skills and interests in serving.  Applicants may also be asked to attend governing body 

meetings to introduce themselves and answer any questions about their qualifications. 

The term of a planning commission member is four years.  If a planning commission member resigns 

or is removed from their appointment prior to the end of their term, any person appointed to fill the 

vacancy would serve out the remainder of the unexpired term. 

REMOVAL FROM THE PLANNING COMMISSION 

It is possible for a Planning Commission member to be removed from office, which requires a 

majority vote of the governing body.  Removal of a planning commission member cannot take place 

due to a dislike of a particular individual, their viewpoints, or associations and must be based on a 

just cause.  Removal could occur for any of the following reasons: 

Malfeasance – committing an unlawful act in office 

Misfeasance – committing an unlawful act in an unlawful manner in office 

Nonfeasance – failure to perform the duties of the office 

If a planning commission member is threatened with removal, they must be provided with 15 days 

advance notice of intent by the governing body prior to the required vote. 

 

At the beginning of each calendar year, municipal planning commissions typically hold an organizational 

meeting to elect a chairman and vice-chairman and make appointments to any outside bodies on which their 

representation is required.  In some municipalities, a secretary is also elected.  

The chairman presides at all meetings, decides points of order and procedure, and performs other duties 

normally conferred by parliamentary usage on such officers.  The vice-chairman performs these duties in the 

absence of the chairman.  In the event that both the chairman and vice-chairman are unable to perform their 

duties, a member of the municipal planning commission will be elected to temporarily serve in this capacity 

by the members present at the meeting. 

Planning Commission Membership 

Planning Commission Organization 

Chapter 4: Planning Commission Membership, Organization, Meetings, and Conduct  
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 CHAIRING THE PLANNING COMMISSION 

Successful operation of a planning commission largely rests on the attitudes and abilities of its 

chairman. The chairman should understand the issues before the commission as well as his or her 

fellow members.  A successful chairman can maintain order throughout meetings and help build 

consensus amongst the planning commission even when faced with the most complicated and 

controversial issues.  A chairman should be selected based upon their leadership ability as well as 

ethics, integrity, and fairness. 

RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE CHAIRMAN 

The municipal planning commission chairman has the responsibility to preside over meetings and 

may be involved with setting meeting agendas in conjunction with municipal staff.  The chairman can 

also call special meetings as needed.  In addition to these formal responsibilities that are typically 

outlined in adopted bylaws, the chairman should also do the following: 

­ Running a Meeting.  The chairman is responsible to run an orderly meeting and conduct the 

Planning Commission’s business in a fair and timely manner.   

­ Maintaining Order.  The chairman should maintain order throughout public meetings.  Members 

of the public should not be allowed to clap or cheer for testimony that is presented by other 

members of the public or by the Planning Commission.  The chairman should not permit fellow 

Planning Commission members to accuse or challenge one another or persons testifying. 

­ Keeping Business Moving.  The chairman should ensure that the business of the Planning 

Commission continues to move forward in a reasonable amount of time.  At times, Planning 

Commissions can get weighed down with details on proposals or requests, which can needlessly 

delay action.  The chairman should summarize facts presented by the Commission and move 

items forward to a vote once relevant testimony has been expressed.  

­ Managing Public Testimony.  Allowing the public to give testimony to any proposal is one of the 

many purposes in having public meetings.  While public input is valuable and important, the 

chairman should encourage those providing testimony to keep comments relevant to the issue at 

hand and to provide constructive commentary.  The public should also be encouraged to not 

provide additional testimony that has already been expressed by other members of the public.  

Depending of the number of people interested in addressing the Planning Commission, the 

chairman should provide reasonable time limits to those wishing to speak in order to keep 

business moving.  Once the public comment period is closed, the only persons that should be able 

to speak are those on the Planning Commission.  The Commission may also ask specific questions 

of the applicant if necessary following the public comment period. 

Managing public testimony when discussing contentious 

requests can be challenging.  Maintaining order during 

public testimony is essential to ensuring that all parties 

have the opportunity to speak and have their comments 

recorded. 
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­ Preventing Arguments.  The chairman should prevent to the best of his or her ability any 

arguments or criticisms between Planning Commission members and the public or amongst 

Planning Commission members themselves.  Dialogue between the Planning Commission, the 

public, and the applicant should be primarily for fact gathering purposes. 

­ Understanding Parliamentary Procedure.  The chairman should understand making motions, 

amendments to motions, the order in which business is conducted, etc. 

 

There are numerous things that Planning Commission members can do to facilitate a meeting that is both 

efficient and meaningful.  The following practical advice can help planning commissioners be prepared for 

and valuable in their role as representatives of the community: 

­ Be Familiar with the Centre Region Comprehensive Plan and Municipal Zoning Ordinance.  

These two documents will provide the basis for many of the decisions that are made.  

Understanding the goals and recommendations of the comprehensive plan will help guide 

decisions such as ordinance amendments, zoning designation changes, development review, etc.  

The zoning ordinance is one of the primary tools used to implement the comprehensive plan and 

having a knowledge of its contents and requirements is crucial to effectively reviewing 

development proposals. 

­ Read the Agenda Packet in Advance of the Meeting.  Municipal staff will typically provide a 

presentation for items on the Planning Commission agenda, however, these presentations 

normally provide an overview of the issue at hand. Reading the agenda prior to the meeting will 

help familiarize Planning Commissioners with the facts that are needed to make an informed 

decision. 

­ Visit Development Sites.  Although not always warranted, a quick visit to the site of a proposed 

development can provide perspective on what is being proposed and the impacts it may have. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

­ Don’t Form an Opinion Before Knowing All of the Facts.  While agenda packets typically contain 

a staff’s recommendation along with facts to support it, it is important to hold off on forming an 

opinion until all facts have been presented.  Additional information may be provided during public 

testimony that may change a recommendation. 

Practical Advice for Planning Commission members 

Visiting a development site can help planning commissioners 

become familiar with the proposed development and the 

surrounding area.  If you plan to walk on the property, it is 

generally a good idea to contact the applicant to let them know 

that you would like to visit the site to be properly prepared.   



23 

­ Use the Chairman to Keep the Meeting Orderly.  Relying on the chairman to direct and control 

the meeting can help ensure that order is maintained.  At times, members of the public may ask 

questions of the Planning Commission or applicant.  Allowing the chairman to do something as 

simple as indicating that a question has been asked and then allowing it to be answered can result 

in a controlled meeting.   

­ Be Part of the Discussion.  One of the keys to building consensus on any decision is discussion.  

Decision making is improved when all members contribute to discussions. 

­ Ask Questions.  Planning Commission members should feel free to ask questions of staff, 

developers, applicants, and the public whenever the need arises.  It is better to ask questions to 

obtain facts rather than make uniformed decisions. 

­ Focus on Issues.  While details are important, getting lost in the details can prolong discussion 

and delay resolution on proposals.  Planning commissioners should strive to understand the 

substance of the matter and not dwell on minor details that will not affect the outcome of the 

proposal. 

­ Use Staff as a Resource.  Professional staff provides technical assistance such as research, 

analysis, and facts that can be used to formulate a decision.  While assigning tasks to staff is 

typically at the purview of municipal management, Planning Commission members should let staff 

know what information they need to make an informed decision. 

 

Municipal planning commission meetings are typically held once to several times a month and provide an 

opportunity for the commission to conduct official business such as reviewing development proposals, 

drafting ordinance amendments, working on long-range plans, etc.  Each municipality publishes a meeting 

schedule at the beginning of each calendar year.   

There are generally three different types of Planning Commission meetings, and they include study (or work) 

meetings, regular meetings, and special meetings.  Study or work meetings are typically held to provide the 

Planning Commission time to conduct research or analysis on items before the commission.  Final decisions 

cannot be made at study meetings. 

Regular meetings are typically held on a monthly or semimonthly basis and allow for regular business 

requiring formal action to be conducted.  A special meeting can be held to discuss and act upon an issue that 

could not be addressed in a regular meeting due to time constraints or to act upon an issue that is time 

sensitive.   

All planning commission meetings are open to the public.  Planning commission meetings can only be held if 

a quorum or majority of appointed members are present.   

Parliamentary Procedure 

Planning Commission meetings are typically operated under Robert’s Rules of Order, which basically provide 

a set of conduct at meetings that allows everyone to be heard and make decisions without confusion.  

Robert’s Rules of Order are often adapted within Planning Commission bylaws to help meet the needs of the 

Planning Commission Meetings 
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individual municipality.  These parliamentary procedures help ensure an orderly meeting, provide 

consistency and predictability in how items are addressed, and provide opportunities for public input.  While 

Planning Commission members can quickly understand the basics of parliamentary procedure after a few 

meetings, there are numerous resources online that provide additional background on subjects ranging from 

how motions should be made to disciplinary action. 

Order of Business 

Most planning commission meetings will follow a set order of business and may be identified in the 

Commission’s bylaws.  This order of business helps create predictability for the public and also provides an 

orderly flow. The following is an example of the order that a regular planning commission meeting may be 

conducted: 

­ Call to order 

­ Approval of the minutes from previous meetings 

­ Citizen comments 

­ Consent, Action, and Discussion items 

­ Other business 

­ Adjournment 

Making Decisions and the Need for Findings 

While many land use issues and development plans are ultimately approved by the municipal governing 

body, the planning commission should thoroughly vet each item on its agenda and provide a 

recommendation that is consistent with its findings.  This ensures that the governing body is not only 

provided with the best advice, but also ensures that the reasoning behind the planning commission’s 

recommendation is well thought out and documented. 

 Types of Decisions 

Planning commission decisions are either legislative or administrative in nature.  These types of 

decisions are further described as follows: 

Legislative Decisions - Legislative decisions are decisions that make or interpret policy. These can 

include but are not limited to comprehensive plan adoption or amendments, rezonings and 

zoning code amendments. The key element of legislative decisions is that they are meant to 

apply equally to everyone in the community, not just to specific groups or individuals. 

Administrative Decisions - Generally, administrative decisions involve those that have a direct 

effect on the rights and liabilities of an individual or a small group of identified persons.  

Administrative decisions can include land development plan approval, review and approval of 

planning module components, and conditional use permit requests. 

 Types of Motions 

When reviewing any application before it, the planning commission will typically have three choices 

with how to proceed.  These three choices include: 
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Approval or Recommendation to Approve:  A motion to approve could be appropriate if the 

Planning Commission was charged with reviewing land development related plans and 

rendering a final decision.  Approving any application is appropriate if the request complies 

with the ordinances of the municipality or can conform so long as conditions of approval are 

met.   

A recommendation of approval may be appropriate for legislative or administrative decisions 

that will ultimately be acted upon by the municipal governing body.  A recommendation to 

approve can include conditions that the planning commission feels should be required if 

approval is granted.  In the case of a legislative action, a recommendation to approve indicates 

support of the proposal from the planning commission.  

Continuance: The planning commission may continue consideration of an item to a later date 

whenever it finds that additional evidence is required, that potential alternatives need further 

study, that significant revisions are needed to make the application consistent with municipal 

ordinances, or that it is otherwise desirable for the commission to take the item under 

advisement.  The Commission may also continue an item if the applicant fails to appear or is 

unable to appear for any reason. 

Granting a continuance can be useful when the applicant is willing to make revisions to the 

project or the request.  It is important to keep in mind that a continuance will commonly 

require additional staff time to prepare agendas and recommendations as well as additional 

time for the planning commission to review the request at a subsequent meeting.  If the 

applicant seems unwilling to make modifications that the planning commission feels are 

necessary to receive approval or a recommendation to approve, the commission should 

consider denying or recommending denial of the request.   

Denial or Recommendation to Deny:  A motion to deny a request could be appropriate if the 

Planning Commission was charged with reviewing land development related plans and 

rendering a final decision.  Denial or recommending denial in regards to an administrative 

decision is appropriate if the project does not comply with ordinance requirements and the 

applicant is unwilling to make necessary modifications to make the project compliant.   

Recommending denial of a legislative decision may be appropriate for a wide variety of 

reasons.  Legislative decisions are more subjective than administrative ones, however, solid 

findings for recommending denial should be provided.  Some of the reason to deny a request 

could include but is not limited to the request not being consistent with the community’s long 

range plans; the request would result in harm to the health, safety, or welfare of people or 

property in the vicinity; or the request would have other negative impacts on the community. 

 The Need for Findings 

Whenever the planning commission takes action on a request or application, it is imperative that 

findings of fact are provided that support the commission’s decision.  Findings of fact provide a 

rationale for the planning commission’s action and are a critical component of the decision making 

process.  Findings provide the applicant, the public and the governing body with the thought process 
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and reasoning that informed the planning commission’s decisions. 

Findings of fact serve the following purposes: 

­ To provide a framework for making decisions which enhances the integrity of the review 

process; 

­ To facilitate orderly analysis and reduce the likelihood the planning commission will leap 

randomly from evidence to conclusions; 

­ To serve a public relations function by helping to ensure parties that decision-making is 

careful, reasoned, and equitable; 

­ To enable parties to determine whether and on what basis they should ask for judicial 

review and remedies; and, 

­ To apprise the reviewing court of the basis of the agency’s decisions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When making findings, the planning commission can often rely upon facts presented in staff reports.  

A staff report will often include staff’s recommendation to the planning commission and provide 

reasoning for that recommendation.  It is common for a planning commission to cite a staff review 

letter or report when their action is consistent with staff’s recommendations.  Additional findings 

beyond those provided by staff can also be cited. 

If the planning commission was not provided with a recommendation from staff or are making a 

decision contrary to staff’s recommendation, findings should be made that support the commission’s 

decision.  These findings should include, where possible, evidence that can be referenced.  For 

example, if the planning commission finds that a land development plan does not meet a section of 

the municipal ordinance and the applicant is unwilling to amend the plan accordingly, such a finding 

could be made to support a denial or recommendation to deny.   

 Due Process 

Due process, as outlined in the Constitution of the United States, applies to local planning decisions 

and zoning laws.  While the courts cannot require municipalities to make wise planning decisions, 

these decisions must be fair.  The Planning Commission must respect equally the rights of all parties 

who appear before it.  Some important elements of due process in relation to the Planning 

Commission are: 

­ Adequate, advance notice of meetings; 

­ Availability of staff reports and other information needed by the public to more fully 

Adopting findings of fact related to any planning commission decision 

or recommendation is crucial.  Findings of fact provide a nexus 

between facts related to a request and the planning commission’s 

official action. 
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understand issues; 

­ The opportunity to be heard at public meetings; 

­ Full disclosure or the chance to hear, see, or review all the information available to the 

Planning Commission in its deliberations; and, 

­ Findings of fact backed up by substantial evidence on the record to support the Planning 

Commission’s decisions. 

Planning Commissions should ensure that decisions are fair, impartial and objective, unbiased even 

by the appearance of having been privately influenced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Acting in the Public Interest 

Planning Commissions are charged with conducting the public’s business and must do so in the public’s 

interest.  Rather than acting on behalf of a few persons that would stand to benefit from its actions, the 

Planning Commission should make decisions that provide benefits to society at large and not to selected 

groups. 

Planning Commission members need to determine what constitutes the public interest as decisions are 

made.  Some things to consider when analyzing the public interest include: 

1. Remember Who the Client Is.  Planning Commissioners represent the community as a whole and 

must make decisions on their behalf.  Whether or not members of the public appear before the 

Planning Commission and provide testimony, Commissioners must act on behalf of everyone in the 

municipality. 

2. Question Who Benefits from the Decision.  Does the applicant benefit at the expense of the public?  

Would granting the request be mutually beneficial for both the applicant and the public? 

Legal Requirements 

Planning Commissions are public bodies and therefore it and its members must obey state laws regarding 

open meetings, financial disclosure, and ethics.  In addition to these legal aspects, Planning Commissioners 

must also avoid ex parte contact, which is the attempt by any person to influence a Planning Commissioner 

outside of the public form.  This section provides an overview of these legal aspects of public service. 

 

Planning Commission Conduct 

Allowing the public the opportunity to address the planning 

commission is a key component of due process.  The planning 

commission chair should always provide the public with the 

opportunity to address the commission for each business item 

on the agenda. 
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THE CONCEPTS OF THE ACT 

The act states that “the right of the public to be present at all meetings of agencies and to witness 

the deliberation, policy formulation and decision making of agencies is vital to the enhancement and 

proper functioning of the democratic process and that secrecy in public affairs undermines the faith 

of the public in government and the public's effectiveness in fulfilling its role in a democratic society.”  

65 Pa.C.S. § 702 (a) 

The act “declares it to be the public policy of this Commonwealth to insure the right of its citizens to 

have notice of and the right to attend all meetings of agencies at which any agency business is 

discussed or acted upon as provided in this chapter.”  65 Pa.C.S.  § 702 (b) 

WHY DO WE HAVE AN OPEN MEETING LAW? 

1. Protect the Public 

a. To avoid decision making in secret 

b. To promote accountability by encouraging public officials to act responsively and 

responsibly. 

2. Protect Public Officials 

a. To avoid being excluded (notice) 

b. To prepare and avoid being blind-sided (agenda) 

c. To accurately memorialize what happens (minutes) 

3. Maintain Integrity of Government 

4. Better Informed Citizenry  

5. Build Trust between Government and Citizenry  

WHAT CONSTITUTES A MEETING? 

A meeting is “Any prearranged gathering of an agency which is attended or participated in by a quorum of 

the members of an agency held for the purpose of deliberating agency business or taking official action.”  

65 Pa.C.S. § 703  

WHO MUST COMPLY WITH THE OPEN MEETING LAW? 

Agencies must comply with the law.  “Agencies” as defined by the act includes but is not limited to the 

General Assembly, school boards, municipal boards or commissions, boards for state funded universities, 

etc.  65 Pa.C.S. § 703 

WHAT IS REQUIRED UNDER THE OPEN MEETING LAW? 

1. Notice 

The open meeting law requires that an agency gives notice of its first regular meeting of 

each calendar or fiscal year at least three days in advance of the meeting and that it shall 

give public notice of the schedule of its remaining regular meetings.  A minimum of 24 

hours notice must be given for any special meetings.  Notice is not required in the case of 

an emergency meeting or conference.  65 Pa.C.S. §709 
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Notice must be given in time to allow it to be published or circulated within the political 

subdivision where the principal office of the agency is located.  Pa.C.S. §709 

2. Public’s Rights 

The public has the right to: The public has no right to: 

¶ Attend      ω   5ƛǎǊǳǇǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŜǝƴƎ 

¶ Speak during public comment periods 

¶ Listen 

¶ Tape Record 

¶ Videotape 

3. Minutes of Meetings 

Meeting minutes must be kept of all open meetings of any agency.  Those minutes must include: 

1. The date, time, and place of the meeting. 

2. The names of all members present. 

3. The substance of all official actions and a record by individual member of the roll 

call votes taken.  

4. The names of all citizens who appeared officially and the subject of their testimony. 

Pa.C.S. § 706 
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Public Officials are elected or appointed to serve the public at large and as such, should not be 

beholden to any special interest when making decisions.  There are times when formal actions are 

brought before public bodies in which one of its members may stand to benefit financially, depending 

upon the outcome.  In such cases, there is a potential conflict of interest.  The Pennsylvania State 

Ethics Act defines a conflict of interest as: Use by a public official or public employee of the authority 

of his office or employment or any confidential information received through his holding public office 

or employment for the private pecuniary benefit of himself, a member of his immediate family or a 

business with which he or a member of his immediate family is associated. The term does not include 

an action having a de minimis economic impact or which affects to the same degree a class consisting 

of the general public or a subclass consisting of an industry, occupation or other group which includes 

the public official or public employee, a member of his immediate family or a business with which he 

or a member of his immediate family is associated. 

The Pennsylvania State Ethics Act further states that “Any public official or public employee who in the 

discharge of his official duties would be required to vote on a matter that would result in a conflict of 

interest shall abstain from voting and, prior to the vote being taken, publicly announce and disclose 

the nature of his interest as a public record in a written memorandum filed with the person 

responsible for recording the minutes of the meeting at which the vote is taken, provided that 

whenever a governing body would be unable to take any action on a matter before it because the 

number of members of the body required to abstain from voting under the provisions of this section 
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makes the majority or other legally required vote of approval unattainable, then such members shall 

be permitted to vote if disclosures are made as otherwise provided herein.”   

If a Planning Commission member believes that acting on any item would qualify as a conflict of 

interest, the Commissioner should declare such a conflict and disqualify themselves from taking part 

in discussion or action on the item.  Due to the complexity of the Pennsylvania State Ethics Act, it is 

advisable that Planning Commissioners disqualify themselves when in doubt on whether or not their 

actions could be perceived as a conflict of interest. 

9· t!w¢9 /hb¢!/¢ 

As was mentioned in previous sections, Planning Commissioners should avoid forming opinions prior 

to hearing all of the facts related to any decision.  Ex parte contact occurs whenever someone 

attempts to influence or secure the vote of a public official outside of a public meeting.  Ex parte 

communication is a violation of open meeting laws because you are giving one person unfair 

advantage by discussing a business matter outside of a public meeting where everyone present would 

otherwise have access to the same information. 

Ex parte contact can occur in a variety of ways, many of which are informal and unintentional.  Ex 

parte contact can occur through telephone calls, informal meetings, and casual encounters.  Ex parte 

contact can involve applicants, members of the public, friends, neighbors, and even relatives.  The 

most effective way to avoid ex parte contact is to avoid discussions of planning commission related 

business outside of public meetings.  Persons interested in discussing planning items should be 

encouraged to attend the next Planning Commission meeting and share their thoughts for the benefit 

of all present. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Planning commissioners should take special care to 

avoid discussing applications outside of public 

meetings.  Official business should only be discussed 

at a public meeting where all parties are presented 

with the same information.  
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Regional planning is not unique to the Centre Region; however, it is often “off of the radar” of most residents 

and officials until they become involved in regional planning efforts.  This chapter provides information on 

purposes and benefits of regional planning within the Centre Region and how municipalities play a crucial 

role in its success. 

What is Regional Planning? 

Just as municipalities are authorized to conduct land use planning within their jurisdictions, the Pennsylvania 

Municipalities Planning Code (MPC) also permits adjacent municipalities to plan cooperatively at the multi-

municipal level.   

Regional planning deals with the efficient placement of land use activities, infrastructure, and growth across 
a larger area of land than an individual municipality.  For the Centre Region, such regional planning takes 
place in the context of the participating Townships and the Borough of State College. Authority to conduct 
multi-municipal and regional planning in the State of Pennsylvania is provided by the Pennsylvania 
Municipalities Planning Code (MPC) Act 247. The MPC recognizes multi-municipal and regional 
comprehensive plans as legitimate land use and growth management tools that can be implemented by any 
number of contiguous municipalities, as well as non-contiguous municipalities within the same school 
district. The MPC also grants the same legal status to multi-municipal and regional comprehensive plans as 
to municipal-level plans, requiring zoning, subdivision, and land development regulations as well as capital 
improvement programs to further the goals and policies of the regional comprehensive plan. The MPC 
permits local governments to enter into cooperative agreements in order to implement a multi-municipal or 
regional comprehensive plan. 

The Benefits of Regional Planning 

One thing that makes regional planning unique is that it is a voluntary endeavor, where municipalities 

choose, based on their view of the benefits of regional planning, whether to participate.  By not participating 

in a regional planning effort, municipalities are required to independently fulfill their land use obligations.  

Through cooperative regional planning, municipalities are able to benefit from increased communication on 

issues as small as ordinance amendments or as large as a major development that will have impacts 

throughout the region. 

Creating and maintaining a Regional Comprehensive Plan can have many benefits for the communities 

involved.  Such benefits include the creation of Regional Growth Boundaries, which help control sprawl and 

allow the region to more easily target areas for revitalization; economic development; historic preservation; 

and neighborhood enhancement.  In addition, Regional Growth Boundaries can have benefits in sewage 

facility planning.  Municipalities that conduct sewer planning in a proactive manner can avoid sprawling 

systems through low-density areas that are more costly to construct and maintain than systems that serve 

smaller geographic areas.  Allowing new development in the most appropriate areas of a region helps avoid 

the creation of unnecessary sewer extensions, reducing the amount of sewer infrastructure that has to be 

maintained.   

 

Chapter 5:   regional Planning 
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Regional planning has created numerous and immeasurable benefits to the six Centre Region municipalities.  

When looking at an aerial photograph of the Centre Region, one would find it difficult to illustrate municipal 

boundaries based upon development patterns.  While the Centre Region consists of six independent 

municipalities, land-use patterns and public services have all but dissolved these boundaries from a physical 

perspective.  Through their participation in the Centre Region Council of Governments (COG), the regional 

municipalities cooperatively share a variety of services including parks and recreation facilities, building code 

administration, emergency management, regional planning, transportation planning, public transit, and a 

public library.  The municipalities also rely on one wastewater treatment provider, the University Area Joint 

Authority, to treat and discharge wastewater created by residences and businesses.  Other services, such as 

public water, police, and fire protection is limited to a handful of providers which often provide services in 

adjacent municipalities.   

Due to the growth pressures experienced by the Centre Region along with its shared public services, 

planning for land use at a regional scale helps to reinforce efficient land consumption along with cost 

effective public services.  By cooperatively planning for growth, the six Centre Region municipalities have 

avoided costly extensions of public services and have helped preserve open space and farmland.  This 

approach to planning has and has resulted in a community that is regarded for its high quality of life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Since the mid-1960s, the six Centre Region municipalities have cooperatively planned for growth and development in the 

region.  Planning for land uses and public services at a regional scale has helped to reinforce efficient land use 

consumption along with cost effective public services.   
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How We Plan Regionally 

While the six Centre Region municipalities have cooperatively planned at 

a regional scale for over 50 years, implementation of regional initiatives 

happen at the municipal level.  Due to this plan regionally-implement 

locally approach, it is important that municipal planning commission 

members keep informed on regional issues and policies.  Most regional 

planning is done in conjunction with the Centre Region Planning 

Commission, an appointed body that is discussed later in this chapter.   

Elected officials from each of the Centre Region municipalities are also 

involved in regional planning as no regional initiative can have any effect 

in a municipality without it’s governing body’s approval.   

Most regional planning policies are found in the Centre Region 

Comprehensive Plan, which was first adopted in 1976. This plan has been 

subsequently updated several times, the most recent update being 

completed in 2013.  One of the most important policies included in the 

Plan is the establishment of a regional growth boundary, which defines 

where the majority of future growth in the region should be directed.  This document is discussed in greater 

detail in the Chapter 6. 

Another important regional document is the Act 537 Sewage Facilities Plan, which plans for wastewater 

treatment in all of the six Centre Region municipalities.  Public sewer in the region is provided by the 

University Area Joint Authority (UAJA), which operates the Spring Creek Pollution Control Facility in Benner 

Township.  The Act 537 plan establishes the Sewer Service Area, which encompasses the same geographic 

area as the Regional Growth Boundary, and defines the location where public sewer service will be provided.  

The Plan also identifies how wastewater can be treated outside of the Regional Growth Boundary and Sewer 

Service Area.  This document is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7.   

In addition to these two regional plans, the CRPA, CRPC, and municipalities are regularly tasked with 

implementing the recommendations of the Centre Region Comprehensive Plan as well as addressing other 

regional planning issues as needed. 

The Centre Regional Planning Commission 

On September 1, 1960, College and Patton Township, along with the Borough of State College, joined 

together to form the Centre Regional Planning Commission (CRPC), which included a representative from 

each of the Townships and the Borough, as well as a representative from The Pennsylvania State University.  

The Commission grew in 1961 to also include the Townships of Ferguson and Harris, and later in 1965 to 

include Halfmoon Township.  For more than 50 years, the residents of the Centre Region have enjoyed a high 

quality of life, in part due to the willingness of the municipalities in the Centre Region to work cooperatively 

to achieve common goals with regard to the development of the area. 

 

The Centre Region Comprehensive Plan 

outlines regional policies in relation to future 

growth and development.  The plan was 

recently updated in 2013.   



34 

 

 

 

The CRPC was established to promote the health, safety, and general welfare of the Centre Region, through 

effective development of the region’s municipalities.  The CRPC, whether directly or through its designees, 

has the responsibility to do the following: 

­ Prepare and maintain a Regional Comprehensive Plan, in accordance with the provisions of the 

MPC, for guidance of the continuing development of the Centre Region 

­ Prepare reports and recommendations on regional problems and issues 

­ Maintain education programs to inform the public on specific planning proposals 

­ Present the regional point of view to State and Federal Agencies that are considering legislation 

or public works that would affect the Centre Region 

­ Aid in the preparation of long term budget programs in accordance with the Regional 

Comprehensive Plan 

­ The CRPC must authorize all agreements with PennDOT and federal entities as  

the contracting body for the Centre County Metropolitan Planning Organization (CCMPO) 

The CRPC is also responsible for making a recommendation on any proposed action by  

a participating municipality relating to: 

­ The location, opening, vacation, extension, widening, narrowing or enlargement  

of any street, public ground, or watercourse located within the region 

­ The location, erection, demolition, or sale of any public structures located within the region 

­ The adoption, amendment or repeal of any official map, subdivision and land development 

ordinance, zoning ordinance, or planned residential development ordinance 

­ Any proposed action by the governing body of a school district within any municipality in the 

Centre Region relating to the location, demolition, removal  

or sale of any school district structure or land 

­ Requests to expand the Regional Growth Boundary and Sewer Service Area 

The CRPC is comprised of one representative from each Centre Region municipality and one representative 

from the Pennsylvania State University.  Municipal representation is provided by one member of each 

municipal planning commission. 

A primary responsibility of the CRPC is the preparation 

and maintenance of a regional comprehensive plan.  

The CRPC plays a crucial role in ensuring that the plan is 

implemented through both regional and municipal 

action.  
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The Centre Regional Planning Agency (CRPA) 

The Centre Regional Planning Agency (CRPA) is the organization which provides staff support to the CRPC.  In 

addition, the CRPA is responsible for providing staff planning assistance to participating member 

municipalities, to review and comment on local planning issues which may result in regional impact, and for 

encouraging cooperative regional planning initiatives among the Region’s municipalities.  The CRPA is part of 

the Centre Region Council of Governments (COG). 

The Centre County Metropolitan Planning Organization (CCMPO) 

MPOs are entities designated by law with the lead responsibility for the development of the area's 

transportation plans and for coordinating the transportation planning process.  All urban areas over 50,000 

in population are required to have an MPO if the agencies spend federal money on transportation 

improvements.  The CCMPO provides transportation planning for all of Centre County, including the Centre 

Region.  Technical assistance is provided to the CCMPO by four full-time planners, three of which are 

employed by the CRPA and one of which is employed by Centre County.  
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The Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code enables municipalities with the ability to plan for future 

growth and development within their jurisdiction.  Proactive planning is important for local governments 

because without it, the ability to plan is given to others who may not have the best interests of the 

municipality in mind.  All land-use decisions begin with a plan and in the Centre Region, the six municipalities 

have cooperatively planned for land uses since the mid-1960s.  The Centre Region was ahead of its time 

when it first began this endeavor and changes to enabling legislation over the past 50 years have 

strengthened the purpose and need for this ongoing relationship.  This cooperative approach has helped 

shape the region today and has made a lasting impact on future generations.     

Although regional planning began in the mid-1960s, the first Centre Region Comprehensive Plan wasn’t 

adopted until 1976.  The plan was amended in 1990, 2000, and most recently in 2010 (adopted 2013).  This 

chapter provides details on the purpose and benefits of multi-municipal plans, the 2013 Centre Region 

Comprehensive Plan, and methods for implementing plan recommendations. 

What is a Comprehensive Plan? 

The term “comprehensive plan” is not defined in the MPC, but is more or less defined by its contents.  A 

comprehensive plan is a recommending document that provides a reference for governing bodies when 

making decisions related to development, capital improvements, and timing.  A comprehensive plan also 

provides guidance to the private sector and citizens as well.  It indicates how the community plans to grow in 

the future, what obstacles it wishes to overcome, and what improvements it plans to make.  The 

comprehensive plan is the basis for land-use regulations within a municipality. 

It is important to remember that a comprehensive plan and a zoning ordinance are two separate tools that 

are used in conjunction with one another.  A comprehensive plan acts in a guiding role and provides 

recommendations on how land should be utilized to meet the needs and desires of the community, where a 

zoning ordinance regulates land uses as recommended by the plan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Comprehensive Plan Types 

The MPC outlines four different types of comprehensive plans including municipal, multi-municipal, 

county, and specific plans.  These plan types are defined as follows: 

 

Chapter 6:   The Regional Comprehensive Plan 

As its name implies, a comprehensive plan should 

comprehensively address the community’s future.  In the 

Centre Region, this vision is outlined and reinforced through 

goals and policies that comprehensively address future 

growth and development in the six Centre Region 

municipalities.  
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­ Municipal –A plan that is limited to a single municipality. 

­ Multi-municipal – A plan developed and adopted by any number of contiguous municipalities, 

including a joint municipal plan as authorized by this act, except that all of the municipalities 

participating in the plan need not be contiguous, if all of them are within the same school 

district. 

­ County – A land use and growth management plan prepared by the county planning 

commission and adopted by the county commissioners which establishes broad goals and 

criteria for municipalities to use in preparation of their comprehensive plan and land use 

regulation. 

­ Specific - a detailed plan for nonresidential development of an area covered by a municipal or 

multi-municipal comprehensive plan, which when approved and adopted by the participating 

municipalities through ordinances and agreements supersedes all other applications. 

All comprehensive plans must meet the same four criteria.  Those criteria include: 

1. Contain basic plan elements set forth in Section 301(a) of the MPC. 

2. Contain a plan for the reliable supply of water, considering current and future water resources 

availability. 

3. Be reviewed every 10 years. 

4. Identify those areas where growth and development will occur so that a full range of public 

infrastructure, including sewer, water, highways, police and fire protection, public schools, 

parks open space and other services can be adequately planned and provided as needed to 

accommodate growth. 

Legal Effect of the Comprehensive Plan 

One of the common criticisms of comprehensive plans within Pennsylvania is that they have no 

“teeth.”  Because comprehensive plans are guiding documents, municipalities are not required to 

implement them nor can elected officials be forced to follow the recommendations contained in the 

plan.  While comprehensive plans are essentially a compilation of recommendations on how the 

community should grow, they do have legal standing that should not be overlooked.   

Although the MPC does not mandate that municipalities follow the recommendations within the 

Comprehensive Plan to the letter of the law, it does require general consistency with the plan in some 

cases and conformance in others.   Section 303 (4) (d) states that “municipal zoning, subdivision and 

land development regulations and capital improvement programs shall generally implement the 

municipal and multi-municipal comprehensive plan or, where none exists, the municipal statement of 

community development objectives.”  Section 603 (j) further states that “Zoning ordinances adopted 

by municipalities shall be generally consistent with the municipal or multi-municipal comprehensive 

plan or, where none exists, with the municipal statement of community development objectives and 

the county comprehensive plan. If a municipality amends its zoning ordinance in a manner not 

generally consistent with its comprehensive plan, it shall concurrently amend its comprehensive plan 
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in accordance with Article III.”  These two sections state that municipalities are expected to follow the 

general intent of their comprehensive plans.   

The Process of Creating a Comprehensive Plan 

Creating a Comprehensive Plan can be a daunting task that requires adequate research, discussion, 

and public input.  Plan development requires research on existing planning issues within the 

community; background studies to compile data on existing conditions; projection of future 

conditions; development of plan goals and objectives; public input through meetings, surveys, and 

open houses; and implementation plans.   

Despite the fact that new editions of the Centre Region Comprehensive Plans are considered 

“updates” by the MPC, these updates essentially require all of the same steps and processes that 

would be conducted if a new plan were being created.  Fortunately for municipal planning 

commissioners, most of the planning process is coordinated and completed by regional and municipal 

planning staff.   

While professional staff play a role in coordinating and drafting the contents of the plan, municipal 

planning commissioners play an important role in identifying planning issues relevant to their 

municipality or the region as a whole, in reviewing and providing feedback on the contents of the 

plan, and by providing a public forum for citizens to provide input on the plan.  Municipal planning 

commissions also play an important role in defining future land uses through the comprehensive 

plan’s future land-use maps.  Identifying future land uses requires looking ahead to the needs of the 

municipality and region and identifying where future growth should occur. 

Required Elements of Comprehensive Plans 

Section 301 (a) of the MPC requires that each municipal, multi-municipal and county comprehensive 

plan to have nine elements.  These elements should present a composite vision of private and public 

development for the future through community development goals and objectives.  These required 

elements all share some relationship to one another and typically contain complementary 

recommendations.  While these elements are required by the MPC, there is no requirement that each 

be addressed through separate sections of the plan itself.  Chapters of the plan can address one or 

more of these elements as is deemed appropriate.  The required plan elements found in Section 301 

(a) of the MPC are as follows: 

­ A statement of community development goals and objectives that chart the location, 

character and timing of future development. 

­ A plan for land use identifying the amount, intensity, character and timing of land use. 

­ A plan to meet housing needs of present residents and those families anticipated to live in the 

municipality as well as an accommodating new housing in different dwelling types and at 

appropriate densities for households of all income levels. 

­ A transportation plan. 

­ A community facilities plan. 
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­ A statement of the interrelationships among the various plan components which estimates 

the environmental, energy conservation, fiscal, economic development, and social 

consequences on the municipality.   

­ A discussion of short- and long-range plans implementation strategies. 

­ A statement indicating that existing and proposed development is compatible with plans and 

development in contiguous municipalities. This statement should indicate that existing and 

proposed development is generally consistent with the objectives and plans of the county 

comprehensive plan. 

­ A plan for the protection of natural and historic resources to the extent the municipalities are 

not limited by other federal or state statutes, these resources include, wetlands, aquifer 

recharge zones, woodlands, steep slopes, prime agricultural land, flood plain, unique natural 

areas, and historic sites. 

Additional Elements (and Benefits) Permitted in Multi-municipal Plans 

In addition to the elements required by the MPC, multi-municipal plans may include additional 

elements at the discretion of the municipalities participating in the plan.   These optional elements 

allow municipalities to harness greater benefits through multi-municipal planning than could be 

achieved through a single municipal comprehensive plan.  The optional elements are summarized as 

follows: 

­ Designate Growth Areas:  Multi-municipal plans are permitted to include the designation of 

growth areas.  Growth areas are locations where “orderly and efficient development to 

accommodate the projected growth of the area within the next 20 years is planned for 

residential and mixed use densities of one unit or more per acre.  Designated growth areas are 

also where commercial, industrial, and institutional uses to provide for the economic and 

employment needs of the area and to insure that the area has an adequate tax base are 

planned for”.  The Centre Region Comprehensive Plan includes a designated regional growth 

boundary which identifies where the majority of the Centre Region’s growth should be 

directed.   

­ Designate Future Growth Areas: In addition to growth areas, multi-municipal plans are also 

permitted to designate future growth areas.  These areas are where future development is 

planned for at densities that will accompany the orderly extension of services. 

­ Designate Rural Resource Areas: Rural resource areas are where rural resource uses are 

planned for.  Development within rural resource areas would be limited to densities that 

support rural resource uses.  Infrastructure extensions or improvements are not intended for 

these areas with the exception of villages or in areas where participating municipalities agree 

that extension of such services is vital for health or safety reasons. 

­ Plan for All Categories of Uses:  One of the key benefits of multi-municipal planning is that 

participants can provide for land uses across the entire planning area rather than within each 

individual municipality.  Where municipalities are required to provide for all land uses within 



40 

their jurisdiction, this benefit allows for land use types to be shared and helps prevent 

exclusionary zoning challenges.  The Centre Region Comprehensive Plan includes a plan for 

land uses however does not specifically list which municipalities will provide for specific uses.  

This limits the effectiveness of sharing land uses but does not prohibit a municipality with the 

Region from relying upon another’s permitted uses in the event of a legal challenge.   

­ Plan for Developments of Area Wide Significance and Impact.  The Centre Region 

Comprehensive Plan does not have a specific plan for developments that are considered of 

“area wide significance and impact”.  The Centre Region municipalities did enter into an 

implementation agreement in 2006 which identifies how developments that propose the 

expansion of the Regional Growth Boundary and Sewer Service Area are to be evaluated and 

acted upon. 

­ Plan for the Conservation and Enhancement of the Natural, Scenic, Historical and Aesthetic 

Resources within the Plan Area.  The Centre Region Growth Boundary provides goals and 

policies related to the preservation and protection of natural, environmental, and historic 

resources. 

Implementing the Plan 

Creating a comprehensive plan is a monumental undertaking that is both costly and time consuming.  

Creating a comprehensive plan that provides value to the municipality, Planning Commissions, and 

technical staff, professional staff must spend countless hours studying the issues, formulating 

solutions, vetting proposals with the public, and meeting with elected officials.  A common criticism of 

comprehensive planning efforts is that once adopted, these documents are placed on the 

bookshelves of municipalities only to be dusted off when it’s time to complete the next ten year 

update.   

In order for a comprehensive plan to provide value to a municipality or region, it must be 

implemented.  The MPC requires that all comprehensive plans discuss short- and long-term 

implementation strategies to emphasize that the planning process does not end with adoption of the 

document.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The primary tools used by most municipalities to implement the comprehensive plan are the 

subdivision and land development ordinance and zoning ordinance.  While comprehensive plans 

rarely provide specific requirements that should be included within these two documents, the 

Comprehensive plans should not only provide a vision of the future of a 

community, but also a means of achieving that vision. Comprehensive 

plans must be implemented in order to provide the maximum amount of 

benefit to the municipality. 
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guidance provided by the plan should result in ordinances that meet the intent of the plan.   

Comprehensive plans often transcend land use issues alone, resulting in implementation actions that 

take place outside of municipal codes.  A good example in the Centre Region Comprehensive Plan is 

the encouraged cooperation between the Centre Region and the Pennsylvania State University on a 

variety of issues.  While some of these policies would require changes in municipal regulations, many 

require actions outside of municipal land use ordinances.  

The 2013 Centre Region Comprehensive Plan 

In 2010, the six Centre Region municipalities began the process of updating the Centre Region 

Comprehensive Plan.  This updated plan was adopted in November or 2013.  As mentioned 

throughout this handbook, the Centre Region Comprehensive Plan qualifies as a multi-municipal plan 

as identified in the MPC.  Multi-municipal plans provide additional benefits to municipalities beyond 

those that can be achieved through a single municipal plan, including legal protections against zoning 

challenges, cost savings by planning for infrastructure at a multi-municipal scale, orderly growth and 

development that transcends municipal boundaries, etc.  As required by the MPC, this plan will need 

to be updated again in 2020.  The 2013 Centre Region Comprehensive Plan is broken into nine 

different chapters, referred to as elements, which focus on the following topics: 

­ Land Use 

­ Transportation 

­ Open Space, Conservation, and Recreation 

­ Housing 

­ Community Services and Facilities 

­ Sustainability 

­ Natural, Environmental, Cultural, and Historic resources 

­ Community and University Relations 

­ Economic Development 

This section provides details on key recommendations included throughout the 2013 Centre Region 

Comprehensive Plan: 

 Regional Growth Boundary/Growth Management Policies 

The Centre Region Comprehensive Plan includes numerous long-term growth management 

policies and strategies that will impact how the region grows and develops over the next 20 to 

30 years.  The tool that will have the greatest influence on where growth occurs is the 

Regional Growth Boundary.  This boundary is coterminous with the Sewer Service Area, which 

identifies where public sewer is planned for.  The Regional Growth Boundary, as identified in 

the plan, is a growth area where the majority of future development will be directed.  Growth 

is directed into the boundary through municipal zoning ordinances, which should be generally 

consistent with the growth management policies outlined in the plan.  The boundary can be 
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expanded at the request of a municipality or the public, but 

only if five of the six Centre Region Municipalities agree to 

the expansion.  Growth is permitted outside of the Regional 

Growth Boundary, but public sewer service will not be 

provided which generally limits development densities.   

In 2012, the Centre Regional Planning Agency (CPRA) 

completed a study on the amount of vacant land 

remaining within the Regional Growth Boundary.  This 

study analyzed the development capacity of the remaining 

properties in conjunction with growth forecasts 

completed by the CRPA in 2009.  Based upon these two 

studies, vacant land within the Regional Growth Boundary 

and Sewer Service Area should be able to meet both 

residential and non-residential growth demands in the Centre Region for the next several 

decades. 

Preservation of the Agricultural Industry 

Long-term effective protection of the agricultural industry is an important policy issue in the 

2013 Comprehensive Plan.  Agricultural and protection has a direct influence of the regional 

economy, job and economic growth, the location of future development, and overall quality of 

life.  Preservation of agricultural lands has been an ongoing policy in both the current and 

previous comprehensive plans. 

Protection of Natural Resources 

Air, water, wildlife habitat, soil, forest, and mineral resources are important natural elements 

that the comprehensive plan seeks to protect.  The plans includes various policies that seek to 

protect vulnerable environmental resources that provide natural habitats, such as wetlands, 

forests, and waterways.  Numerous policies seek to balance development patterns with the 

protection of prime agricultural and other important soil types.  The plan recommends the 

responsible management and preservation of natural resources that play a key role in the 

health, safety, and welfare of Centre Region residents. 

Transportation 

The 2013 Centre Region Comprehensive Plan includes a variety of goals, objectives, and 

policies that focus on transportation related issues including traffic congestion, bike and 

pedestrian pathways, and access to other communities throughout the State.  The plan provides 

recommendations such as balancing transportation projects and programs with the Region’s 

future land use plans and adopting a complete streets policy that would provide encourage use of 

all modes of travel. 

 

 

The 2013 Centre Region Comprehensive 

Plan includes goals and policies that direct 

the majority of future growth into a 

Regional Growth Boundary.  Growth is 

permitted in areas outside of the Regional 

Growth Boundary, but such growth should 

be consistent with the rural character of the 

area. 
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Protection of Established Neighborhoods 

The region contains many mature, diverse, and unique neighborhoods that vary in size, 

character, and composition.  The plan promotes the preservation of existing neighborhoods 

and provides policies that focus on buffering them from negative impacts from incompatible 

uses. 

 Housing 

The 2013 Centre Region Comprehensive Plan provides a number of goals, objectives, and 

policies related to housing variety, supply, and affordability.  The plan encourages a variety of 

housing types that will meet the changing demographics within the region and also stresses 

the need for affordable housing options for all income levels. 

Economic Development 

The 2013 Centre Region Comprehensive Plan stresses implementation of the results of the 

Centre Region Economic Development Assessment which provided recommendations that 

would help support and further a vibrant local economy.  Additional policies focus on assisting 

in the recruitment of businesses to the area, by partnering with the Chamber of Business and 

Industry for Centre County (CBICC), the Centre County Industrial Development Corporation 

(CDICC), and the Pennsylvania State University.  

2013 Comprehensive Plan Implementation Strategies 

The 2013 updated Centre Region Comprehensive Plan includes several short and long-term 

implementation strategies as required by the MPC.  Policies in the plan may require implementation at 

the regional level (COG), municipal level, or both.       

Every year, the Centre Regional Planning Agency prepares a list of Comprehensive Plan Implementation 

Priorities (CHIP) for review and approval by the COG General Forum.  This is a key strategy in ensuring 

that the comprehensive plan remains fresh in the minds of appointed and elected officials and that its 

recommendations are not “placed on a shelf.” The CHIP provides an opportunity for the region to come 

together and identify which policies in the plan should be implemented, beginning at the regional level.  

Municipal Planning Commissions should feel free to forward items that they feel should be implemented 

at the regional level in the short term.  Ultimately, the elected officials of the Centre Region will prioritize 

which items should be completed first, but this collaborative process ensures that the most important 

projects and issues are addressed in a timely manner. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 2013 Centre Region Comprehensive Plan 

includes goals and policies related to providing 

infrastructure for multiple modes of 

transportation. 
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Much of the Comprehensive Plan’s implementation also takes place at the local level.  Any time an 

ordinance is proposed or amended, a zoning designation is changed, or a study is undertaken, the 

municipality should ensure that it implements or is at least consistent with the recommendations of the 

Comprehensive Plan.   

The 2013 Comprehensive Plan also recommends the use of implementation metrics as a way of ensuring 

that regional and municipal actions are having the desired impacts and are achieving the goals identified.  

These metrics, along with general reports on comprehensive plan implementation, are included in the 

CRPC Annual Report. 
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In 1966, the Pennsylvania state legislature passed the Pennsylvania Sewage Facilities Act (Act 537) in order 

to help correct existing sewer disposal issues, as well as prevent new problems.  The act requires that 

sewage disposal for all situations is planned for and that local municipalities are largely responsible for 

administering the plan.  Municipalities are required to develop and implement comprehensive official plans 

that provide for the resolution of existing sewage disposal problems, provide for the future sewage disposal 

needs of new land development, and provide for future sewage disposal needs of the municipality.  This 

official plan is referred to as the "Act 537 plan."  When a new land development project is proposed, 

municipalities are required to revise their official plan (unless the project is exempt from planning).   

In the Centre Region, this planning requirement, much like the comprehensive plan, is met through the 

creation of a regional plan that applies to all six of the Centre Region municipalities. This cooperative 

approach to sewage facilities planning began in 1990 when the first Regional Act 537 plan was adopted.  The 

plan was subsequently updated in 2006.    

The Centre Region Act 537 Plan identifies the locations within the Centre Region where public sewer service 

will be provided by the University Area Joint Authority as well as acceptable methods for wastewater 

disposal outside of the public Sewer Service Area, infrastructure limitations and future improvements, 

beneficial re-use water treatment and distribution, and sewage management programs.  

 Public Sewer Service 

One of the primary components of the Act 537 plan is the establishment of a Sewer Service Area 

(SSA), which delineates where public sewer service is or will be provided in the Centre Region in the 

future.  Planning for where public sewer will be provided is closely coordinated with land use 

planning efforts.  In the Centre Region, the Sewer Service Area (SSA) is coterminous with the Regional 

Growth Boundary (RGB), ensuring that public sewer service is reserved for lands where growth is 

anticipated and directed.  Areas located outside of the SSA are not eligible for sewer service, unless 

they were connected to the system prior to the enactment of the SSA or it is deemed that their 

connection to the system is vital for health or safety reasons.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7: The regional Act 537 Plan 

The University Area Joint Authority (UAJA) provides public sewer 

service inside of the Act 537’s Sewer Service Area.  Wastewater 

treatment for properties outside of the sewer service area must be 

provided through an on-lot septic system. 
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How does the Sewer Service Area (SSA) Affect Developments Located Outside of the Regional Growth 

Boundary (RGB)? 

The boundaries of the Regional Growth Boundary (RGB) and Sewer Service Area (SSA) are generally 

the same in order to help ensure coordination between sewage facility and land use planning efforts.  

If an area is located outside of the RGB, the intent is for that land not to be developed or to be 

developed into low density uses, whereas land inside the RGB should be developed into higher 

density uses that are not rural in character.  In order to develop outside of the RGB, sewage disposal 

must take place on the property or through an individual or community on-lot disposal system, since 

sewer service is not available.  The lack of ability to obtain sewer service outside of the RGB and SSA 

acts as a deterrent to higher density development outside of the RGB.  In this manner, restricting the 

SSA to the same areas covered by the RGB allows the objectives and purposes of the RGB to be more 

easily obtained. 

On-Lot Wastewater Treatment 

For properties located outside of the SSA, wastewater treatment must be provided on-site.  This is 

commonly done with on-lot wastewater treatment systems that are identified by the municipal 

Sewage Enforcement Officer (SEO).  Whenever a subdivision or land development is proposed outside 

of the RGB and SSA, a Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection Planning Module will be 

prepared by the applicant.  A planning module, once approved, constitutes an amendment to the 

Regional Act 537 plan since it identifies how wastewater will be treated for the proposed land 

development.  Depending upon how each municipality reviews planning modules, Planning 

Commissions may be asked to review and provide approval for certain components related to the 

application.  Even if the Commission is not part of the official module approval process, methods for 

wastewater treatment is commonly identified on land development proposals. 

Expanding the Regional Growth Boundary (RGB) and Sewer Service Area (SSA) 

Between 1990 and 2006, the Centre Region municipalities would review the boundaries of the Sewer 

Service Area (SSA) every five years.  During the evaluation period, property owners could submit 

requests that their property be brought within the boundaries of the SSA.  Expanding the sewer 

service area and providing public wastewater treatment to a property would typically allow for the 

property to be developed at a greater density than could be achieved through on-lot methods.   

The 2000 Centre Region Comprehensive Plan was the first document that created a defined growth 

boundary where the majority of future development would be directed.  While previous 

Comprehensive Plans identified primary growth areas, these areas were loosely defined.   

The ability to treat and discharge wastewater in the Centre Region has limitations.  Located at the 

headwaters of several high quality cold water fisheries, the Centre Region has limitations on the 

amount of wastewater that can be discharged into public waterways.  Alternative methods of 

treatment have been utilized to expand wastewater treatment capacities, but these methods are 

costly and must be used efficiently. 
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The planning of public services and land uses are closely linked.  While some have asserted that the 

Region uses public sewer to control growth, public sewer service is reserved for areas where growth 

is planned for.  Expanding public sewer to lands where higher density development is not permitted 

results in an inefficient use of a limited public resource.   During the 2006 update to the Centre 

Region Act 537 Sewage Facilities Plan, the Sewer Service Area was aligned to approximate the 

Regional Growth Boundary to emphasize and improve coordination between land use and public 

sewer facilities planning. 

In 2007, the Centre Region municipalities also entered into an implementation agreement that 

defines how the RGB and SSA can be expanded.  This implementation agreement was modified and 

adopted again in 2013.  The agreement outlines the process to expand the boundary, which is 

typically done through a Development of Regional Impact (DRI) application.  Since the RGB/SSA 

Implementation Agreement was adopted, a total of four DRI requests have been submitted.  An 

expansion of the RGB and SSA requires at least five of the six municipalities to agree to the 

expansion.   

Municipal Planning Commissions and the Act 537 Plan 

While municipal planning commissioners do not need to have an in-depth knowledge of the contents 

of the Regional Act 537 Plan, understanding its relationship to land use planning is essential.  

Planning commissions are also involved in actions related to the plan, such as periodic updates, 

amendments, and DRI requests.  Municipal planning commission are typically provided with the 

opportunity to review such requests and provide recommendations to their municipal governing 

bodies. 
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The official map is a tool authorized by the Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code that allows 

municipalities to delineate the locations of planned future public lands and facilities such as streets, trails, 

parks, and open space. The official map expresses a municipality’s interest in acquiring these lands for public 

purposes sometime in the future and notifies developers and property owners of this interest.  The official 

map is not a wish list and should only show those areas that a municipality seriously wants to consider for 

future development.  In addition to helping municipalities identify future public facilities, official maps are 

also useful in implementing the comprehensive plan.   

An Official Map is not a zoning map or base map of the municipality.  Section 107(b) of the Municipalities 

Planning Code (MPC) defines an official map as a “land use ordinance” with the map as the primary 

component of an official map ordinance. If a landowner seeks to build on or subdivide land noted on the 

official map, the municipality has up to a year to acquire the land from the owner before the owner may 

freely build or subdivide. The official map does not have to include the entire municipality.  Several Centre 

Region municipalities have adopted official map ordinances. 

Benefits of Adopting an Official Map 

There are numerous benefits that municipalities receive when adopting an official map.  These 

benefits include: 

­ The official map can help focus limited financial resources on projects that meet and advance 

community goals.  

­ The official map helps municipalities make improvements such as connecting and improving 

the local street network, intersection improvements, protecting important natural areas, and 

providing more green space, recreation facilities, trails, and sidewalks.      

­ The official map saves time and money by informing property owners and developers of 

municipal goals and intentions in advance of development plans.  

­ The official map is an effective negotiation tool for municipalities, helping to ensure that 

development is compatible with and supportive of public goals.  

­ The official map supports other land use management tools (zoning, subdivision/land 

development, etc.) by advancing the implementation of infrastructure and public spaces. 

­ The official map gives municipalities a competitive advantage in securing grants. 

 

 

 

 

 

An official map can help municipalities identify future 

improvements that will be required as the community grows.  

Future roadways and bicycle facilities are two examples of 

infrastructure that can be identified on an official map. 
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Process to Create and Adopt and Official Map 

The following section outlines the general process that should be followed when creating an official 

map.  As with any planning effort, ensuring that the public has adequate input and time to review the 

proposals included on the map is of vital importance.  The MPC provides requirements for 

municipalities to adopt an official map.  These requirements are summarized as follows: 

1. The municipality should have adopted a comprehensive plan.   

2. The governing body, either itself or by charge either to its planning agency, a specific ad hoc 

committee, or other authorized designee, prepares the official map for consideration. 

3. The governing body refers the proposed official map, once in draft form, and the 

accompanying ordinance by which it would be adopted, to the municipal planning agency for 

review. 

4. The municipal planning agency reports its recommendations back to the governing body 

within 45 days, unless an extension is agreed to by the governing body (failure of the planning 

agency to take action within the designated time limit, be it 45 days or an extension thereof, 

authorizes the governing body to proceed without a planning agency recommendation).  

5. Concurrently, the municipality forwards a copy of the draft official map and adopting 

ordinance to the county planning agency for review and comment, again within either 45 days 

or an extension of the 45-day statutory time limit. 

6. In the event that, as shown on the draft official map, any street or public lands are shown as 

leading into any adjacent municipality, then a copy of the draft official map must be forwarded 

to the adjacent municipality or municipalities for review and comment within the 45-day time 

limit (again, as with both the county and adjacent municipalities, failure to act within 45 days 

absolves the governing body of this requirement and allows it to proceed to public hearing).  

7. The governing body may (but is not required to) seek comment from other local authorities, 

such as park boards or environmental advisory committees or municipal water or sewer 

authorities.  

8. The governing body sets a date, time, and place for a public hearing, and provides “public 

notice” (notice published once each week for two successive weeks in a newspaper of general 

circulation in the municipality, stating the time and place of the hearing and the particular 

nature of the matter to be considered at the hearing—first publication shall not be more than 

30 days, and the second publication shall not be less than 7 days from the date of the 

hearing).  

9. The governing body holds a public hearing on the draft official map and the ordinance to 

adopt the map (a public hearing is a formal meeting held to inform and obtain public 

comment, prior to taking action on the adoption of the ordinance and official map).  

10. The municipal governing body adopts the ordinance and official map by majority vote at a 

public meeting.   

 



50 

11. Following adoption, a verified copy of the ordinance and map must be recorded in the county 

recorder of deeds office within 60 days after the effective date of the official map.  

12. A certified copy of the ordinance and map must be forwarded within 30 days after adoption 

to the county planning agency, and as well to any adjacent municipality where the official 

map shows any street or public lands intended to lead into that adjacent municipality.   

Implementing the Official Map 

An official map ordinance can only provide benefits to a municipality if it is implemented.  

Implementation can occur proactively or at the time that land development is proposed on affected 

properties, but one key to encourage implementation is ensuring that the official map remains visible 

to appointed and elected officials.  Much like zoning maps are displayed, municipalities should display 

official maps in rooms where planning commission or governing bodies hold meetings.  This not only 

serves as a reminder to appointed and elected officials but also provides the public with a regular 

opportunity to view the official map and its contents.  The map should also be posted on the 

municipality’s website and in other locations where the public can view it.   

In addition to displaying the official map, municipalities can also change their land use ordinances to 

provide references to the map where applicable.  This can be a useful method of reminding 

developers, staff, and appointed and elected officials of the need to reference the official map when 

land development is proposed. 
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The subdivision and land development ordinance (SALDO) is the most commonly used development control 

mechanism in Pennsylvania.  It provides basis standards for subdivisions, which is the creation of new 

property lines and land development which is the construction of public or private improvements.  

Development of land today affects the future tomorrow.  Ensuring that land development is orderly and 

provides necessary improvements is essential to implementing the goals of any community. 

The primary purposes of subdivision and land development regulations are: 

­ to provide adequate sites for development and public use; 

­ to maintain reasonable and acceptable design standards; and  

­ to coordinate public improvements with private development interests. 

SALDO do not provide the same level of control on development as zoning ordinances.  SALDO offer a 

degree of protection against poor planning by assuring the placement of public improvements, such as 

roads, sidewalks, public utilities, and storm water controls at the time of development.  SALDO do not 

control where uses may be located or the density at which they may be established.  A SALDO strictly deals 

with how activities relate to the land they take place upon. 

What Constitutes a Subdivision and Land Development? 

The MPC provides definitions for both “subdivision” and “land development”.  These terms are normally 

included within municipal subdivision and land development ordinances as well.  The MPC defines a 

“subdivision” as: 

*T+he division or redivision of a lot, tract or parcel of land by any means into two or more lots, tracts, 

parcels or other divisions of land including changes in existing lot lines for the purpose, whether 

immediate or future, of lease, partition by the court for distribution to heirs or devisees, transfer of 

ownership or building or lot development: Provided however, that the subdivision by lease of land for 

agricultural purposes into parcels of more than ten acres, not involving any new street or easement 

of access or any residential dwelling shall be exempted. 

As defined, most subdivision applications involve the creation of new lots or parcels from existing tracts 

of land.  The size of lots is determined by the underlying zoning district, but the SALDO may have 

restrictions on layout and orientation.  A subdivision also occurs if lot lines for existing properties are 

changed.  For example, if two property owners agree to adjust a common lot line, that would be 

considered a subdivision by the MPC. 

Land development is defined by the MPC as any of the following: 

(1) The improvement of one lot or two or more contiguous lots, tracts or parcels of land for any 

purpose involving: 
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(i) a group of two or more residential or nonresidential buildings, whether proposed initially or 

cumulatively, or a single nonresidential building on a lot or lots regardless of the number of 

occupants or tenure; or 

(ii) the division or allocation of land or space, whether initially or cumulatively, between or among 

two or more existing or prospective occupants by means of, or for the purpose of streets, common 

areas, leaseholds, condominiums, building groups or other features. 

(2) A subdivision of land. 

(3) Development in accordance with Section 503 (1.1). 

As evidenced by the MPC definition, a land development can occur through a variety of activities.  For 

any of the construction activities above, a land development plan would be required.  The only exception 

is that subdivisions do not require a separate land development plan but are handled through the 

submission of a subdivision plan. 

Contents of Subdivision and Land Development Ordinances 

The MPC provides a list of contents that should be included within a subdivision and land development 

ordinance.  At a minimum, a municipal SALDO should include: 

­ Plan submission and processing requirements, including payment schedule for charging of review 

fees 

­ Certification as to the accuracy of plans 

­ Layout standards 

­ Uniform provisions for minimum setback lines and lot sizes based on availability of water and 

sewage facilities where there is no zoning 

­ Design specifications 

­ Standards for streets 

­ Standards for other public improvements located on site 

­ Provisions for phased developments 

­ Provisions to encourage flexible and innovative layout and design 

­ Administrative procedures for granting waivers of modifications where literal compliance with 

mandatory standards is not possible or reasonable, or alternatives are available 

­ Provisions to encourage the use of renewable energy systems and energy conservation building 

design 

­ Provisions for public dedication of land for recreation purposes 

­ Provisions for exclusion of certain development from the definition of land development 

While the previous list contains a list of suggested contents of a SALDO, municipalities can include fewer 

or additional requirements as deemed necessary to meet the needs of the community. 
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Administrating the Subdivision and Land Development Ordinance 

Planning Commissions play an important role in administration of the subdivision and land development 

ordinance.  The two primary components related to the administration of the SALDO are procedures and 

standards.  The MPC defines the procedures and time limitations for reviewing subdivision and land 

development applications.  These timeframes must be adhered to and should be closely monitored by 

municipal staff.  Failure to review plans within the timeframe prescribed by the MPC can result in automatic 

approval of a subdivision or land development plan.   

The standards outlined in the SALDO are specifically designed to ensure that subdivision and land 

development is taking place in an efficient and orderly manner.  Each of the Centre Region municipalities 

either employ or contract for professional planning services, and municipal planners will typically review a 

subdivision or land development plan for consistency with the SALDO.  Copies of review letters should be 

provided to and reviewed by Planning Commissioners prior to a public meeting to discuss a land 

development proposal.  Planning Commissioners should also have a degree of familiarity with the SALDO 

and be prepared to discuss any SALDO or planning related issues with staff and applicants. 

 

A subdivision and land development ordinance should provide criteria for all plans submitted as well as 

standards for improvements, such as roadways, utilities, and parkland. 
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The most common tool used by municipalities to implement the recommendations included within a 

comprehensive plan is a zoning ordinance.  Unlike subdivision and land development ordinances that 

regulate the creation of property lines and development on properties, zoning regulates the use of land and 

structures.  Zoning is typically the most specific land use ordinance that a municipality will adopt and will 

prescribe the permitted uses of properties by dividing a municipality into districts. 

Zoning is a modern regulatory tool.  The first zoning ordinances, which were adopted over 100 years ago, 

focused on avoiding nuisances between adjacent properties.  Regulating what could be done on property 

would ensure that a property owner would be prohibited from using their land in a way that would be a 

nuisance to his or her neighbor.  Over time, zoning evolved into a tool that doesn’t just seek to avoid issues 

but also to create positive outcomes by defining the type and density of development planned for a given 

area.   

There is no definition of zoning within the MPC.  Zoning is, however, specifically permitted by the MPC so 

that municipalities can “protect and promote the public health, safety, morals and general welfare of its 

citizens.” This section of this handbook provides background on modern zoning, its purposes, and its 

administration by municipal planning commissions. 

 The Purposes of Zoning 

While urban and community planning has roots in ancient human history, zoning is a modern 

invention.  While its first purposes were to avoid nuisances between adjacent property owners, 

zoning eventually expanded to incorporate more proactive contents that sought to not only limit the 

use of land and structure but also to promote a particular character in its districts.   

In 1916, New York City passed the nation’s first comprehensive zoning Oodinance.  Ten years later, in 

1926, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of zoning through the landmark 

City of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler Realty Company.   The court found that zoning ordinances, regulations, 

and laws are a legitimate use of a community’s police powers so long as the regulations provide a 

benefit to public welfare.  Following the Euclid v. Ambler Case, thousands of communities throughout 

the United States have enacted zoning ordinances in an effort to ensure orderly, compatible 

development that improves quality of life. 
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Zoning ordinances provide standards for 

development on individual properties.  

Standards typically include minimum lot sizes, 

setbacks, impervious coverage limitations, and 

maximum building height. 
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The MPC defines the purposes of zoning as follows: 

1. To promote, protect and facilitate any or all of the following: the public health, safety, 

morals, and the general welfare; coordinated and practical community development and 

proper density of population; emergency management preparedness and operations, 

airports, and national defense facilities, the provisions of adequate light and air, access to 

incident solar energy, police protection, vehicle parking and loading space, transportation, 

water, sewerage, schools, recreational facilities, public grounds, the provision of a safe, 

reliable and adequate water supply for domestic, commercial, agricultural or industrial 

use, and other public requirements; as well as preservation of the natural, scenic and 

historic values in the environment and preservation of forests, wetlands, aquifers and 

floodplains. 

2. To prevent one or more of the following: overcrowding of land, blight, danger and 

congestion in travel and transportation, loss of health, life or property from fire, flood, 

panic or other dangers. 

3. To preserve prime agriculture and farmland considering topography, soil type and 

classification, and present use. 

4. To provide for the use of land within the municipality for residential housing of various 

dwelling types encompassing all basic forms of housing, including single-family and two-

family dwellings, and a reasonable range of multifamily dwellings in various arrangements, 

mobile homes and mobile home parks, provided, however, that no zoning ordinance shall 

be deemed invalid for the failure to provide for any other specific dwelling type. 

5. To accommodate reasonable overall community growth, including population and 

employment growth, and opportunities for development of a variety of residential 

dwelling types and nonresidential uses. 

In addition to the purposes outlined by the MPC, zoning also helps to protect and maintain property 

values.  Zoning can protect the value of property by assuring that incompatible uses are kept apart.  

Implementing the Comprehensive Plan through Zoning 

One of the primary tools used to implement the comprehensive plan are zoning ordinances.  Zoning 

ordinances typically consist of two key parts: a zoning map and standards.  Zoning works to 

implement the comprehensive plan by guiding development and providing standards for 

development.   

To guide growth and development, a municipality is divided into zones, each of which will have its 

own purpose and intent.  The locations of these zones are identified on a municipal zoning map.  If a 

municipality chooses to use zoning to regulate development, all lands within its jurisdiction must be 

taken up within a zoning district.  Zoning districts are commonly labeled with the type of 

development that is encouraged within them.  For example, agricultural zoning districts typically 

promote and encourage the development of agricultural uses and prohibit uses that would interfere 

with agricultural operations.  
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In addition to identifying the uses permitted within each district, regulations also identify the density 

at which the uses can be established.   Zoning districts will typically establish setback regulations, 

open space requirements, maximum lot coverage, and maximum building height.  In addition to 

regulations for each zoning district, municipal zoning ordinance will also contain regulations that 

apply to all land uses and districts.   

Since a comprehensive plan seeks to identify a future vision for the community, zoning ordinances are 

the regulatory means of ensuring that future growth and development are consistent with that vision.  

Whenever a change is proposed to a municipal zoning ordinance, whether an entirely new district is 

proposed or an existing ordinance is being amended, the Planning Commission should determine 

whether or not the proposal is consistent with the comprehensive plan.  State law requires that 

zoning ordinances are generally consistent with not only the municipal/multi-municipal 

comprehensive plan, but also with the county comprehensive plan.  While the plan may not 

specifically identify the change that is proposed, ensuring that it is consistent with and not 

contradictory with the contents of the plan is crucial.  If it is determined that a zoning proposal is 

inconsistent with a comprehensive plan, the regulations should be modified to be made consistent or 

a plan amendment should be sought. 
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The Centre Region is home to numerous agencies, authorities, and organizations.  For new Planning Commission 

members, understanding the role that each of these agencies play in the community is important.  This section 

provides a brief outline of several agencies, authorities, and organizations that may be involved in planning 

related activities or provide public services that should be considered during the planning process. 

 

Centre Region Council of Governments (COG) 

Location: 2643 Gateway Drive, State College, Pennsylvania 

Contact: (814)-237-3077 

Website: www.crcog.net 

About: Officially formed in 1969, the Centre Region Council of Governments, often referred to as the 

Centre Region COG or COG, is a voluntary intergovernmental cooperative organization which was 

created to address regional issues and provide cost effective and high quality public services.  

College, Ferguson, Halfmoon, Harris, and Patton Townships, along with the Borough of State 

College, are all members of the Centre Region COG.   

The Centre Region COG is governed by the General Forum, which is comprised of 32 elected 

officials from the six Centre Region municipalities, and one non-voting member from the 

Pennsylvania State University.   The General Forum is responsible for considering and carrying out 

the programs and functions agreed to by the participating municipalities.  The COG is further 

organized into subcommittees that address specific regional issues to allow for further 

communication and regional cooperation. 

  The Centre Region COG provides the following services/programs: 

¶ Centre Region Code Agency (CRCA) –  The CRCA is responsible for the review, permit issuance 

and inspection of building construction, rental housing and commercial fire safety in the 

Centre Region, through the enforcement of the locally adopted and state mandated codes.  

The CRCA also administers the Centre Region’s on-lot sewage management program. 

¶ Office of Emergency Management – Pennsylvania Title 35 requires municipalities to adopt an 

emergency operations plan, designate an emergency operations center, and recommend the 

appointment of an emergency management coordinator. Since 1990, on behalf of its six 

member municipalities, the Centre Region Council of Governments (COG) has operated a 

regional emergency management program.  Coordinating their efforts with the Pennsylvania 

State University, Centre County Office of Emergency Services and the Pennsylvania Emergency 

Management Agency, the municipalities adopted a single emergency operations plan, 

designated a shared emergency operations center, and recommended the appointment of an 

Emergency Management Coordinator. 
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¶ Centre Region Parks and Recreation (CRPR) – The CRPR provide comprehensive parks and 

recreation services to five participating Centre Region municipalities (Halfmoon Township is 

not a member), including park operations, programs, aquatics, the Nature Center, and the 

Senior Center.  Agency operates and maintains over 900 acres of parkland in the Centre 

Region. 

¶ Schlow Centre Region Library – The Schlow Centre Region Library is the public library that 

serves the State College Borough and College, Ferguson, Halfmoon, Harris, and Patton 

Townships. 

¶ Refuse and Recycling Program – College, Ferguson, Harris, Patton, and Benner Townships 

utilize the COG’s refuse and recycling program to provide trash collection and recycling 

services to their residents.   

¶ Regional Fire Protection – The Alpha Fire Company, which serves the Borough of State College, 

the Pennsylvania State University, and College, Ferguson, and Patton Townships is COG funded 

and administered.  Although the Alpha Fire Company relies heavily on volunteers, COG funding 

helps provide staffing, equipment, vehicles, and stations. 

¶ Centre Regional Planning Agency – The Centre Regional Planning Agency provides a broad 

range of regional and local planning services to the Centre Region municipalities.  This agency 

is described in greater detail under its own fact sheet. 

¶ Centre County Metropolitan Planning Organization (CCMPO) – The CCMPO coordinates long-

range transportation planning and the programming of funds for surface transportation 

projects. The Centre Regional Planning Agency (CRPA) is the lead organization for providing 

staff support to the CCMPO.  This organization is described in greater detail under its own fact 

sheet. 

Aside from interaction with Centre Regional Planning Agency staff and Centre Regional Planning 

Commission members, Planning Commissioners may wish to keep informed of issues being addressed by 

the Centre Region COG, particularly those that may impact land use planning within the Centre Region 

municipalities.  
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Centre Area Transportation Authority (CATA) 

Location:  108 East Beaver Avenue, State College, Pennsylvania (customer service center) 

Contact: (814) 238- 2282 

Website: www.catabus.com 

About: CATA is a is a joint municipal authority that provides public transportation services to the six 

Centre Region municipalities, Bellefonte Borough, Spring Township and Benner Township.  CATA 

offers three types of public transportation services throughout the Region, including fixed-route 

bus service, demand responsive services, and special services.  CATA also provides a fleet of vans 

that are used for carpooling and ride shares.   

 CATA is governed by a five member Board of Directors.  The Board is comprised of one appointed 

member from College, Ferguson, Harris, and Patton Townships and the Borough of State College. 

 CATA staff may provide comments on subdivision and land development plans specifically as 

those plans relate to the provision of public transit services.  New development may propose 

CATA facilities, such as a bus shelter or stop.   

 

 

 

 

College Township Water Authority (CTWA) 

Location:  1481 East College Avenue, State College, Pennsylvania 

Contact: (814) 231-3021 

Website: www.collegetownship.govoffice.com 

About: The CTWA provides public water to approximately 2,700 customers and produces approximately 

one million gallons of water per day.  The CTWA serves the majority of College Township and the 

village of Lemont.  The CTWA also serves limited areas outside of College Township.  The CTWA 

may be identified as a public water provider on subdivision and land development plans 

depending upon the location of the development proposal. 
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The Chamber of Business & Industry of Centre County (CBICC) 

Location:  200 Innovation Blvd., Suite 150, State College, Pennsylvania 

Contact: (814) 234-1829 

Website: www.cbicc.org 

About: The Chamber of Business and Industry of Centre County (CBICC) is an organization comprised of 

businesses, nonprofit organizations, and academic institutions.  As stated on the CBICC website, 

“The CBICC is organized to promote the well-being and growth of commerce, business and 

industry, while striving to make Centre County and its environs a great place to live, work and 

conduct business. As a leading advocate for the county's business community, the CBICC is 

instrumental in shaping policy and working collaboratively with local, county and state partners to 

bolster private industry.”  The CBICC's legal entity for economic development and business 

financing in Centre County, known as the Centre County Industrial Development Corporation 

(CCIDC), receives and administers grant and loan funding from various federal and state agencies 

in order to support economic development activity in the region. 

 The CBICC is often involved in economic development related activities.  While Planning 

Commissions typically have very limited involvement in economic development initiatives, 

requests for land development approvals or ordinance amendments before the Planning 

Commission are often related to permitting new businesses to locate within the Region.   
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The University Area Joint Authority (UAJA) 

Location:  1576 Spring Valley Road, State College, Pennsylvania 

Contact: (814) 238-5361 

Website: www.uaja.com 

About: All properties located within the Centre Region’s Regional Growth Boundary and Sewer Service 

Area are eligible to utilize the public sewer system operated and maintained by UAJA.  UAJA’s 

Spring Creek Pollution Control Facility is located in College Township and treats approximately 4.8 

million gallons of wastewater per day.  UAJA utilizes conventional wastewater treatment methods 

as well as a beneficial reuse treatment system.   

Due to discharge limits for wastewater treated by conventional methods, UAJA installed a 

beneficial reuse treatment system that became operational in 2005. Using the beneficial reuse 

system, wastewater is treated to high-purity standards and can be routed to customers or 

environmental projects.   Planned environmental projects include the Kissinger Meadow 

Wetlands, which is located in College Township along East Branch Road and can accommodate 3 

million gallons per day of beneficial reuse water.  High purity water is also available to commercial, 

industrial, and institutional customers for a variety of uses.  Customers include the Centre Hills 

Country Club, Red Line Speed Shine Car Wash, College Township, Best Western, and Cintas. 

UAJA works closely with planning commissions and elected officials to plan for wastewater 

infrastructure needs for the Centre Region.  This planning is typically done on a period or as 

needed basis and will typically involve amendments to the Centre Region Act 537 Plan.  Planning 

commissions may also be asked to provide advisory comments to the governing body whenever a 

request is made to expand the Regional Growth Boundary and Sewer Service Area through the 

Development of Regional Impacts process. 
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The State College Borough Water Authority (SCBWA) 

Location:  1201 West Branch Road, State College, Pennsylvania 

Contact: (814) 238-6766 

Website: www.scbwa.org 

About: The State College Borough Water Authority (SCBWA) has the largest customer base and is the 

highest capacity public water service being used in the Centre Region.  The SCBWA serves 

approximately 70,000 customers and has a daily usage of approximately 5.5 million gallons.   

Water is provided by seven well fields that are maintained by the authority, along with a reservoir 

in Shingletown Gap.  The authority operates a 6 million gallon per day water treatment facility.  

The SCBWA may be identified as a public water provider on subdivision and land development 

plans depending upon the location of the development proposal. 
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Centre Regional Planning Agency (CRPA) 

Location:  2643 Gateway Drive, Suite #4, State College, Pennsylvania 

Contact: (814) 231-3050 

Website: www.crcog.net/planning 

About: Coordinated long range and local planning in the Centre Region started in 1960, with the 

establishment of the Centre Regional Planning Commission (CRPC).  The CRPC is a regional 

advisory body comprised of a representative from each municipal Planning Commission as well as 

a representative from the Pennsylvania State University.     

The Centre Regional Planning Agency (CRPA) provides regional planning services to all Centre 

Region municipalities, local planning services to participating municipalities, and staff support to 

the Centre Regional Planning Commission.  The CRPA also provides staffing for the Centre County 

Metropolitan Planning Organization (CCMPO), which is responsible for coordinating 

comprehensive long range transportation planning in Centre County.  Regional planning services 

include the preparation and maintenance of the Centre Region Comprehensive Plan as well as 

studies and planning activities related to sewer, water, land use, open space, recreation, 

demographics, environmental, community facilities, and transportation issues. 

Local planning services include staff support to individual municipalities to address local planning 

issues including the review of subdivision and land development plans, preparation of ordinances 

and regulations, special studies related to specific municipal issues or areas, and staff support to 

municipal planning commissions. 
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Centre County Metropolitan Planning Organization (CCMPO) 

Location:  2643 Gateway Drive, Suite #4, State College, Pennsylvania 

Contact: (814) 231-3050 

Website: www.crcog.net/planning 

About: Federal law requires local and state officials to maintain a cooperative, continuous, and 

comprehensive transportation planning program in all urbanized areas of the United States with a 

population of over 50,000 persons. In Centre County, this requirement is met by the Centre 

County Metropolitan Planning Organization (CCMPO), which coordinates long-range 

transportation planning and the programming of funds for surface transportation projects.  It is 

responsible for coordinating transportation planning efforts with all 35 municipalities within 

Centre County. The Centre Regional Planning Agency (CRPA) is the lead organization for providing 

staff support to the CCMPO, working cooperatively with the Centre County Planning and 

Community Development Office (CCPCDO), the Centre Area Transportation Authority (CATA), the 

Pennsylvania Department of Transportation (PennDOT) Engineering District 2-0 Office in 

Clearfield, and the PennDOT Central Office in Harrisburg. 

 The CCMPO evaluates transportation alternatives, maintains the Centre County Long Range 

Transportation Plan (LRTP), develops a Transportation Improvement Program (TIP), and develops 

a Unified Planning Work Program (UPWP).  The MPO provides transportation planning that 

includes but it not limited to automobile transportation, bicycle and pedestrian networks, and 

public transit.  CCMPO staff are often consulted when development plans will create 

transportation impacts or require the installation of new transportation infrastructure.  CCMPO 

staff will also typically solicit input from municipal planning commissions on regional or county 

initiatives that affect transportation infrastructure and land uses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.crcog.net/planning
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Chapter 12: Frequently Asked Questions 

 

 

 

The following list of frequently asked questions should act as a quick reference for municipal planning 

commissioners.  If a commissioner has additional questions beyond those supplied in this handbook, they 

should feel free to contact their municipal manager or planning staff.  

Q: What is my role on the Planning Commission? 

The primary purpose of a municipal planning commission is to plan for the future of their community.  

Planning commissioners are expected to think long term and anticipate tomorrow’s consequences 

from today’s actions.  Planning commission members should provide their input on the task at hand 

as a representative of the community.  

 

Q:  Who is in charge of the Planning Commission? 

The Planning Commission has a chairperson which is appointed annually by a vote of appointed CRPC 

members.  A vice-chair is also elected to fulfill the duties of the chairperson in their absence.  The 

following are some of the duties of the chairperson:   

¶ Ensure that meetings are run in an orderly fashion and that a quorum exists 

¶ Respond or refer to staff to all questions, whether from the floor or from a planning commission 

member, which should be addressed directly to the chairperson 

¶ Provide direction to planning commission members for the fulfillment of their collective 

responsibilities 

¶ Lead discussion of pending issues 

 

Q:  Who do I represent? 

Each member of the planning commission is a representative of their municipality.  

 

Q:  What should I do if I disagree with other planning commission members? 

Members of planning commissions are not expected to agree with one another on all points or 

approaches.  Being able and willing to express differing viewpoints is vital to ensuring the proper 

function of a Planning Commission. 

 

Q: What should I do to prepare for a meeting? 

¶ Read the staff reports, attachments, and minutes of the previous meeting 

¶ Visit properties you are unfamiliar with or their surroundings 
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¶ Understand the proposals and the pertinent facts 

¶ Think through the key issues and be prepared to have a dialogue regarding issues at the meeting 

¶ Alert staff prior to the meeting if something needs clarification 

¶ Prepare questions to ask staff, the applicant, or other interested parties at the meeting 

 

Q:  What is the Centre Regional Comprehensive Plan? 

The Centre Regional Comprehensive Plan is a multi-municipal plan that dictates public policy related 

to transportation, utilities, land use, recreation, and housing for the six Centre Region Municipalities.  

The plan was most recently updated in 2013.  The plan is intended to guide growth and development 

in the Centre Region for the next 20-30 years.  Municipal actions related to land use and development, 

including zoning ordinances, should be consistent with the plan.  

 

Q: What is the Regional Growth Boundary? 

The Regional Growth Boundary (RGB) is established by the Centre Region Comprehensive Plan and 

defines the geographic area where the Centre Region municipalities have agreed to direct the 

majority of future growth and development.  Growth is permitted outside of the boundary but 

generally at a lower densities that do not require the extension of public services.  The RGB is enforced 

through municipal action, primarily zoning regulations, which limit development densities outside of 

the boundary.  The Regional Growth Boundary is coterminous with the Sewer Service Area, which 

defines where public sewer service is planned for and provided.  These two boundaries work together 

to direct growth within the RGB and also provide public services in a cost effective manner. 

 

Q: What is a Development of Regional Impact?  

 A Development of Regional Impact, or DRI, is defined by the Regional Growth Boundary and Sewer 

Service Area Implementation Agreement as: 

Any land development that, because of its character, magnitude, or location will have 

substantial impact upon the health, safety, or welfare of citizens in more than one Centre 

Region municipality.  The Region will assess the impact on public services including, but not 

limited to, public sewer, public water, public transportation, fire, police, and schools in 

determining what qualifies as a Development of Regional Impact. 

A DRI application is required whenever there is a request to expand the Regional Growth Boundary 

and Sewer Service Area or whenever a municipality seeks to rezone or amend zoning ordinances to 

permit a density greater than one dwelling unit per acre.  A DRI application can only be approved with 

five affirmative votes from the six Centre Region municipalities. 
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(click on the pictures for more information) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Planning Resources 

https://www.planning.org/
http://planningpa.org/
http://www.planetizen.com/
http://www.crcog.net/planning
https://www.dced.state.pa.us/systems-and-websites/
http://www.dep.pa.gov/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.penndot.gov/Pages/default.aspx

