


BOARD OF COUNTY COMMISSIONERS

Carol Aichele
Andrew E. Dinniman
Donald A. Mancini







IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn
This Guidebook is Just the Beginning  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3

CChhaapptteerr  11::  MMuunniicciippaall  BBeenneeffiittss  aanndd  RReessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess
Open Space: the Newest Municipal Infrastructure  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .7

Open Space Planning at the State and County Level  . . . . . . . . . . . .8

Municipal Agencies and Authorities . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .10

Municipal Agencies/Boards in Chester County  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12

What is “Open Space” Planning?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .14

Open Space Planning Can Lead to Grant Funding  . . . . . . . . . . . . .15

CChhaapptteerr  22::  TToooollss  AAvvaaiillaabbllee  ttoo  MMuunniicciippaalliittiieess
The Municipal Comprehensive Plan: Integrating Open Space  . . . .19

The Municipal Comprehensive Plan: 
Defining Open Space . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .21

The Municipal Zoning Ordinance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .23

Some Zoning Techniques for Open Space Planning  . . . . . . . . . . . .25

Zoning Techniques for Natural Resource Protection  . . . . . . . . . . . .27

The Subdivision and Land Development Ordinance  . . . . . . . . . . . .28

The Official Map: Uses and Limitations  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .30

The Official Map: Opportunities and Benefits  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .32

Land Use and Planning Studies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .34

CChhaapptteerr  33::  RReessoouurrcceess  EEvvaalluuaatteedd  iinn  MMuunniicciippaall  PPllaannss
Planning for “Protected” Open Space . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .37

The Four-step Open Space Resource Evaluation Technique . . . . . .39

Natural Resources Planning  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .41

Naturally Sensitive Areas  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .43

Natural Resources Protection Standards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .45

Cultural Resources Planning  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .47

i

Table  of  Contents

Open Space Planning: A Guide for Municipalities

Table  of  Contents



Trails Planning: a Network Approach  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .48

Public Trails: Technical Considerations  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .50

Recreation Planning: Park and Trail Facilities  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .52

Recreation Planning: Programming . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .54

Recreation Planning: Administration and Management  . . . . . . . . .55

Recreation Clubs and Sports Leagues  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .57

Agriculture Planning and Land Trust Easements  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .58

Land Trusts and Resource Conservation Organizations . . . . . . . . . .60

Resource Based Tourism  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .62

Open Space Management: Reducing Costs  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .63

CChhaapptteerr  44::  PPllaann  PPrreeppaarraattiioonn  aanndd  PPuubblliicc  IInnvvoollvveemmeenntt
Following a Planning Process: The Practical Benefits  . . . . . . . . . . .67

Consultant Selection  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .68

Geographic Information Systems . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .69

The Benefits of Mapping Beyond Municipal Boundaries  . . . . . . . . .71

Developing and Refining Goals and Objectives  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .72

Examples of Objectives  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .73

Open Space Task Force and Stakeholder Involvement  . . . . . . . . . .75

Public Meetings and Hearings  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .77

Public Surveys  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .79

Review Schedule and Adoption Requirements . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .81

Dealing with Controversy  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .83

Referencing Information Sources  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .85

CChhaapptteerr  55::  OOppeenn  SSppaaccee  CCaassee  SSttuuddiieess::  PPrroocceessss, nnoott  PPrroodduucctt
Examples of Successful Open Space Planning  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .89

Agricultural Protection through Zoning and Easements
in West Fallowfield Township  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .90

Brownfield Reuse in Phoenixville Borough . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .91

Cluster Development in South Coventry Township  . . . . . . . . . . . .94

Greenways Planning in London Britain Township  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .96

ii

Table  of  Contents

Open Space Planning: A Guide for Municipalities



Historic Resources Conservation in Birmingham Township  . . . . . .98

Natural Resources Preservation in North Coventry Township  . . .100

Non-Recreational Open Space Planning
in East Goshen Township  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .102

Open Space Protection Using Easements
in Pennsbury Township  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .104

Park System Planning in Tredyffrin Township  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .106

Recreation Programming by the 
Downingtown Area Recreational Consortium  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .108

Regional Planning by the Northern Federation  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .110

Trail Network Planning in Uwchlan Township  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .112

Unique Habitat Planning in Elk Township . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .114

Water Resources Planning in Warwick Township  . . . . . . . . . . . . .116

BBiibblliiooggrraapphhyy  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .119

AAppppeennddiixx  AA::  OOppeenn  SSppaaccee  TTooppiiccss  iinncclluuddeedd  iinn  CCoommpprreehheennssiivvee  PPllaannss
Addressing Open Space in the Comprehensive Plan  . . . . . . . . . .129

Open Space Planning Topic to be Considered  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .130

AAppppeennddiixx  BB::  IInnvveennttoorryy  &&  CCoommppoossiittee  MMaappss  uusseedd  ffoorr  
CCoommpprreehheennssiivvee  PPllaannss
Mapping Open Space Resources  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .141

Recommended Inventory and Composite Maps  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .143

AAppppeennddiixx  CC::  PPllaann  MMaappss  uusseedd  iinn  CCoommpprreehheennssiivvee  PPllaannss
Plan Maps Should Document Municipal Recommendations  . . . .157

Examples of Plan Maps with Municipal Recommendations  . . . . .165

iii

Table  of  Contents

Open Space Planning: A Guide for Municipalities





Introduction





The Chester County Planning Commission (CCPC) has prepared this guide-
book to help municipalities conduct open space planning as part of their
overall municipal comprehensive planning. Open space planning is still such

a new field that there are no tried and true methods a municipality can rely on.
Throughout Chester County, municipalities are trying out new techniques for pro-
tecting, funding and maintaining open spaces. Some of these techniques have
worked well, others have not, and still others have not been in place for a long
enough time to know if they will be effective.

This publication provides guidance to municipalities, their elected officials and
appointed members of boards or committees. It is written in laymen’s terms and is
meant to be the first step for anyone who is getting involved with open space plan-
ning. This guidebook includes practical advice based on the CCPC’s experience and
some basic technical assistance, but this document does not have all the answers.
Each municipality is different and will have to develop a unique set of solutions to
address its own particular open space planning issues.

The four most important things that a Chester County municipality can do when
conducting open space planning are:

11..  SSppeeaakk  wwiitthh  aanndd  vviissiitt  ootthheerr  mmuunniicciippaalliittiieess..
Find out what other municipalities have done
to protect open space, create trails and adopt
open space planning. In Pennsylvania, munici-
palities are the ones who are “down in the
trenches,” and they know what works and what
does not. Ask your neighboring municipalities if
they have an ordinance you can use as a model.
Feel free to use the Internet to locate local gov-
ernments in other states who have adopted
open space planning that might meet your
needs. Above all, do not rely only on this guide-
book, or any one publication, consultant or
planning program.

22..  LLooookk  tthhrroouugghh  LLANDSCAPES aanndd  LLiinnkkiinngg
LLaannddssccaappeess.. In February of 2002, the Chester
County Commissioners adopted Linking
Landscapes as the open space element of the
Chester County comprehensive plan. Linking
Landscapes follows the policies of LANDSCAPES,
which was adopted in 1996 as the policy ele-
ment of the County comprehensive plan.
Watersheds was adopted in 2002 as the water-
shed resources element of the County compre-
hensive plan. Each municipal comprehensive
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Linking

A Plan for the Protected Open Space Network in Chester County, PA

A Component of

Linking Landscapes is the open space element of the
County comprehensive plan, adopted in 2002.



plan in Chester County is reviewed by the CCPC to determine if it is consistent
with the recommendations of these three publications. This review is required by
PA Act 247, the Municipalities Planning Code (MPC).

33..  IInnvvoollvvee  tthhee  ppuubblliicc.. Local residents commonly develop emotional attachments to
open spaces like stream corridors, parks, or trails. It is essential to involve the
public in all phases of open space planning, from preliminary concepts to ongoing
management. Many open space grant programs require public involvement.

44..  PPllaann  aahheeaadd.. Preserving open space or constructing a recreation facility requires a
long term commitment, and it is not unusual for such projects to take ten years or
more. Municipalities in all parts of Chester County that have abundant open land
available should plan for the day when open land may be scarce.

Municipalities and local planners interested in conducting open space planning
should not rely on just this publication to direct their comprehensive planning deci-
sions. The MPC is the recommended vehicle for open space planning. This guide-
book is not intended to be, and should not be considered to be a substitute for the
requirements set forth in the MPC, adopted municipal plans or ordinances, or profes-
sional legal advice. Municipal officials, staff, and local planners that undertake sug-
gestions presented in this document, should do so in a manner that complies with
the requirements of the MPC and any other laws, policies and regulations applicable
to land planning within their municipality and the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.
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Municipal  Benefits  and
Responsibilities

Chapter  1





E stablishing an open space network is much like establishing any public infra-
structure. When sewer systems were first created in the late 1800s, they
served only one property. In time, urban and suburban communities began

to realize that the removal and processing of sewage required a public infrastruc-
ture of pipes and treatment facilities in order to maintain the general health and
welfare of the community. In the early 1900s, a similar process occurred as phone
service and electricity were extended throughout the nation. Today, local govern-
ments across the country are coming to realize that open space is a form of infrastruc-
ture that communities must have to function and compete in the modern economy.

Since the 1990s, there have been numerous case studies that have shown the ben-
efits that open spaces provide to communities (Crompton, 2001). Open spaces
with trails or sports facilities promote physical health, a growing concern given the
growing number of elderly in America, and the unfortunate rise in obesity, which
the US Center for Disease Control now regards as an epidemic affecting three out
of ten Americans. Open space also adds to the overall quality-of-life and helps
unite a community by creating sports fields and parks where neighbors can meet
and get to know each other. And, of course, open spaces help maintain the envi-
ronment by providing wildlife habitat and facilitating ground water recharge.

Open space has also been shown to be an important contributor to the economy of
a community. The presence of open spaces helps to maintain property values.
Open spaces are used by businesses as a means to attract employees, especially for
high tech or service industries. Tourism, from fishing and bicycling to visiting his-
toric sites or simply taking a scenic drive, is highly influenced by local open space
planning. In Chester County, open space is also intertwined with agriculture and
the breeding and training of horses, also known as the equine industry. 

The growing interest in open space issues is not simply academic. In 2003, voters in
seven Chester County municipalities passed referendums to raise money for open
space preservation. In that year, two other municipalities adopted similar funding
without a referendum. Clearly, open space is important to voters, and they are willing
to pay for it. As a result, local governments are now faced with the new challenge of
creating an open space infrastructure, and sometimes creating it from scratch.

This guidebook has been created to provide practical advice on how to address the
wide range of open space issues now facing Chester County communities. This
document presents information in laymen terms, however a bibliography is pre-
sented at the end in case more detailed information is needed. This publication is
not an exhaustive technical manual, but it does address the key issues that fre-
quently arise when a municipality begins to consider open space planning.
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enhance the economy.



I n August of 2000, PA Act 247, the Pennsylvania Municipalities Code (Act of
1968, P. L. 805, No. 247 as reenacted and amended) was amended to include a
greater emphasis on planning for open space, natural resources, cultural

resources, and recreation facilities. This act, usually called the “MPC,” is the
enabling legislation that empowers municipal governments in Pennsylvania with the
authority to plan and govern the development within their communities.

Some municipalities in Chester County have been quite active in open space plan-
ning and have integrated it into their comprehensive plans, their zoning ordinances
and their subdivision and land development ordinances. In these municipalities,
there may not be a need to update municipal plans to become consistent with the

updated MPC. However, many municipalities have
plans that were adopted many years ago and may
not have the kind of in-depth open space and
recreation planning that is now appropriate. Each
municipality should determine when their open
space planning is out of date, but in general, all
municipal planning documents should be updated
at least every ten years. 

During the 1990s most of Chester County’s munic-
ipalities adopted an Open Space, Recreation, and
Environmental Resource (OSRER) Plan. Each
OSRER Plan was a stand-alone document.
Section 603 (g) (2) and Section 604 (1) of the
MPC now call for each municipal zoning ordinance
to address natural and historic resource planning.
For this reason, municipalities that wish to update
their OSRER, will have to merge it into their
comprehensive plan.

Although the MPC grants municipalities with the
final authority in land use issues, it also requires
that municipalities submit comprehensive plans,
zoning ordinances, and subdivision and land devel-
opment ordinances to the Chester County
Planning Commission (CCPC) for review. CCPC
reviews each municipal submission to determine if
it is consistent with the County comprehensive
plan, which consists of a series of documents, each
of which is known as an element.
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Over the past ten years, the Board of County Commissioners have adopted the fol-
lowing three elements:

LLANDSCAPES——Managing Change in Chester County 1996–2020, was adopted in
1996 as the policy element of the comprehensive plan. It was last amended in 2004.
This document sets forth policies for preserving and enhancing the unique character
of Chester County’s landscapes by concentrating growth in the most appropriate areas. 

LLiinnkkiinngg  LLaannddssccaappeess ——A Plan for the Protected Open Space Network in Chester
County PA, was adopted in 2002 as the open space element of the County compre-
hensive plan. This plan emphasizes that open spaces can only function properly if
they are linked together into a network. This document includes policies that
County government will follow along with recommendations that municipalities may
choose to initiate.

WWaatteerrsshheeddss——An Integrated Water Resources Plan for Chester County Pennsylvania and
Its Watersheds was adopted in 2003 as the water resources element of the County
comprehensive plan. This document highlighted the need to incorporate water
resources managements as an integrated part of munici-
pal planning. This document also contains specific
strategies, criteria, and recommendations for municipali-
ties and others to protect water resources while accom-
modating planned growth.

Most of Chester County’s municipalities have entered
into a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the
County Commissioners, agreeing to work with the
County to make their municipal planning documents
consistent with the policies and recommendations set
forth in all of the elements of the Chester County com-
prehensive plan. Local planners should therefore become
familiar with these documents, and use them when for-
mulating their own municipal planning documents.
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Watersheds is the water resources element of
the County comprehensive plan, adopted in
2002, and a great source of information.



T he MPC authorizes municipalities to establish municipal planning agencies
that may be called boards, commissions or committees. These agencies consist
of individuals appointed by elected municipal officials. The role of the plan-

ning agency is to provide advice and recommendations about land use and develop-
ment to municipal governments. Municipalities can also create an authority, which
is a non-governmental organization that is officially authorized by a municipality, or a
number of municipalities, to perform specific services. 

Not all planning agencies operate the same way. Some municipalities have paid staff work-
ing for an agency such as a planning department or a parks and recreation department.
Any municipality that is considering creating such an agency, commission or a department
should first contact a few of the municipalities listed in pages 12 and 13 that already have
done so. Agencies and authorities that most often deal with open space planning include:

PPllaannnniinngg  CCoommmmiissssiioonn—Found in all of the County’s municipalities, this agency’s role
is to review and provide recommendations on plans submitted for land development
and subdivision. It also prepares and reviews the municipal comprehensive plan,
zoning ordinance, the subdivision and land development ordinance (SLDO) and
other documents. 

ZZoonniinngg  HHeeaarriinngg  BBooaarrdd—Found in all of the County’s
municipalities, this agency’s role is to review submitted
applications for variances or special exception to the
adopted zoning code. It also hears challenges to the
validity of zoning ordinance and appeals from the zon-
ing officer or municipal engineer.

HHiissttoorriiccaall  CCoommmmiissssiioonn//HHiissttoorriicc  AArrcchhiitteeccttuurraall  RReevviieeww
BBooaarrdd  (HARB)—These agencies are found in nearly half
of the County’s municipalities. The commission pro-
vides advice on historic resources and planning. A
HARB reviews development plans proposed within a
delineated Act 167 historic district in order to deter-
mine if they are consistent with the existing historic
structures and features.

EEnnvviirroonnmmeennttaall  AAddvviissoorryy  CCoouunncciill  (EAC)//  EEnnvviirroonnmmeennttaall
BBooaarrdd—These agencies are found in about a dozen of
the County’s municipalities. They advise local govern-
ments on issues such as environmental problems, natu-
ral resource protection, natural resource mapping and
possible uses of open space.

In  1996,
The

Pennsylvania
Environmental

Council  
published
The  EAC

Handbook.
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Local officials can use guidebooks like this to
identify projects that their agencies might like
to pursue.



OOppeenn  SSppaaccee  CCoommmmiissssiioonn//CCoonnsseerrvvaannccyy  CCoommmmiissssiioonn—These agencies are found in
only a few of the County’s municipalities, and provide advice on protecting undevel-
oped lands through public or private easements. 

PPaarrkk  aanndd  RReeccrreeaattiioonn  BBooaarrdd//CCoommmmiissssiioonn—Found in more than half of the County’s
municipalities, this agency typically deals with issues including the acquisition of
land for recreation, the construction of facilities, maintenance, security, events pro-
gramming and educational programming.

PPaarrkk  aanndd  RReeccrreeaattiioonn  AAuutthhoorriittyy—Usually serving multiple municipalities, this
authority has paid staff that deal with recreation planning, land acquisition, park
maintenance, recreation facilities, recreation programming and parkland manage-
ment. It may even have some of the powers of government, such as the authority to
issue bonds and condemn land.
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MMuunniicciippaalliittyy
PPaarrkk  aanndd
RReeccrreeaattiioonn  BBooaarrdd

OOppeenn  SSppaaccee  oorr
CCoonnsseerrvvaattiioonn  BBooaarrdd

EEnnvviirroonnmmeennttaall
BBooaarrdd  oorr  EAC

HHiissttoorriicc  PPrreesseerrvvaattiioonn
BBooaarrdd  oorr  HARB

AAttgglleenn

AAvvoonnddaallee �
BBiirrmmiinngghhaamm � �
CCaallnn �
CChhaarrlleessttoowwnn � � �
CCooaatteessvviillllee �
DDoowwnniinnggttoowwnn � (Hist. & Park Board) � (Hist. & Park Board)

EEaasstt  BBrraaddffoorrdd � � � �
EEaasstt  BBrraannddyywwiinnee � �
EEaasstt  CCaallnn � (Rec. Board)

EEaasstt  CCoovveennttrryy � � (Commission)

EEaasstt  FFaalllloowwffiieelldd �
EEaasstt  GGoosshheenn � � (Commission)

EEaasstt  MMaarrllbboorroouugghh

EEaasstt  NNaannttmmeeaall

EEaasstt  NNoottttiinngghhaamm

EEaasstt  PPiikkeellaanndd � � (Committee)

EEaassttttoowwnn �
EEaasstt  VViinncceenntt � �
EEaasstt  WWhhiitteellaanndd � �
EEllkk

EEllvveerrssoonn �
FFrraannkklliinn � �
HHiigghhllaanndd

HHoonneeyy  BBrrooookk  BBoorroo.. � (Committee) � (Committee)

HHoonneeyy  BBrrooookk  TTwwpp..

KKeennnneetttt � � �
KKeennnneetttt  SSqquuaarree �
LLoonnddoonn  BBrriittaaiinn � �
LLoonnddoonn  GGrroovvee � � (Commission)

LLoonnddoonnddeerrrryy � �
LLoowweerr  OOxxffoorrdd � �
MMaallvveerrnn � � �
MMooddeennaa �
NNeeww  GGaarrddeenn

NNeewwlliinn

NNeeww  LLoonnddoonn � (Committee)
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MMuunniicciippaalliittyy
PPaarrkk  aanndd
RReeccrreeaattiioonn  BBooaarrdd

OOppeenn  SSppaaccee  oorr
CCoonnsseerrvvaattiioonn  BBooaarrdd

EEnnvviirroonnmmeennttaall
BBooaarrdd  oorr  EAC

HHiissttoorriicc  PPrreesseerrvvaattiioonn
BBooaarrdd  oorr  HARB

NNoorrtthh  CCoovveennttrryy � � � � (Commission)

OOxxffoorrdd

PPaarrkkeessbbuurrgg �
PPeennnn �
PPeennnnssbbuurryy � � �
PPhhooeenniixxvviillllee � �
PPooccooppssoonn � �
SSaaddssbbuurryy �
SScchhuuyyllkkiillll � � (Commission)

SSoouutthh  CCooaatteessvviillllee

SSoouutthh  CCoovveennttrryy � �
SSpprriinngg  CCiittyy �
TThhoorrnnbbuurryy � �
TTrreeddyyffffrriinn � �
UUppppeerr  OOxxffoorrdd

UUppppeerr  UUwwcchhllaann � �
UUwwcchhllaann � �
VVaalllleeyy �
WWaallllaaccee � �
WWaarrwwiicckk �
WWeesstt  BBrraaddffoorrdd

WWeesstt  BBrraannddyywwiinnee �
WWeesstt  CCaallnn � �
WWeesstt  CChheesstteerr � �
WWeesstt  FFaalllloowwffiieelldd

WWeesstt  GGoosshheenn �
WWeesstt  GGrroovvee

WWeesstt  MMaarrllbboorroouugghh

WWeesstt  NNaannttmmeeaall � � (Commission)

WWeesstt  NNoottttiinngghhaamm � (Commission)

WWeesstt  PPiikkeellaanndd � � (Commission)

WWeesstt  SSaaddssbbuurryy

WWeessttttoowwnn �
WWeesstt  VViinncceenntt � (Adv. Committee) �
WWeesstt  WWhhiitteellaanndd � �
WWiilllliissttoowwnn � � � �
TToottaall  oouutt  ooff  7733  mmuunniicciippaalliittiieess.. 5500 77 1133 3322

Source: Chester County Planning Commission, 2004.

MMuunniicciippaall  AAggeenncciieess//BBooaarrddss  iinn  CChheesstteerr  CCoouunnttyy  ((ccoonnttiinnuueedd))



T here is no one definition for open space, either in the planning profession or
in legal terminology. In everyday conversation, the term open space can mean
anything from a paved 10,000-square foot basketball court to a thousand-acre

wildlife preserve. In municipal zoning, open space usually refers to land left undevel-
oped, such as wetlands or steep slopes, when a new development is constructed.
Because of this ambiguity, local planners should always be careful to define what is
meant by open space when using this term in official documents. Regardless of how
one defines it, open space planning typically involves:

PPrrootteecctteedd  OOppeenn  SSppaaccee  PPllaannnniinngg—involves coordinating the efforts of
national, state, County and municipal parks along with homeowner
association lands and private property protected from future develop-
ment by non-profit land trust, or farms protected by state and County
funded easements.

RReeccrreeaattiioonn  PPllaannnniinngg—involves planning, acquiring and constructing
sports fields, trails and passive recreation facilities; planning for public
park programs; coordinating sports leagues and facilities; and funding
and maintaining recreational facilities. Recreation planning also
includes trail planning. Technically speaking, a trail is a linear recre-
ation feature that is open to the general public. It is usually a multi-
use facility accommodating walkers, bicyclists, in line skaters, equestri-
ans or any combination thereof. Trails may be paved, gravel, wood-
chip or primitive packed earth, based on how the trail is to be used. A
trail that is used for only one mode of transportation is usually called a
path, such as a walking path. A bike route is usually located on a low
volume road or the shoulders of a road, and so bike routes are usually
discussed as part of transportation planning. A greenway is an unde-
veloped corridor that may or may not have a trail or path.

NNaattuurraall  RReessoouurrcceess  PPllaannnniinngg—involves acquiring, maintaining or restoring naturally
occurring features ranging from geology and soils, to plants, animals, streams and
ground water.

CCuullttuurraall  RReessoouurrcceess  PPllaannnniinngg—involves acquiring, maintaining or restoring land-
scapes or man-made structures ranging from historic buildings and landscapes
where historic events occurred to scenic roads, historic industrial regions or unique
ethnic communities.

A municipality could address all of these features in separate planning studies, but it
is usually more economical to address them in just one document. Much of the
background information needed to evaluate any one of these topics has applications
to the others. For example, mapping of forests can be used to locate a potential
recreational park site, or a forested trail, or a wildlife corridor. Mapping of historic
structures can be used to locate potential trail destinations, scenic byways, or a
historic district.
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Recreation  planning  should  address
programming  and  maintenance.



O pen space planning is a valuable approach for managing the long-term devel-
opment of a community. In the short term, it is important as a tool for
acquiring funding from the various open space grant programs available to

municipalities. Grants to municipalities usually include an application form that asks
if the proposed project is consistent with municipal open space planning. Grant
applications may also ask for the date when the plan was adopted in order to deter-
mine if the plan has become outdated. In general, any plan over ten years old is
regarded as outdated. 

Most open space grants programs are highly competitive, so that different municipali-
ties are competing against each other for a limited amount of money. A municipality
with a recently updated open space plan will be more likely to get grant funding than
one whose plan is over ten years old. In general, federal grants have a more extensive
application process, relative to state or County grants.

Most open space grants also require a municipal match. In other words, the munici-
pality has to provide some of the funding, at least 10 to 15 percent, in order for the
grantor to consider funding the rest of the project cost. A total of 22 municipalities
in Chester County have adopted some sort of
dedicated funding for open space, and it is
likely that this number will grow. One of the
main reasons municipalities gather this local
funding is so that they can use it for match-
ing grants. 

Over the past few decades, the County, the
state and the federal government have
offered open space grant programs to munici-
palities, as well as other organizations such as
non-profit land trusts. These grant programs
are constantly evolving and the names used
to describe them are sometimes changed.
Municipalities should therefore stay informed
about the constantly changing grant opportu-
nities by communicating directly with County
and state representatives.

Public involvement is also becoming a more
prominent factor in open space grants.
Government agencies want to be sure that
their grant funds go to projects that are sup-
ported by local residents and other stakehold-
ers such as park users.
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West  Bradford  Township  uses  many
funding  sources  for  its  parks.



The most common grant programs currently funding municipal open space projects
in Chester County include:

• VViissiioonn  PPaarrttnneerrsshhiipp  PPrrooggrraamm  (VPP)  TTiieerr  11  GGrraannttss—are administered by the CCPC,
and can be used for planning related projects such as updating the open space ele-
ments of a comprehensive plan or completing a regional trail plan.

• LLaannddssccaappeess  2211sstt  CCeennttuurryy  FFuunndd  GGrraannttss—are administered by the Chester County
Director of Open Space Preservation, and they include the Parkland and Open
Space Acquisition Grant, the Park Facilities Grant, the Trails Grant and the
Greenways Grant.

• CCoommmmuunniittyy  CCoonnsseerrvvaattiioonn  PPaarrttnneerrsshhiipp  PPrrooggrraamm  (“C2P2”) GGrraannttss—are adminis-
tered by the PA Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, and they
include Planning Grants, Programming Grants, Rails-to-Trails Grants, Land Trust
Grants, Rivers Conservation Grants, and Community Recreation Management
and Development Grants.
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Broad  Run  Park  in  West  Bradford  Township  provides  
recreation  facilities....

...and  also  protects  
natural  resources.



Tools  Available  to
Municipalities

Chapter  2





A municipality adopts its comprehensive plan in order to set land use policies
that are then implemented through zoning or subdivision and land develop-
ment ordinances, or both. The comprehensive plan is therefore the appro-

priate place to establish municipal policies regarding protected open space, natural
resources, cultural resources, and recreation, including trails. These topics, which
are discussed in detail in Chapter 3 of this guidebook, are commonly discussed in
separate sections or chapters within a comprehensive plan. 

It is important to recognize that open space planning also relates to other sections or
chapters of a municipal comprehensive plan. For example, open space planning can
also be addressed in a limited fashion in the following sections or chapters of a
municipal comprehensive plan:

TThhee  CCoommmmuunniittyy  FFaacciilliittiieess  aanndd  SSeerrvviicceess
SSeeccttiioonn//CChhaapptteerr—can address general funding and
staffing costs needed for acquiring or expanding munici-
pal parks or open spaces. It can also address the ongoing
cost of maintaining these lands, and any funding that
would be needed to conduct community activities on
park property, also known as recreation programming.

TThhee  PPooppuullaattiioonn  aanndd  DDeemmooggrraapphhiiccss
SSeeccttiioonn//CChhaapptteerr—can be used to locate neighborhoods
with a large elderly or teenage population, which can
determine the need for a public garden versus a skate
board park. Economic and ethnic information can also be
used to assess recreation needs. For example, communi-
ties with newly- arrived Latin American immigrants
might get more use from a soccer field than an ice rink.

TThhee  TTrraannssppoorrttaattiioonn  aanndd  CCiirrccuullaattiioonn
SSeeccttiioonn//CChhaapptteerr—can locate sidewalks and abandoned
rail corridors that may have a potential to be linked into
a municipal-wide, pedestrian trail network. Since many
trail projects are created as part of highway construction,
anticipated highway projects can be evaluated to deter-
mine if they might provide opportunities to establish
community trails. 
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Integrating  Open  Space  

Population evaluations like this are valuable to 
park and recreation planning.



TThhee  LLaanndd  UUssee  EElleemmeenntt//FFuuttuurree  LLaanndd  UUssee  SSeeccttiioonn//CChhaapptteerr—can be used to identify
future trails that might pass through utility corridors or the undeveloped lands with-
in a homeowner association open space. It can also be used to locate low-density
rural areas in need of agricultural protection, or high-density residential areas that
could use a park or playground that was within walking distance.

TThhee  RReeggiioonnaall  PPllaannnniinngg  SSeeccttiioonn//CChhaapptteerr—can be used to identify parks or trails out-
side the municipal boundaries that could be the destination for a municipal trail. It
can also be used to identify opportunities for the municipal trail system that links
into a larger municipal trail network. 

Parks  and
trails  in  
adjacent

counties  are
detailed  in

Chapter  17  of
Linking

Landscapes.
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Maps showing regional influences are useful in recreation
and transportation planning.



A s noted on page 14 of this guidebook, open space planning is a relatively
new field and there is no one definition for open space, either in the plan-
ning profession or legal terminology. This situation is not uncommon.

Terms such as sprawl and development do not have one specific definition either.
Therefore local planners need to use their own best judgment, to clearly define the
terminology regarding open space. These definitions should be included in compre-
hensive plans and all other ordinances.

Linking Landscapes includes the following chart to explain how the different kinds of
open space differ:

Municipalities must be careful to document how their public parks and non-recre-
ational open spaces are to be used. For example, some years ago a little league team
began practicing early on Saturday mornings in a mowed meadow within a munici-
pally owned open space. The nearby neighbors complained to local officials about
the noise and cars parked along their residential street. The team manager responded
that his team had the right to play on public land, while the neighbors said this land
was not set aside for team sports. Fortunately the municipality had included text in
their comprehensive plan that said this land was set aside for passive recreation,
which does not include team sports. As a result, the team had to practice elsewhere.
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OOppeenn  SSppaaccee

((nnoott  ccuurrrreennttllyy
ddeevveellooppeedd))

PPrrootteecctteedd

((pprrootteecctteedd  iinn
lloonngg  tteerrmm))

UUnnpprrootteecctteedd

((ccoouulldd  bbee
ddeevveellooppeedd))

PPuubblliicc  PPrrooppeerrttyy

((ffuullll  oorr  lliimmiitteedd  
ppuubblliicc  aacccceessss))

PPrriivvaattee  PPrrooppeerrttyy

((aacccceessss  bbyy  oowwnneerr’’ss
ppeerrmmiissssiioonn  oonnllyy))

RReeccrreeaattiioonnaall

((rreeccrreeaattiioonn  aarreeaass,
ppaarrkkss,eettcc..))

OOppeenn  SSppaaccee

((nnoott  ccuurrrreennttllyy
ddeevveellooppeedd))

AAccttiivvee

((ppllaayyggrroouunnddss,
ssppoorrttss  ffiieellddss, eettcc..))

PPaassssiivvee

((ppuubblliicc  ggaarrddeennss,
ffoorreesstteedd  ppaarrkkss, eettcc..))

The  Municipal  Comprehensive  Plan:  
Defining  Open  Space



A few months later, a similar situation arose in another municipality when a soccer
team was practicing on a field set aside as open space, but this time the team was
permitted to practice. In this case, the municipality had documented that the open
space could be used for both passive and active recreation. Both of these examples
present user conflicts, which are quite common on public land. In both instances,
local planners had documented how public land was to be used, and did so in a doc-
ument that was reviewed by the public at a public meeting. With many user con-
flicts one side wins and another loses. What is important is that the municipality can
prove that their decision was based on sound planning that occurred before the con-
flict arose. Simply put, define your terms and put it in writing.

The glossary in Linking Landscapes defines the types of recreation as:

PPaassssiivvee  RReeccrreeaattiioonn—Recreation activities that are usually quiet and not rigorously
athletic, and have a low impact on the surrounding environment. May include walk-
ing, hiking, fishing, bird watching, and quiet picnicking. 

AAccttiivvee  RReeccrreeaattiioonn—Recreation activities that are usually rigorously athletic and not
quiet, and have a noticeable impact on the surrounding environment. May include
individual or team sports, child’s play, large picnics, playground play, and recreation-
al events with a high density of people. 

In general, one person jogging, running, bicycling or riding on horseback can be
regarded as passive recreation if it is done in a large facility like a multi-acre park.
Group bicycling, group running or rigorous equestrian or bicycling that might dam-
age trails should usually be regarded as active recreation.

Local planners should document how each existing or proposed municipality is to be
used. Parks should be described as a passive recreation facility or an active recre-
ation facility, or both if the park has multiple uses. Open space should be described
as recreation or non-recreational. By including these definitions in a comprehensive
plan, user conflicts can be reduced.
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Z oning is a tool that a municipality can use to regulate how land and structures
are used. The purpose of zoning is to guide growth and development, and to
protect public health, safety and welfare. Originally zoning was used mostly as

a negative or restrictive tool that prevented landowners from using their property in a
way that was harmful to their neighbors. However, courts now recognize that zoning
can be a positive planning tool that encourages certain types of development that can
improve the economy, ecology or quality of life within a municipality. It is this posi-
tive aspect of zoning that can be used for open space planning.

The comprehensive plan is a tool used to gather information on a municipality, and
to set policies based on this information. The function of the zoning ordinance is to
implement these policies by establishing criteria that landowners must follow when
developing or managing their property. The subdivision and land development ordi-
nance (SLDO) establishes a process for review, and establishes standards for public
improvements, such as trails and roads. Thus, zoning
deals with what kind of land use is permitted on a prop-
erty, while the SLDO deals with the way the property is
designed. Building codes provide additional rules for
hard landscaping and construction. 

A zoning ordinance is composed of two parts, namely
the map and the text. The zoning map depicts the loca-
tions of specific zoning districts, or districts, each of
which is to be used for a somewhat different land use,
such as residential or commercial. The text of the zon-
ing ordinance describes the land use permitted within
each district. It also details features permitted with a
district, such as building height, minimum lot size, or
maximum impervious or building coverage. Zoning con-
tains a certain level of flexibility and municipalities can
grant a variance under certain circumstances. A vari-
ance permits a landowner to proceed with a project
even though it may not meet one or more of the techni-
cal requirements of the ordinance. 

The zoning ordinance can be a valuable tool for munici-
pal open space planning. PA Act 247, the
Municipalities Planning Code (MPC) designates the
zoning ordinance as a tool for regulating land uses,
including protected open space and recreational facili-
ties. The MPC also notes that the zoning ordinance
should include a statement of community objectives,
which is the overall municipal land use philosophy.
Protecting open space is a valid community objective,
and it is appropriate to address it in municipal zoning.
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The  Municipal  Zoning  Ordinance

22000033

NORTH
COVENTRY
TOWNSHIP

Chester County,
Pennsylvania

ZONING
ORDINANCE

Municipal zoning should address open space.



There is no one technique or checklist that can be used to address open space and
recreation in municipal zoning. The list on page 26 presents some of the more com-
monly used zoning techniques that deal with open space protection, natural
resources, cultural resources and recreation including trails. Many of these tech-
niques require amending the text in both the zoning ordinance and the SLDO.
Mentioning these techniques
in the municipal comprehen-
sive plan is a good idea, as a
way to ensure that the munici-
pality at least considers includ-
ing them when updating their
zoning ordinance and SLDO.
Presenting these techniques in
the comprehensive plan also
provides the policy support for
including them in zoning, an
important consideration if the
zoning is challenged in court.
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East  Pikeland  Township’s  zoning  permits
common  open  space  that  can  be  used  by
residents.



The table on the following page lists some of the zoning techniques commonly used
for open space planning. In general the techniques presented on this table deal with
the layout and design of structures and other constructed features within a develop-
ment. Those techniques that may require supplemental requirements or provisions
in the subdivision and land development ordinance are noted with an asterisk.

Some municipalities also include an Act 167 Local Historic District in their zoning
ordinance. PA Act 167 is the Local Historic District Ordinance Act, and it enables a
municipality to create an ordinance that will protect structures within a municipally
designated historic district. Act 167 requires that this district meet the criteria need-
ed in order for it to be eligible for inclusion into the National Register of Historic
Places. Under Act 167, municipalities may create a Historic Architectural Review
Board (HARB) and regulate other activities within a historic district. Technically
speaking, an Act 167 ordinance should be a separate document from zoning.
However, out of convenience, municipalities commonly adopt Act 167 regulations
along with their zoning. 
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Some  Zoning  Techniques  
for  Open  Space  Planning

Most  of  downtown  Kennett  Square  Borough  is  within  a  National  Register
Historic  District, which  is  addressed  in  the  borough’s  zoning  ordinance.
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TTeecchhnniiqquuee DDeessccrriippttiioonn

AAcctt  116677  HHiissttoorriicc
DDiissttrriicctt

Permits parcels within a historic overlay zone to be regulated in terms of building facades,
exterior building materials, exterior architectural detailing and building mass.

CCoonnsseerrvvaattiioonn
SSuubbddiivviissiioonn  DDeessiiggnn**

Requires consideration and preservation of natural and cultural resources as part of
design process of a development.

EEffffeeccttiivvee
AAggrriiccuullttuurraall  ZZoonniinngg

Permits subdivision to be limited to densities of one unit for at least 10 to 25 acres in
agricultural zoning districts. This restriction favors agriculture since there is a limited
market for residential or commercial units with such low densities.

HHiissttoorriicc  OOvveerrllaayy
ZZoonniinngg  

Permits area, bulk and incentive use regulations, and demolition regulations in regards to
historic structures.

LLoott  AAvveerraaggiinngg

Permits subdivision designers to create lots that average the minimum allowable lot size
in the applicable zoning district, rather than strictly adhering to the minimum lot size on
every lot created. This technique can reduce the fragmentation of natural features and
farmland soils, allowing these resources to be managed as a whole on one property.

OOppeenn  SSppaaccee//CClluusstteerr
DDeevveellooppmmeenntt**  

Permits residential units to be grouped together, usually on less than half of the proper-
ty, leaving the majority of it permanently protected as open space.

PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  ZZoonniinngg
Permits development on a given site to be limited to only those land uses that will not unduly
impact natural features, or other constraints such as traffic capacity. It requires that perform-
ance zoning criteria be adopted to establish the development carrying capacity of a site.

RRuurraall  CCeenntteerr  ZZoonniinngg Permits new development to be concentrated in villages within rural communities, while
limiting the surrounding areas to farms and other open land uses.

SScceenniicc  RRiivveerr  OOvveerrllaayy
DDiissttrriiccttss**

Regulates developments so that they are visually consistent with a scenic river and its
surrounding buffer.

SScceenniicc  RRooaadd  OOvveerrllaayy
DDiissttrriicctt**

Permits parcels within a scenic overlay district zone to be regulated in terms of setbacks,
design guidelines, signage, and buffers.

TTrraannssffeerr  ooff
DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  RRiigghhttss

Permits a landowner with an undeveloped parcel to transfer his or her development rights
to another parcel, in which the land will be developed at a somewhat higher density than
would otherwise be permitted. This permits rural landowners in a designated sseennddiinngg zzoonnee
to retain their open space while selling their development rights to a developer building on
a parcel in a rreecceeiivviinngg  zzoonnee.

VViillllaaggee  PPrrootteeccttiioonn
PPrrooggrraamm

Permits development restriction within traditional villages, which can serve as trailheads
and local tourist destinations, as a way to ensure that new development is consistent
with the character of the existing village.

OOppeenn  SSppaaccee  ZZoonniinngg  TTeecchhnniiqquueess

* Note: Techniques that may require supplemental requirements or provisions in the subdivision and land development ordinance are noted with an asterisk.



T he table below lists zoning techniques that relate to the natural features found
within a proposed development. The net-out of natural features, is a useful
tool for calculating density in a way that will be more sensitive to the natural

features that commonly occur on a site proposed for development. However, this
technique does not by itself provide protection for natural features. Therefore, spe-
cific resource protection and management standards, such as those presented below,
should also be included in municipal zoning ordinances. 
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Zoning  Techniques  
for  Natural  Resource  Protection

TTeecchhnniiqquuee DDeessccrriippttiioonn  

FFllooooddppllaaiinn  MMaannaaggeemmeenntt Limits or prohibits development on floodplains.

NNeett-oouutt  ooff  NNaattuurraall  RReessoouurrcceess**  

Permits naturally sensitive resources, such as steep slopes, floodplains
and wetlands, to be subtracted from a property before the density is
calculated. Under Net-out, a 100-acre parcel with one acre zoning that is
20 percent wetlands would result in 80 permitted units. Net-out can
also be applied to individual lots, in which case the area covered by sensi-
tive features cannot be included when measuring the required minimum
lot size.

RRiippaarriiaann  BBuuffffeerrss** Limits development within a buffer, usually ranging from 15 to 100 feet on
either side of a waterway.

SSllooppee  MMaannaaggeemmeenntt** Limits developments on steep slopes.

TTrreeee  PPrrootteeccttiioonn**
Limits the encroachment of construction activity within at least 15 feet
of the drip line of trees that are to remain on the site after construc-
tion. The drip line is the area directly beneath the tree canopy. 

WWooooddllaanndd//VVeeggeettaattiioonn  PPrrootteeccttiioonn Limits the disturbance of specimen trees, hedgerows or woodlands as
defined in the zoning ordinance.

WWeellllhheeaadd  PPrrootteeccttiioonn** Manages land uses within a buffer surrounding a public well to protect
ground water quality.

WWeettllaannddss  PPrrootteeccttiioonn** Prohibits the disturbance of wetlands delineated in the field, and estab-
lishes a non-disturbance buffer around the perimeter of the wetland.

NNaattuurraall  RReessoouurrccee  ZZoonniinngg  TTeecchhnniiqquueess

* Note: Techniques that may require supplemental requirements or provisions in the subdivision and land development ordinance are noted with an asterisk.



T he MPC authorizes each municipality to adopt a subdivision and land devel-
opment ordinance, commonly referred to as the “Subdivision Ordinance” and
abbreviated as SLDO. While zoning determines the type of land use permitted

on a property, the SLDO regulates the subdivision and development of land. The
MPC provides detailed definitions of subdivision and development. In general, sub-
division is the division of a parcel into two or more parcels, or changing the location
of a parcel boundary. Development includes activities that may involve the con-
struction of buildings, roads, utility structures, park facilities and other activities.
Technically speaking, a municipal park is a form of development. 

The SLDO includes submission and processing requirements that developers must
follow when submitting plans to the municipality for review. It also includes design
standards and specifications.

The SLDO can include a number of techniques used for
open space planning, some of which are presented in the
table on page 29. Most of these techniques deal with
encouraging homebuilders to set aside open space or natu-
ral features as part of the land development process. These
activities are usually paid for by the homebuilder, but they
add amenities to the development, that homebuilders use
as a marketing tool. The SLDO should also require that
development site plans include mapping of protected natu-
ral resources addressed in the zoning ordinance and SLDO.
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The  Subdivision  
and  Land  Development  Ordinance

The SLDO can include open space planning
provisions.



Another commonly used open space protection technique is fee-in-lieu of, in which
a homebuilder pays a fee to a municipality instead of creating open space within a
development. The municipality then uses that money to create a park or open space
at another location. Municipalities with fee-in-lieu provisions should review these
provisions every few years and compare them with other municipalities in the
County. Often municipalities find that their fee-in-lieu provisions are outdated and
are only gathering a fraction of the money that their neighboring municipalities
require. In general, homebuilders are willing to pay a reasonable market-based fee if
it will help them receive a timely municipal approval. Some commonly used SLDO
techniques for open space planning are shown in the table below.
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TTeecchhnniiqquuee DDeessccrriippttiioonn

HHiissttoorriicc  PPrreesseerrvvaattiioonn  DDeessiiggnn
GGuuiiddeelliinneess

Used by a municipal historic architectural review board or historical com-
mission to determine the appropriateness of physical changes within a
historic district.

LLooccaattiinngg  IInnddiivviidduuaall  SSeewwaaggee  SSyysstteemmss
iinn  OOppeenn  SSppaaccee

Permits individual sewage systems to be extended in the common open
space of a development thus promoting the establishment of open
spaces in new developments. (See CCPC Planning Bulletin #54.)

PPaarrkkllaanndd  MMaannddaattoorryy  
DDeeddiiccaattiioonn//FFeeee-iinn-lliieeuu

Permits municipalities to require developers to dedicate public open
space within proposed developments, or to provide a monetary fee in-lieu
of land, or a combination of land and fee.

PPeeddeessttrriiaann  aanndd  BBiiccyyccllee  FFaacciilliittiieess
DDeessiiggnn

Presents criteria to be used in constructing various types of pedestrian
and bicycle paths or trails, and may include additional uses such as in-
line skating and horseback riding. 

SSttoorrmmwwaatteerr  MMaannaaggeemmeenntt  BBeesstt
MMaannaaggeemmeenntt  PPrraaccttiicceess  ((BMPss))

Permits BMPs that promote ground infiltration of surface water rather
than run off. BMPs may include level spreaders, infiltration basins, wet
ponds, grass swales and undisturbed open areas that protect natural
infiltration.

TTrreeee  RReeppllaacceemmeenntt  SSttaannddaarrddss Requires the replacement of trees when more than a specified area of
woodlands is removed.

OOppeenn  SSppaaccee  SSDDLLOO TTeecchhnniiqquueess



T he Official Map is one of the most under used tools available to municipalities
for planning open space and recreational facilities, especially public trails and
wildlife corridors. The MPC grants municipalities the authority to create an

Official Map in order to identify both private and public lands for which the public
has a current or future need. The original intention of Official Map was to legally
establish the location of existing and proposed streets, waterways, parks and other
public lands and facilities. The table below gives a breakdown of what the Official
Map can and cannot be used for.

The Official Map has proven to be a powerful tool in some Chester County munici-
palities, but it is still not common and many elected official and residents are unfa-
miliar with its uses. Municipal officials should therefore be careful to educate their
constituents about the Official Map to ensure that it is not mistaken as a precursor
for condemnation. In general terms, the Official Map lets the municipality have the
right of first refusal to acquire the parcel or an easement, such as trail right-of-way.
This right of first refusal will last for a period of one year, after which the landowner
can sell the property just like any other.

Municipalities should coordinate with landowners that own a property being consid-
ered for inclusion on an Official Map. Local planners should be especially sensitive
to landowners concerns when designating a potential trail corridor that crosses on or
near private property. However, when the property owner is brought into the
process, the Official Map can provide landowners with a tool that they can use to
manage their overall financial estate or retirement plan. 
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WWhhaatt  aann  OOffffiicciiaall  MMaapp  iiss  uusseedd  ffoorr WWhhaatt  aann  OOffffiicciiaall  MMaapp  iiss  NNOOTT  uusseedd  ffoorr

• It is a way to notify developers and landowners of
long-term municipal goals for parks, roads and other
public facilities.

• It is a tool for implementing the municipal compre-
hensive plan and other planning goals.

• It is a mechanism for protecting a wide range of 
features.

• It can be used to reserve land for future facilities
without immediate purchase.

• It can be linked to municipal land use ordinances.
Zoning and subdivision ordinances can include regula-
tions that refer to the Official Map, such as the set
back of buildings.

• It is not a zoning map.
• It is not a surveyed map, but must clearly present

the location of features.
• It does not have to cover the entire municipality.
• It is not a ttaakkiinngg  ooff  llaanndd. If a municipality wishes to

acquire sites indicated on the Official Map, it must
do so using normal purchase, condemnation or other
types of legal acquisition. 

UUsseess  ooff  tthhee  OOffffiicciiaall  MMaapp



Municipalities that have adopted an Official Map include:

31

Chapter  2:  Tools  Available  to  Municipalities

Open Space Planning: A Guide for Municipalities

• Birmingham Township (2002)

• Charlestown Township (2003)

• East Bradford Township (2002)

• East Clan Township (1993)

• Kennett Township (2001)

• London Britain Township (1998)

• Thornbury Township (2000)

• Uwchlan Township (2001)

• West Bradford Township (2003)

• West Whiteland Township (2000)

• Willistown Township (2002)

The East Bradford Township Official Map addresses public trails.



I n terms of open space planning, the Official Map gives the municipality a tool to
identify properties for future parks and trails. It can also be used to preserve clus-
ters of protected open space and a municipal-wide network of trails. This net-

work approach helps local planners avoid situations where an open space parcel is
protected in perpetuity, but then becomes surrounded by development and so can-
not function in the way it was intended.

The Official Map should include only properties or easements that local planners
and elected officials can realistically expect to acquire. If the municipality does not
have the financial or organizational capacity to acquire a property or a right-or-way,
it should not be presented on an Official Map. Local planners should use the com-
prehensive plan, and not the Official Map, to identify parcels that are well suited to
be protected by a land trust or an agricultural conservation easement. The Official
Map has these key benefits:

RReesseerrvviinngg  PPaarrkk  LLaannddss—A municipality can use their Official Map to reserve private
lands for future public facilities. For example, a municipality may wish to map an
undeveloped field next to an existing park as a possible area for park expansion. By
including this parcel on the Official Map, the municipality is not committing to
acquire the parcel. However, if the parcel’s owner submits a planned development or
subdivision, the municipality or another public entity has one year in which to
acquire the property or begin condemnation proceedings.

PPuubblliicc  TTrraaiill  DDeessiiggnnaattiioonn—Both existing
and proposed right-of-way for pedestri-
an, bicycle and equestrian trails can be
included on an Official Map. This can
be an effective tool for creating munici-
pal partnerships with homebuilders. It
has been used in Chester County as a
way to establish municipal trails as part
of newly constructed developments.

UUnniiqquuee  NNaattuurraall  AArreeaass—Unique natural
areas, like serpentine barrens or large
wetland complexes can also be delineat-
ed on the Official Map. However, these
features should only be included if there
is a reasonable expectation that the
municipality or another public entity
will acquire them. An example might
be a forested area next to a state or
municipal park. 

The  Official
Map  is

detailed  in
Chester
County

Planning
Commission

Planning
Bulletin  #48.
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The  Official  Map:  
Opportunities  and  Benefits

This bulletin provided an introduction
to the Official Map.



HHiissttoorriicc  aanndd  CCuullttuurraall  FFeeaattuurreess —Historic structures or cultural features, such as
Revolutionary War battlefields or significant streetscapes can also be delineated on
the Official Map. Just like natural areas, these features should only be included if
there is a reasonable expectation that the municipality or another public entity will
acquire them. An example might be a one-room schoolhouse that is well suited for
restoration as a community center. 

FFllooooddppllaaiinnss, WWaatteerr  FFeeaattuurreess  aanndd  RRiiddggeelliinneess —Floodplains, water features and steep
slopes along ridgelines can be identified on an Official Map for future possible acqui-
sition. Some municipalities acquire these lands through developer donations and
have worked to create a municipal-wide greenway network following the corridors
presented on an Official Map.

GGrreeeennwwaayyss—Wildlife corridors or linear woodland areas can be identified on an
Official Map for future possible acquisition. Some municipalities acquire these lands
through developer donations and have worked to create a municipal-wide greenway
network following the corridors presented on an Official Map.

IInnccrreeaassiinngg  PPuubblliicc  IInnvvoollvveemmeenntt—The Official Map gives local residents a better
understanding of where public facilities, like parks and trails, are most likely to 
be constructed.
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The  Official  Map  can  be  used  to
identify  future  trail  corridors.



Astudy is a document a municipality uses to evaluate a specific land use
issue that can then be included in a comprehensive plan. A study is not
adopted, and so permits local planners to evaluate an issue that may be

inappropriate to include as an official element of the comprehensive plan.
Pioneering open space planning techniques that warrant consideration but have not
been extensively tested in the courts, would be well suited for such studies. Land use
studies can also determine deficiencies or inconsistencies in zoning or other ordi-
nances. Commonly used land use and planning studies that can assist in open space
planning include:

PPaarrkk  FFeeaassiibbiilliittyy  SSttuuddiieess—in which viable locations for municipal parks are identi-
fied along with the possible recreation facilities that would suit the land and meet
community needs. Such a study might provide the justification for listing a property
on an Official Map.

IInnvveennttoorryyiinngg  UUnnddeevveellooppeedd  LLaanndd—in which all undeveloped parcels are mapped in
order to identify clusters or open space suitable for protection. It is important to be
aware that such a study can also provide land speculators with a guide to undevel-
oped land that they can target for development.

EEvvaalluuaattiinngg  LLaarrggee  PPaarrcceellss—in which parcels measuring over 10, 20 or 50 acres are
identified. In general, it is easier to protect large parcels as open space either
through an agricultural conservation easement or a land trust easement. It is pru-
dent to coordinate with the owners of such parcels when conducting such a study. 

IIddeennttiiffyyiinngg  RReeddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ZZoonneess—in which brown fields, traditional downtowns or
underutilized commercial areas are identified and evaluated for redevelopment. Such
studies often require educating the public about how brownfields are not always dan-
gerous hazardous waste sites, and how they can be re-used.

EEssttaabblliisshhiinngg  TTrraaiill  CCoorrrriiddoorrss—in which existing trails, sidewalks, destination points,
low volume roadways and on-road bicycle routes are mapped to identify links and
their network potential. Extensive public input in the early phases of trail studies
is essential.

BBooaattiinngg  aanndd  NNaavviiggaabbllee  SSttrreeaamm  AAcccceessss—in which streams and water bodies are
evaluated for their recreational use, and existing and potential boat launches and
swimming area are identified. Chester County’s municipalities contain many boating
resources that are greatly under utilized.
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Resources  Evaluated  in
Municipal  Plans

Chapter  3





A s noted on page 14, the term open space has no one definition. In general,
open space is any land that does not have something built on it, and so can
include farm fields or the lawn around houses or within industrial parks. It

is impractical to attempt to conduct municipal planning for all open spaces within a
parcel, because it would require mapping that would be too detailed to be practical.
Local planners should therefore focus not simply on open space, but rather on pro-
tected open space. 

Linking Landscapes defines protected open space as, “Land and water areas that
have little or no development; are used for recreation or preserving cultural or
natural resources, including productive agricultural soils; and are protected
either permanently or on a long term basis.” Because this definition requires per-
manent protection, only the following land uses should be mapped as protected open
space in a municipal comprehensive plan:

• Parcels owned by non-profit land trusts, such as the Nature Conservancy

• Parcels owned by private landowners but eased by non-profit land trusts

• National parks and historic sites, such as Valley Forge National Historic Site

• State parks, such as Marsh Creek State Park

• Managed lands, such as state forests or parcels owned by the County Water
Resources Authority

• County parks and trails

• Municipal recreation areas, including parks, sports fields and playgrounds

• Municipally-owned open space, including undeveloped areas that are not used
for recreation, like floodplains

• Parcels with agricultural conservation easements

• County funded spray and drip irrigation fields

• Homeowners association open space (if located on its own parcel)

Most unprotected parcels are farm fields or meadows located in rural, natural
resource or low-density zoning districts. The comprehensive plan should also identify
which unprotected parcels are suitable for protection. In urban settings, open lots
that can be used for small parks or public trail corridors should be identified.
Unprotected parcels that would link together two or more existing protected open
space parcels, should be designated as having the highest priority for protection. 

A comprehensive plan should also include mapping of all types of unprotected open
space parcels, such as public schools and golf courses, which can be sold and devel-
oped. Unprotected open space also includes parcels on which development is limited
due to zoning. These parcels are not permanently protected, because zoning is not
permanent and can be changed. Parcels in an effective agricultural zoning district
are not permanently protected. Parcels within an Agricultural Security Area are also
not protected.
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Other issues relating to protecting open parcels include:

PPrrootteeccttiioonn ——Will the parcel be protected through in-fee acquisition or an ease-
ment? What will be the cost of protecting it, and who will bear it? What sort of staff
time will be required? Will the parcel be protected by the municipality, or a land
trust, or by the Chester County Agricultural Land Preservation Board?

MMaannaaggeemmeenntt—— Once the parcel is protected, how will it be managed in perpetuity?
What will be the land management costs, and who will bear them? What sort of
staff time will be required to protect and manage the land? Will the parcel be man-
aged by the landowner, the municipality, or by a land trust?

Just  over
80,000  acres

of  Chester
County  was
protected

open  space  as
of  12/31/03.
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PPrrootteecctteedd  OOppeenn  SSppaaccee
aass  ooff  1122//3311//0033

Note: This map includes homeowner association open spaces and eased farm fields. These properties are privately
owned and should only be accessed after getting permission from the landowner.



I n municipal open space planning, it is important to understand the physical envi-
ronment including natural, cultural and recreational resources. These resources
can be analyzed using a four-step technique based on the more complicated

multi-step technique commonly used in federal Environmental Impact Statements
(EIS). The purpose of the four-step technique is to give open space planners a better
understanding of the physical environment within a municipality. 

The four-step technique presents an overview of all the physical resources available
in a community, and then presents recommendations or action items that can be
implemented to protect or restore those resources in such a way that is consistent
with the community goals and objectives. This four-step technique does not replace
the development of goals and objectives (see page 72). Goals and objectives are used
to determine the concerns and needs of a community.

The four-step technique is as follows: 

11.. IInnvveennttoorryy—In this step, information on the resource is gathered and presented, as
a map, a table or a list. An example might be a map of historic structures along
with a list of each building on the map and a brief description. The inventory pres-
ents descriptive data, but without additional commentary. This inventory can also
be text, such as paragraphs describing the characteristics of geologic formations or
the age and condition of municipal sports fields.

Linking
Landscapes
employs  a
four-sstep
evaluation
technique.
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The  Four-SStep  Open  Space  
Resource  Evaluation  Technique

Figure 10.1: Homeowner Association Open Spaces

Chapter 10: Open Space Restoration Opportunities 10.3
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The data and files for maps in this document were digitally com-
piled by the Chester County Planning Commission (CCPC) of
Chester County, PA. This information and data are provided for
reference purposes only and should not be used for any detailed
engineering purposes. The CCPC and Chester County make no
claims as to the completeness, accuracy, or currency of the
paper map or the digital data and files used to generate the map.

information on a specific property should contact its owner. A discussion
of the techniques that can be used to add vegetation to existing develop-
ments or to restore undeveloped areas to more natural conditions are pre-
sented in Chapter 15.

Homeowner Association Open
Spaces

Inventory of Homeowner Association Open Spaces
In recent decades, it has become common for developers to set aside the
land between houses or apartment buildings as “common open space”
which is maintained by the resident’s homeowners association (HOA).
This land is often along a hill or stream valley, where it is impractical to
build structures. Some municipalities have adopted ordinances that
require developers to designate a certain percentage of new developments
as common open space, or pay a fee to be used for preserving open space.
Figure 10.1 shows the parcels in Chester County designated by the
County Bureau of Land Records as “HOA Open Space.”

Evaluation of Homeowner Association Open Space
The overwhelming majority of HOA parcels in Chester County are oddly
shaped gerrymanders that wrap around residential units and parking lots.
Their unusual shape provides opportunities for the creation of links
between protected open spaces. A prime example of this is in Tredyffrin
Township, where HOA open space parcels link Valley Forge National
Historic Park with municipal parks and properties owned by a non-profit
land trust. HOA open space parcels are private properties, many of which
are protected from development by municipal ordinances. In some cases
they are also are protected by conservation easements.

It is extremely unlikely that any HOA open space will ever be developed
because it is unlikely the homeowners of the development would permit
the development of land previously set aside for their communal use.
HOA open space parcels can therefore be regarded as protected open
space. There are currently 5,301 acres of HOA open space parcels within
the County.

HOA open spaces have many of the same physical characteristics as pub-
lic recreational parks or non-recreational open spaces, and if they are
properly managed they can provide many benefits to their surrounding
community. Playgrounds and internal loop trails can be established on 

10.2 Linking Landscapes

These pages from Linking Landscapes demonstrate how the four-step
technique has been used at the County level.



22. EEvvaalluuaattiioonn//VViissiioonn—In this step each resource listed in the inventory is evaluated
to determine existing conditions, and how the resource has been used, protected
or neglected in the past. An evaluation can also include a “vision” of how the
resource could be better maintained or used. An alternatives analysis might also
be included in the evaluation, but such in-depth analysis is usually not needed for
most resources. For projects such as a multi-municipal trail corridor, this analysis
can be useful.

2. The evaluation can refer to municipal goals and objectives. For example, a munic-
ipal objective may call for the preservation of forests. If an inventory finds that
there is only one mature woodland remaining, the forestry objective can be used
to justify a specific vision for that last remaining woodland.

33.. RReeccoommmmeennddaattiioonnss//AAccttiioonnss—In this step, the evaluation/vision is used to gener-
ate a list of activities that could realistically be implemented. In general, recom-
mendations are broader, long-term activities, while actions are more of a checklist
of specific activities to be completed in the short term. Sometimes it is impractical
to include actions, especially when funding or staffing issues are uncertain, but
they can be valuable in some situations. Recommendations and actions should
also reflect the planning goals and objectives.

2. Always keep in mind that goals and objectives describe what a municipality would
like to do. Recommendations and actions describe what a municipality intends
to do.

44.. PPrriioorriittiizzaattiioonn—In this step the recommendations/actions are ranked according to
which ones the municipality wants to implement or address first, and which have
a longer-term priority. Recommendations can be ranked in any number of ways.
Linking Landscapes ranked its action items as:

• Urgent—meaning the action should be addressed in the short term 
(1 to 2 years)

• Recommended—meaning the action should be addresses in the long term
(1 to 10 years)

• Ongoing—meaning the action is currently being addressed and should 
be continued.
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M ost municipalities in Chester County have a comprehensive plan that
includes a chapter or section dealing with natural resources. local mapping
of a wide range of natural resource features is now readily available in

Geographical Information System (GIS) format, and most planning and engineering
consultants are familiar with this technology. Natural resource planning usually
deals with the following features:

• Geology and ground water

• Soils

• Steep slopes

• Surface water resources

• Vegetation, wildlife habitat and natural areas

• Threatened and Endangered Species

• Unique natural areas

• Natural resource management

• Natural resource funding, staffing and programming

• Tools for implementing natural resource planning

• Wellhead protection areas (The land around a well is a natural resource.)

There is currently so much information available on natural resources that local
planners can become overwhelmed. Twenty years ago, all of the natural resources in
a municipality could be presented on one map. Now there are so many natural
resource GIS layers available to local planners, that if they are all put on one map,
every inch of the municipality may be covered. Such maps may be accurate and
detailed, but they are simply too busy and complicated to be useful. Rather than one
composite map, it is best for comprehensive plans to include at least the following
five separate natural resource maps:

• Geology and ground water inventory

• Steep slopes inventory

• Soils inventory

• Surface water resources inventory 

• Vegetation, wildlife, and natural areas inventory

In 2002, the Chester County Commissioners adopted Watersheds as the water
resources management element of the Chester County comprehensive plan. Local
planners should review this document because it contains a wealth of background
information and maps about natural resources within Chester County, along with
guidance regarding water resource planning at the municipal level. The Chester
County Planning Commission (CCPC) also reviews all adopted municipal plans to
determine if they are consistent with Watersheds. 
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Some of the tools municipalities can use to address natural resource planning are:

ZZoonniinngg  TTeecchhnniiqquueess  ((sseeee  ppaaggee  2277))
• Floodplain protection

• Net-out of natural resources

• Performance zoning

• Slope protection

• Riparian buffers

• Wetlands protection

• Woodlands protection

SSLLDDOO  TTeecchhnniiqquueess  ((sseeee  ppaaggee  2299))
• Slope management

• Soil erosion/management

• Stormwater management best management practices

• Vegetation management/replacement

• Wetlands management

Unique  
habitats  are

mapped  in  
the  Chester

County
Natural  Areas
Inventory 1994

with  2000
update.
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Each municipality should have a copy of this inventory.



C ertain natural features can be easily degraded or destroyed when impacted by
construction activities. Wetlands for example, can be unintentionally filled
by improper soil grading that permits silt to flow into low-lying areas during

rain storms. Because wetlands serve a valuable ecological and economic function of
maintaining streambank and water quality, there are a number of state and federal
laws that protect them. Many municipalities have also adopted ordinances that pro-
tect or minimize impacts to wetlands along with other natural features that are espe-
cially sensitive to development.

In 2002, Geographic Information System (GIS) mapping presented in Linking
Landscapes was used to determine that roughly 17 percent of Chester County was
covered by naturally sensitive areas which consisted of the following five features:

• Lake, ponds and streams

• 100-Year floodplains

• Wetlands

• Hydric soils

• Steep slopes over 25 percent grade

Linking Landscapes also included the recommendation that all of these naturally sen-
sitive areas within the County should be protected through municipal ordinances.
Municipal ordinances are the best available option for this protection because these
sensitive resources tend to be long linear features that pass over multiple properties
and municipalities. Land trusts and other easement programs usually protect
resources on just one property. They rarely have an opportunity to protect an entire
feature, such as a floodplain that winds through many properties. 

Over the years, almost all of Chester County’s municipalities have adopted some
sort of an ordinance that protects naturally sensitive areas. However, only a few
municipalities have taken a more comprehensive approach that evaluated all the
available resources as an interacting natural infrastructure. The following municipal-
ities have adopted zoning that comprehensively protects naturally sensitive areas:

• East Fallowfield Township

• Franklin Township

• Kennett Township

• North Coventry Township

• Wallace Township

• Willistown Township

Municipalities reap financial benefits from limiting development on naturally sensi-
tive areas. Properly functioning wetlands and floodplains reduce erosion, which can
damage public infrastructure such as roads and bridge abutments. Wetlands and
floodplains slow runoff and improve ground water recharge and quality, making pri-
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Naturally  Sensitive  Areas  






































































































































































































































































