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Summary Report 
The MPC Task Force/Subcommittee 

 
After nearly ten years the MPC Subcommittee is ending its work on the Municipalities Planning 
Code. From 2001 to 2010 the Subcommittee has faithfully carried out its mission.*  
 
The work of, first, the MPC Task Force, and then, the MPC Subcommittee, cannot be reduced to 
a page or two of summary comments. To do so would be a disservice to, and be disrespectful of, 
the hard work and diligence of the many people who contributed their time, energy, and thought 
toward improving planning in the Commonwealth by working for a better Municipalities 
Planning Code. The Chapter owes them its gratitude. 
 
A full record of the work is called for, and this Summary Report will provide it. The hope is that 
sometime in the future it may provide the background and basis for further Chapter legislative 
efforts. If not, at least there will be a permanent record so that the Subcommittee’s work is not 
forgotten. It should have a place in the institutional memory of the Pennsylvania Chapter-
American Planning Association. 
 
This Summary Report has two major sections. Part 1 contains the rationale and recommendations 
for the work completed under the original mission statement of the Task Force. It includes some 
of the fundamental work from the Task Force’s Final Report of June 2002 (revised February 
2003). For example, the relationship of the Chapter to the Municipalities Planning Code is 
explicated, with the results of the analysis of the sections of the MPC that were found to be in 
need of improvement. The Task Force also undertook to develop a set of “Planning Principles” 
that was adopted by the Chapter Board. The six major recommendations for action by the 
Chapter is included, and commentary is provided regarding the status of the recommendations 
through June 2010. 
 
Part 2 contains material drafted by the Subcommittee for the purpose of creating a new 
Municipalities Planning Code. Although much of the content and terminology is recognizable, 
the Subcommittee recommends a streamlined Code that is a truly enabling statute that avoids-- to 
the greatest extent possible-- being overly prescriptive. A new planning statute makes it possible 
to reduce redundancy and inconsistencies among provisions, a serious pervasive problem of the 
current MPC. Most importantly, these changes would make the enabling statute more “user-
friendly” and promote innovative and creative planning solutions to community problems. 
 
The material included is a “work in progress;” it is not as near completion as the Subcommittee 
hoped. Drafting, however, is only one small step in the process. It would need the concurrence of 
the Chapter membership before moving the proposal into the public arena where other interests 
and points of view would be engaged in the give-and-take of the legislative process. But, the 
Subcommittee’s goal is to make the planning perspective the central one in the process.  
 
*NOTE: in the intervening years the Pennsylvania Planning Association, or PPA, was renamed 
the American Planning Association-Pennsylvania Chapter.  
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Selected Sections from the 2002 Final Report 
MPC Task Force 

 
Part 1 contains selected portions of the 2002 report (revised June 2003) prepared by the MPC 
Task Force/Subcommittee. They are included to provide a context for the recent efforts of the 
group to prepare a draft of a New Municipalities Planning Code. Many of the conclusions and 
recommendations from the report are still relevant. 
 
In the Final Report the group emphasized the critical role of the Pennsylvania Planning 
Association (now American Planning Association-Pennsylvania Chapter) as the legitimate 
organization in the Commonwealth to promote good planning and sound planning legislation. 
We called for the Chapter to provide assertive leadership for planning in Pennsylvania. Eight 
years later the need remains.  
 
 
1. The Pennsylvania Planning Association & the Municipalities Planning Code 
 
In the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania the Municipalities Planning Code is the state law that 
provides for local, county, and regional community planning. In the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania the Pennsylvania Planning Association is the statewide organization that presents 
itself as the spokes-organization for planning, and for the Municipalities Planning Code. 
 
From the beginning, PPA and the MPC have been linked. When interest was first expressed in 
the mid-1950's to consolidate the disparate provisions for planning in the various municipal and 
county codes into a single, unified statute, the then Pennsylvania Planning Association, in 
concert with the Pennsylvania State Planning Board under its Executive Director Francis E. 
Pitkin, provided the leadership to bring it to realization. The achievement of a consolidated 
planning enabling act is, arguably, the single most important event in the development of 
planning in Pennsylvania. 
 
Adopted in 1968 as the Act of 1968, P.L. 805, Number 247, it was the culmination of some ten 
years of study, meetings and negotiation involving a task force of people from a wide range of 
interest groups, including planners (both professional and members of local planning 
commissions), public officials, solicitors to municipal governments, home builders and 
developers. But it was the energy and leadership of PPA and the State Planning Board that was 
central to the effort. The interest and support from the newly established Department of 
Community Affairs, of which Joe Barr was the Secretary, added strength to the endeavor and its 
consideration by the General Assembly. 
 
When it was adopted in 1968, the MPC was a relatively clear piece of legislation that expressed 
the principles and best practices and responsibility by local governments in the exercise of 
planning. The model code that was formulated by a task force had been modified somewhat in its 
content when it was introduced for legislative consideration. The negotiations moved it in the 
direction of selective specificity to satisfy legal concerns regarding the power and authority of 



 
 

participating agencies, like zoning hearing boards, or practicing professionals, like attorneys and 
engineers. Nevertheless, the MPC was adopted in the spirit of its being enabling legislation as a 
broad expression of principles and best practices, and resistant to the temptation of prescriptive 
measures and procedures that are better left to local innovation and action.  
 
Its enactment and signing by Governor Raymond P. Shafer was a triumph, and set planning in 
the Commonwealth on a new course. The promise of the new code’s early amendment to assure 
the visible and viable exercise of that planning responsibility by qualified professional planners, 
and knowledgeable and informed citizen members of planning commissions, assured the 
gubernatorial approval of the statute.  
 
(In 2002) it is now 34 years later. We have had 34 years of planning under the MPC. It has been 
amended both incrementally and by omnibus action over that period of time. Since its initial 
enactment, it seems that at nearly every session of the General Assembly some proposal to 
amend it has been made. 
 
The original MPC was not a perfect document, far from it. But there is the belief that as new 
ideas, new needs and new opportunities emerge, the Municipalities Planning Code will be 
improved so that the benefits of sound planning will be expanded. Over the years many planners 
have worked to improve the MPC. They have collaborated with others and sought to bring about 
a practical and useful code. The efforts of these planners is gratefully acknowledged and 
appreciated. 
 
The General Assembly, through its Municipalities Planning Code, must set expectations and high 
standards for planning, and for protecting the rights of all its citizens. This it does admirably in 
setting standards for ensuring that exclusionary residential zoning does not occur. There are 
numerous provisions for ensuring equal protection of citizen rights in hearings. Participation is 
called for at significant points in the enactment of community plans and land use regulations. 
These high standards must be uniform throughout the Commonwealth, and planners support 
them. 
 
There is the reality, however, that the Code is being altered in ways that, unfortunately, move it 
away from sound planning principles. Of course, that’s not true of every change to the MPC, but 
the erosion of the MPC is making the MPC less of an enabling statute and more of a special 
interest statute, a trend that is clearly perceptible.  
 
This is particularly evident in the Acts 67 and 68 amendments of 2000.  In its effort to promote 
itself as being proactive in the fight against urban sprawl, the General Assembly promoted Acts 
67 and 68 as legislation to fight urban sprawl, but it provided precious little in the way of tools 
for those who actually have to fight the battles-- local and county planners. Legislators provided 
no support for curbing infrastructure providers who prematurely extend facilities into 
undeveloped territory, highway builders who make rural areas accessible to developers at the 
expense of developed urban areas, or realistic and practical authority to ensure citizens that 
service capacity will be available to support development and can be paid for fairly. Planning 
practitioners know the degree to which they are limited by inadequate tools, and they take the 
brunt of criticism when citizens don’t see the planning results they want and expect. 



 
 

 
There are many examples of how the MPC is being eroded. For example: 
 

• The habit of the General Assembly to enact vague standards, like “zoning ordinances 
shall provide for the reasonable development of minerals in each municipality.” 
Standards like “reasonable” and “unreasonable” satisfy the drafters because they are 
nonspecific. But it creates uncertainty among municipal officials and landowners, and 
ultimately requires years of litigation –at great cost to everyone– to resolve the problem 
originally created by the Legislature. Imprecise legislative standards do more harm than 
good. 
 

• “Two-headed” land use policies, like those enunciated in the policy definition of 
“Preservation or Protection.” This is an example of attempting to assuage the interests of 
both environmental and development interests, but satisfying neither. Planners, and the 
public, see these as disingenuous tactics by the Legislature. They know these will lead to 
contention in municipalities and will be costly to resolve. 

 
• Legislators often complain about “one-size fits all” solutions, but they have no 

compunction against imposing such “one-size fits all” standards like forestry activities 
“shall be a permitted use by right in all zoning districts in every municipality.” Another 
recent amendment, this one Act 43 of 2002, calls for “no-impact home-based businesses” 
to be allowed as a permitted use by right in all residential districts. Rather than enable 
localities to deal with these land uses by applying local knowledge and expertise, the 
Legislature has placed itself in the mode of a super planning commission. In fact, they are 
imposing “one size fits all” from Harrisburg. 

 
• Planners and the public agree that some authority in the MPC is not intended to be used. 

This may be a cynical view, but it is a realistic one. An example is Article V-A, 
Municipal Capital Improvements. Instead of providing real impact fee authority to 
municipalities to allow them to recoup reasonable costs for improvements generated by 
new development, and thereby ease the financial burden on current residents, the 
Legislature supplied the little-used, high cost, overly complex “municipal capital 
improvements” remedy. It’s more of a burden on municipalities than a help and does 
nothing to resolve fundamental issues of equity.  

 
• The MPC has also moved away from being an enabling statute by being overly and 

unnecessarily specific in its details to the point where the Legislature is designing 
communities. A case in point is Article VII-A, Traditional Neighborhood Development. 
The authority for this is redundant. Municipalities in Pennsylvania already could do this 
under existing law if they wished to, but the new Article is nothing more than a design 
manifesto. 

 
• Undue specificity, such as is found in Article VII, Planned Residential Development, and 

Article VII-A, Traditional Neighborhood Development, are hindrances to innovative 
planning. More interesting solutions would emerge if these Articles simply provided the 
authority to act without straight-jacketing local planners. 



 
 

 
• The MPC is constantly being amended in ways that are not based on the practicalities of 

using and administering the Code. The barriers and inconsistencies that confront planners 
and planning commissions on a daily basis are not the ones that recent amendments 
address. Legislators are responding to special pleaders, but not to practicing planners. 
The obvious examples are home builders, agriculturalists, forestry, and mining interests. 
It is not that they should not be heard; but, they must be part of the total community 
planning fabric, and not allowed to operate outside it. 

 
 
 
2. Who Speaks for Planning in Pennsylvania? For the MPC? 
 
The Pennsylvania Planning Association is the only entity that can speak for planning and the 
Planning Code.  Without forceful action by PPA to speak up for the MPC, its further erosion is 
inevitable. It has to lead, just as it did in 1968. 
 
During the time that the Pennsylvania State Planning Board was active—from the 1930s to the 
1960s-- there was a voice in state government for planning. There was an identifiable “state 
planner.” Because of the prestige of the Board’s members, and its Executive Director Francis 
Pitkin, planning could command attention. But those voices have not been heard in Harrisburg 
for years. In the case of the State Planning Board, it has not been heard for more than a decade 
until about seven years ago. A tremendous vacuum was created. 
 
If PPA is truly the “keeper of the flame” with respect to the MPC, what must it do next? 
 

• PPA must assert its singular role as the state organization dealing with local planning in 
the Commonwealth. It must assume the responsibility to be the recognized spokesman for 
planning.  

 
• While there are numerous Task Force recommendations for clarifying and improving the 

MPC as it currently stands, the resources of PPA should address a comprehensive review 
and revision of the MPC with a focus on the expression of best planning principles and 
practices, from the viewpoint of planners in the Commonwealth. 

 
• PPA must initiate new planning ideas. Planners know what is needed, and they must 

shape the debate about planning. It must forcefully argue its position and show how 
citizens’ lives will be improved.  

 
• The MPC is too central to PPA not to be a permanent unit within the Association’s 

structure. Ultimately, such a group should be assigned the leadership in crafting a new 
MPC.  



 
 

 
There are several ways this might be done. One would be to expand the responsibilities of the 
PPA Legislative Committee. Another would be to create a permanent MPC subcommittee within 
the Legislative Committee. Another would be to create a separate MPC Committee whose 
principal responsibility would be the comprehensive revision of the MPC, and to periodically 
propose amendments to the MPC as a proactive expression of the interests of the PA Planning 
Association. 
 
There is no expectation that PPA should undertake this effort alone. There are knowledgeable 
people, both in the Commonwealth and nationally, whose experience and capabilities can and 
should be brought together in such an endeavor. The key to its happening, however, will be the 
sense of purpose that PPA expresses as the state planning association among many state 
government associations, and that the MPC is a planning document first and foremost. PPA 
assumes its responsibility to ensure that the MPC facilitates and enhances the capabilities of local 
governments to plan for their future, and to make that future a reality for their citizens. 
 
 
3. Planning Principles 
 
[NOTE: This introduction is not found in the 2002 Final Report but has been added to explain 
why it was developed and how it is used by the MPC Subcommittee.] 
 
Every profession and professional society has core principles it adopts as its own. They are the 
value system that members of the group share. They are made public for others to see and know 
what the group believes; what it bases its actions on, and; what it expects of its members. 
 
Prior to the work of the MPC Task Force the Pennsylvania Planning Association had no 
statement of planning principles for the organization. (Some PPA members belong to the 
American Planning Association and the American Institute of Certified Planners which has its 
own ethical and professional standards.)  
 
This statement was developed as part of the original Task Force’s work; it needed to enunciate 
and explicate what its core values were. Without it, the Task Force’s work on the Municipalities 
Planning Code would have no foundation for analysis and recommendations. So,it codified the 
fundamental ideas in Pennsylvania planning. Not every planner necessarily agrees with every 
principle, but as a body of precepts it stands for the organization.  
 
The Board of Directors of the Pennsylvania Planning Association adopted the Statement of 
Planning Principles, with only very slight modifications from the draft proposed by the Task 
Force.  
 
In addition to telling others what we believe in, the Task Force/Subcommittee has actively used 
the Principles as a yardstick against which it measures legislative proposals that are forwarded 
to it for comment. On occasion, some reasonably-sounding proposed piece of legislation has 
been found to violate some of our Principles, and our subsequent recommendation to the 
Legislative Committee was for the Chapter not to support such legislation.



 
 

a)  Statement of Planning Principles 
 
The Pennsylvania Planning Association speaks for planning and planners in the Commonwealth. In doing so, the 
Association must be identified with the core ideals and values planners share. This Statement of Planning Principles 
was adopted by the PPA Board of Directors in 2003.  
 
The Public Interest.  
The planning process must faithfully serve the public 
interest.[In contrast to serving narrow interests to the 
detriment of the broad public welfare.]  
(See APA Ethical Principles in Planning.) 
 
Equity. 
The ethical position of planners and the plans they 
help create should support fair, equitable, and 
respectful treatment of all people who reside, or  may 
desire to reside, and work or do business in the 
communities being planned. 
 
Private Property. 
Planning serves to protect and promote the American 
institution of private property. Sound planning and 
regulation helps maintain the value of private 
property rights over the long term.  
 
MPC is Enabling Legislation. 
The MPC is an enabling planning statute. As such, it 
should provide broad planning and regulatory 
authority. It should be permissive rather than 
prescriptive. Basic public and private rights should be 
protected by uniform requirements. Creative, 
innovative, and flexible planning is encouraged by 
having a Planning Code that is truly enabling. The 
MPC should not single out certain land uses and 
separate them from the other land uses in a 
community in order to give them special treatment in 
planning and land use regulations. Such treatment is a 
barrier to truly comprehensive planning. 
 
Planning is Voluntary. 
While the value of having a planning process in all 
communities is unquestioned, the decision of 
municipalities to engage in planning must be 
voluntary. Coerced planning does not lead to good 
planning; municipalities should not be forced to plan. 
 
Equal Treatment of Private and Public Actions. 
Private property must conform to publicly enacted 
land use regulation, but such regulations must be 
supported by current, adopted plans, goals, and 
objectives. A plan provides the basis upon which the 
appropriateness of regulations can be tested. 
 
If private property must conform to regulations, then 
public agencies and bodies should likewise be 

required to comply with the same standards in those 
regulations. Public bodies should not be permitted to 
be treated differently from the private sector. State 
agencies should be required to comply with zoning, 
subdivision and land development, building, and 
other codes and ordinances and procedures. 
 
The Primacy of the Comprehensive Plan.  
The importance of the comprehensive plan should be 
elevated. It should be required as the basis for land 
use regulations and local governmental actions. 
 
State Planning. 
The Commonwealth should have an active planning 
component in the Executive Branch. It is needed to 
express the planning interests of the Commonwealth, 
and to provide a forum for state agencies, municipal 
and county governments, and others, to address the 
important planning issues that confront all of them. 
This state planning activity should be led by a 
vigorous and articulate state planning board, 
supported by a highly qualified professional planning 
staff. 
 
Plan Adoption.  
The formal adoption of municipal, multimunicipal, 
county, and regional plans, and subsequent 
amendments to them, should be mandatory. 
 
Land Use Regulations. 
Land use regulations must be based on an adopted 
comprehensive plan. This standard serves to protect 
the public interest. 
 
Concurrency.  
Public infrastructure and services must be either in 
place, or planned for, before building development 
projects are approved. 
 
Capital Improvements Plans. 
A capital improvements plan should be a required 
element of a comprehensive plan. Capital budgeting 
demonstrates the public’s commitment to 
implementing its adopted comprehensive plans. 
Ongoing capital budgeting should be a requirement 
for implementing the concurrency requirements. 
 
Impact Fees. 
All development generates costs; however, in many 



 
 

instances the costs fall unfairly on citizens who 
derive no benefit from the development. Fees, or 
services in lieu of fees, should be used to equalize the 
burdens on current and future residents of 
communities. 
 
Consistency. 
Comprehensive plan elements must be internally 
consistent. Plans between municipalities should be 
consistent (but not necessarily conforming). 
Consistency of action with plans must be required. 
The public interest is promoted when publicly 
produced plans and official actions are consistent. 
 
Accessibility of Planning. 
All municipalities should be enabled to plan. 
Planning is not a luxury, but a necessity. The 
opportunity to plan should not be foreclosed from 
municipalities because of size, location, or financial 
resources. The planning needs of municipalities in 
these circumstances may be accomplished through 
various means, such as: inclusion in the planning 
done by other municipalities and counties; through 
special grants; pro bono planning consultation; 
university student participation; and others. 
 
Language of the Code and Its Provisions.  
The language of the MPC should make its enabling 
and procedural authorizations understandable and 
easy to use by local officials and citizens. Whenever 
possible, legal terms should be expressed in common 
English. 
 
Planning Standards. 
The MPC should include accepted planning standards 
and professional identification, as it currently does 

for engineers, landscape architects, and surveyors. 
 
Appropriate Scale of Planning  
Comprehensive planning deals with problems. As 
such, it must address problems at the scale that is 
relevant to the problem being addressed. Some 
problems are entirely within a single municipal 
jurisdiction; some involve several jurisdictions; some 
extend over a region. The MPC should permit 
flexibility in planning organization so that 
municipalities can deal effectively with distinct 
problems such as water supply and protection, 
environment, traffic impacts, regional land use 
impacts, etc. 
 
Citizen Planning Commissions. 
Planning commissions are, historically, a 
fundamental feature of local planning. They must be 
supported and strengthened. Standards for members’ 
qualifications should be developed. 
 
Planning Cooperation. 
Effective planning is achieved through cooperation. 
Cooperation among municipalities and other 
governmental jurisdictions and agencies should be 
the expected, standard practice.  
 
Education for Planning. 
Well-prepared and educated citizen and professional 
planners is required if sound planning and land use 
regulations are to be prepared. The impacts of plans 
and regulations on the well-being of citizens and 
institutions is too great to be left to planners who are 
untrained. Training should include technical, legal, 
social, economic, communication, municipal finance 
and ethical impacts of planning. 

 
 
 
b) Detailed Statement of PPA Planning Principles and Enhancing the PA 
Municipalities Planning Code 

[Appendix 1 of Report] 
 

This supplement to the Statement of Principles was prepared by Danny Whittle, AICP 
 
 
The members of the Pennsylvania Planning Association are committed to performing and fostering 
public planning that, first and foremost, serves the public interest.  As planners, we are committed to 
effectively advocating the following principles as means to faithfully serving the public interest. 

 
1. We advocate the protection of private property rights.  At the same time, we understand the 

necessity of balancing individual rights and the rights of communities and the public at large. 



 
 

 
2. We advocate vision-based, consensus-driven planning as the benchmark against which all 

state, regional, and local policy determinations are measured.  
 
3. We advocate a regulatory framework for implementing local, regional and state land use plans 

based on local determinations derived from sound comprehensive planning.  
 
4. We advocate state enabling legislation that facilitates the widespread use of growth management 

tools and techniques aimed at protecting the character and integrity of local communities, 
including their design and culture.  State enabling legislation should assist all communities to 
realize their community and economic development potential, with particular attention paid to: 

 
• revitalizing depressed areas.  

 
• facilitating the provision of affordable housing through variety and mix of housing types 

to meet a range of household needs at all income levels. 
 

• protecting air quality, environmentally sensitive lands, designated agricultural areas, 
recreational areas, historic and cultural resources, and water quantity and quality. 

 
5. We advocate effective planning for long-term natural resource protection that promotes the 

preservation of this Commonwealth's natural and historic resources and prime agricultural land.  
 

6. We recognize the priority of planning for affordable housing as a primary organizational policy.  
Accordingly, we advocate proactive local and state government actions to increase and diversify 
housing resources.   

 
7. We advocate the availability of diverse and adequate fiscal resources to effect sound planning.  
 
8. We advocate balancing public and private sector values in state, regional, and local decision 

making and policy setting.  
 
Consistent with these principles, the members of the Pennsylvania Planning Association propose the 
following  priorities for future revisions to the Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code. 
 
A. The MPC must foster sound planning and in doing so,  
 

1. Every amendment or addition to the PA MPC should be judged against how it 
contributes to meeting the purposes stated at Section 105 of the MPC.  The stated purposes 
are to:  
 

+ protect and promote safety, health and morals;  
 

+ accomplish coordinated development;  
 

+ provide for the general welfare by guiding and protecting amenity, convenience, 
future governmental, economic, practical, and social and cultural facilities, 
development and growth, as well as the improvement of governmental processes and 
functions;  
+ guide uses of land and structures, type and location of streets, public grounds and 



 
 

other facilities;  
 

+ promote the conservation of energy through the use of planning practices and to 
promote the effective utilization of renewable energy sources;  
 
+ promote the preservation of this Commonwealth's natural and historic resources 
and prime agricultural land;  

 
+ encourage municipalities to adopt municipal or joint municipal comprehensive 
plans generally consistent with the county comprehensive plan;  

 
+ ensure that municipalities adopt zoning ordinances which are generally consistent 
with the municipality's comprehensive plan;  

 
+ encourage the preservation of prime agricultural land and natural and historic 
resources through easements, transfer of development rights and rezoning;  

 
+ ensure that municipalities enact zoning ordinances that facilitate the present and 
future economic viability of existing agricultural operations in this Commonwealth 
and do not prevent or impede the owner or operator's need to change or expand their 
operations in the future in order to remain viable;  
 
+ encourage the revitalization of established urban centers. 

 
2. Every amendment, or addition to the PA MPC, should be judged against whether it is 

consistent with pre-existing language and, where it is not, whether the pre-existing language has been, 
or should be, repealed.  
 

3. Revise those statutes and rules which promote effective planning and which streamline, 
improve, and integrate current planning processes.   
 

4. Promote legislative initiatives that foster local fiscal impact analysis and/or full cost accounting 
as part of a sound planning program; the update and adoption of a state plan that clearly provides 
budgetary guidance on state priorities, and; adequate funding to prepare and implement local 
comprehensive plans. 
 
 5. Promote amendments to the MPC that describe measurable planning performance criteria for 
each of the required elements listed at Section 301.   
 
B. The MPC must foster equity in planning and plan implementation.  To that end, we support: 
 
 1. Amendments to the MPC that foster fair, equitable, and respectful treatment of all people 
who reside or may desire to reside in the communities being planned.  Economic, environmental, and 
social equity are paramount.  Accordingly, we support statutes and rules that promote equity among 
all citizens.   

 
2. MPC amendments that are aimed at balancing individual property rights with the interests 

of the public-at-large.   
 
3. Amendments that require public bodies, agencies, public utilities, and common carriers to 



 
 

abide by the same standards and regulations as must private land owners and developers.  The MPC 
should require equal treatment of both private and public actions. 

 
C. The MPC should place comprehensive planning at the forefront of local land use planning 

enabled under the law. To that end, we support: 
 

1.  MPC amendments that establish the primacy of the comprehensive plan as the basis for 
local land use regulations and other local government action that affects the form of the community. 

 
2.  MPC amendments that require that the comprehensive plan whether municipal or county 

be formally adopted by the municipality. 
 

3. MPC amendments that foster a move toward concurrency of required public infrastructure 
with new development.  In doing so, the MPC should require that comprehensive plans demonstrate a 
direct relationship to local capital improvement programming, the adoption of official maps of 
planned future infrastructure, and the establishment of equitable and predictable impact fees in 
support of new development. 
 

4.  MPC amendments that establish appropriate linkages between planning for potable water 
and waste water and land use planning.  We advocate provisions in state law that provide for greater 
sustainability in water-related decisions and improved linkages between water, waste water, and land 
use policies and actions.  
 

5.  MPC amendments that provide for more citizen participation in the planning process.  
Citizen standing and participation is fundamental to an effective planning and growth management 
process.  We support the rights of citizens to stand up for environmental quality and public health, 
and oppose proposals to weaken notice provisions and other provisions that limit public participation. 
 
D. Planning Education.  Well prepared and educated citizen and professional planners are required if 

sound planning and land use regulations are to be prepared.   
 

 1. We support MPC amendments that recognize that professional and citizen planners alike must 
be well trained to effectively serve our communities.   
 
 2.  We support MPC amendments that recognize that professional planners should be certified 
under accepted standards of PPA.   
 
 3.  We support MPC amendments that recognize that citizen planners should possess minimum 
training in the principles of comprehensive planning, land use regulation, and subdivision and land 
development planning.   
 
 4.  We support MPC amendments that recognize that both professional and citizen planners 
should maintain their training through continuing education programs.



 
 

 
4. Part III: Recommendations 

 
NOTE: The Final Report of 2002(revised June 2003) contained six recommendations for action 
by the Chapter Board of Directors and Legislative Committee. These recommendations are 
reprinted and updated with a brief summary of actions taken to date. 
 
The MPC Task Force is aware that only a relatively few actions to amend the MPC as it 
currently exists are proposed at this time. This section is the Task Force’s recommendations for 
future actions regarding the Municipalities Planning Code to be implemented by the PPA Board 
of Directors and the Legislative Committee. 
 
Recommendation #1: Establish a permanent successor to the MPC Task Force to 

continue the review work of the Task Force, with the overall 
mission being the total revision of the MPC.   

 
The Task Force believes that the MPC, even if amended to include all of the previous 
recommended changes in this report, still needs to be completely overhauled.  A task force with a 
one-year time frame is not capable of addressing the myriad of complicated problems that the 
current MPC, as well as associated legal interpretations, creates for planning professionals, local 
officials, and others.  We recommend, therefore, that a permanent subcommittee to the 
Legislative Committee be created to review, revise and recommend a total revision of the MPC. 
Only in this way can the MPC be responsive to the varying needs of the Commonwealth, in 
particular the physical, social, and environmental issues which cannot be resolved necessarily 
with a prescriptive, one-size-fits-all Planning Code.  
 
There are other ways this work may be structured which the PPA may want to consider. For 
example, a permanent MPC Committee could be established, or a separate MPC Task Force of 
limited term could be established. The Task Force does not have a recommendation regarding 
the membership of same. 
 
Action to date: The MPC Task Force completed its assignment within the time frame set for it 
and the Final Report was accepted by the Chapter Board. Recommendation #1 was approved 
and the MPC Subcommittee of the Legislative Committee was established. The Subcommittee 
continued to work on drafting a new MPC, but that activity has been curtailed with the 
Chapter’s decision in May 2010 to lower the priority given to promoting a new MPC. The status 
of the Subcommittee is unclear at this time. 
 
 
Recommendation #2: State Planning Board and State Planning Office 
 
The Task Force recommends the re-creation of the State Planning Board as a highly visible 
means to create recognition for the importance of planning at all levels of government in the 
Commonwealth.  In addition, the Task Force recommends the re-establishment of a State 
Planning Office to function as the key disseminator of information and technical planning 
resources, as well as coordinator of Commonwealth-level programs.  The State Planning Board 



 
 

and Office should be coordinated so that key programs and resources are provided in a 
functionally efficient and effective fashion. The State Planning Office should be staffed by 
qualified professional planners. 
 
Action to date: Governor Rendell re-established the State Planning Board as recommended, but 
it is not known what actions, if any, the Chapter leadership may have taken to promote this. A 
State Planning Office has not been re-established; staff of the PA Department of Community and 
Economic Development provides assistance to the SPB. At this time there is not a dedicated 
professional staff and budget for this Board as recommended. 
 
As currently constituted the State Planning Board is made up of representatives of the various 
local government associations, designated legislators, and APA-PA Chapter officials. (It’s not 
the same level of “movers and shakers” from finance, labor, industry, and government—
including at one time both US Senators Joe Clark and Hugh Scott—who served on the Board 
from the 1930s to 1960s.) It does not appear that the current group has accomplished much 
since the SPB was re-formed nor has it been a strong voice for planning. So, while our 
recommendation has come to pass, the anticipated result has not been significant. 
 
Recommendation #3: Education of State Legislators about Planning 
 
Elected state officials and their staff must be educated about the importance of planning in 
general and the need for an MPC which promotes and enables sound and effective planning 
across the Commonwealth. We should guide them away from making the MPC a prescriptive 
hammer preventing local planning innovations.  Education can help them understand the need for 
changes to the MPC. It has the added benefit of creating a direct connection between legislators 
and staff to PPA. The Task Force recommends two possible methods to accomplish this: 
 

• A “Legislators’ Planning Caucus” to be informed by planners, and to provide 
programming to caucus members about various issues specific to the 
Commonwealth and its municipalities.  Such programming would include small 
seminars conducted by professional and citizen planners representing the various 
geographic areas of the Commonwealth. 

 
• Professional Planner Interns to work with Legislators and staff, to provide the 

planning perspective about issues faced by the General Assembly. 
 
The Task Force further recommends researching the experiences of other State APA chapters to 
learn how other state chapters coordinate their efforts with legislators. 
 
Action to date: These recommendations were intended to get the Chapter actively involved in 
the legislative process through developing working relationships with state legislators. The 
premise was that by educating legislators they would be able to assess the value of planning 
legislation coming before them. We were aware, of course, that planning legislation is heavily 
lobbied by many influential sources, many of whom have funds to distribute to lawmakers to help 
them look favorably on legislation they favor. Nothing has been done by the Chapter on this 
recommendation. 



 
 

 
Recommendation #4: In combination with Recommendation #1, establish  
    a continuous process for revising the MPC 
 
The Task Force recommends a regular, continuing process for revising the MPC, which requires 
a long term commitment of PPA.  The first step in this process is the completion of the MPC 
review started by this 2001-2002 Task Force.  Many areas of the MPC were not addressed in this 
review, including all or most of following Articles: 
 

Article I General Provisions 
Article II Planning Agencies 
Article IV Official Map 
Article V-A Municipal Capital Improvement 
Article VII Planned Residential Development 
Article VII-A Traditional Neighborhood Development 
Article VIII-A Joint Municipal Zoning 
Article IX Zoning Hearing Board and Other Administrative Proceedings 
Article X-A Appeals to Court 
Article XI Intergovernmental Cooperative Planning and Implementation Agreements 
  

In addition, the Task Force’s recommendations for Comprehensive Plans (Article III), 
Subdivision and Land Development (Article V), and Zoning (Article VI) provide only minimal 
changes that do not address the following issues: 

 
1. What is the role of Comprehensive Plans, Zoning and Land Development controls 

in the future of the municipal, regional, and county-wide growth management? 
2. How do we address the varying needs and contexts afforded by the diverse 

interests and problems of Pennsylvania’s municipalities, particularly those that are 
urban, suburban, suburbanizing, and rural, and particularly with respect to 
geographic location within the Commonwealth? 

3. How do we establish a Planning Code that enables the best planning for each 
municipality, yet draws the necessary legal boundaries to avoid the occasional 
abuse of authority? 

4. How can the MPC be improved as an enabling statute in the future, to provide (a) 
municipalities and planners the flexibility and authority they need to resolve 
complex and ever-changing problems, and (b) insure against the abuse of same? 

 
To address these, as well as other critical and specific issues, the Task Force recommends 
consideration of a complete reorganization of the MPC. The current organization of the Code in 
separate enabling authorizations may no longer be workable. It may be more advantageous to 
organize a new Code along problem or other lines, so that it can deal with such important, 
though sometimes conflicting, planning tenets of environmental protection, transportation, 
economic growth, and the promotion of social equity. 
 
Action to date: Several years after the Task Force 2002 Final Report it became evident to 
Subcommittee members that it was unrealistic to expect that the changes recommended by the 



 
 

Task Force would be acted upon by the General Assembly. Those who continued to believe they 
would were either naïve or engaging in wishful thinking. There was no institutional initiative by 
the Chapter to aggressively push for change. 
 
Consequently, the MPC Subcommittee turned its attention to formulating a new MPC, and this 
has been the group’s primary work in the past several years. The draft materials prepared to 
date are included in Part 2 of this report. While there is broad agreement of the need for a new 
MPC, the support from the Chapter has been tepid, and the level of interest from rank-and-file 
planners has been indifferent. The Chapter has decided that a new MPC no longer is a high 
priority. When, or if, work on a new MPC may be resumed is not known at this time. 
 
Recommendation #5: Support for planning education at all levels. 
 
A high level of education and preparation is necessary for everyone who is engaged in planning.  
The Task Force recommends targeting educational opportunities the following groups to address 
their specific planning responsibilities. 
 

• Experienced as well as entry-level planning professionals 
• “Para-professional” planning technicians (zoning officers, code enforcement 

officials) 
• Appointed planning and zoning officials (Planning Commissioners, Zoning 

Hearing Board members) 
• Elected officials 
• Other professionals who impact planning (engineers, surveyors, attorneys) 
• Youth (e.g., Planners Day in School) 
• The General Public 
 

Orienting programs to these various groups is not difficult, but it does require the resources and 
efforts of PPA. 
  
Action to date: Although it was not part of this recommendation, the Chapter re-emphasized the 
standing Education Committee whose portfolio includes planning educational opportunities for a 
variety of audiences, such as those enumerated above. The Education Committee took on the task 
of preparing an outline for initial and continuing education of planning commissioners, zoning 
hearing board members, and zoning administrators. (see Recommendation #6). 
 
The job of fashioning a legislative proposal was assigned to a new Required Training Task 
Force. This work was completed in a year and an effort was made to interest planners in 
promoting the concept. Such programs are found in several states. A Chapter President’s grant 
was obtained by the Chapter to promote this legislation. Recently the grant was returned. When, 
or if, this initiative will be resumed is not known at this time. 
 
The most effective educational program is directed to appointed planning and zoning officials 
through the PA Municipal Planning Education Institute, which is a collaborative effort of the PA 
Chapter and Penn State University Cooperative Extension. Institute courses provide from 4,000 
to 7,000 hours of planning education annually. 



 
 

Recommendation #6: Training and Credentialing of Planners provided in the MPC  
 
The subject of officially sanctioned training and credentialing of planners has been a topic of 
debate since the MPC was originally adopted in 1968.  There is currently an interest in the 
development of a certification or credentialing of planners by state government agencies as well 
as government associations.  
 
Given this recent interest, the Task Force believes it is now appropriate and timely to seek an 
amendment to the MPC calling for citizen planners and other officials to receive instruction 
which will qualify them for the work they have been asked to perform in the public interest. Such 
instruction must be provided by qualified instructors. Establishing standards for planning 
professionals should be a task of PPA. (Such standards would not be in the MPC.) 
 
PPA should have a pre-eminent role in the development of MPC amendments calling for 
officials’ planning education. It must be involved in determining the appropriate content of such 
training. PPA should also take the lead in establishing, maintaining, and monitoring the 
qualifications for professional planners. 
 
Action to date: The Subcommittee is not aware of any serious discussion in Pennsylvania 
regarding the credentialing of professional planners. Required training for planning and zoning 
appointees and zoning administrators was discussed in the preceding section. 
 
 
In summary, several of the 2002-2003 recommendations have been followed and some goals 
achieved. Others have resulted in spotty or insignificant advances. Some appear not to have been 
of interest or concern, or to have ever been looked at. Nevertheless, the six recommendations 
represented a well-thought out agenda for planning legislation with some suggestions for how to 
achieve them. Probably the opportune time for achieving this set of recommendations is past. 
  
 
 
5. Part IV: Unified Development Ordinance 
 
The basic authority and structure of planning and regulatory tools in Pennsylvania were set in the 
original MPC and have only changed in a small way. A comparison of the articles in the 1967 
enactment and the current 19th edition are essentially the same. However, the current Code has 
become much larger, more prescriptive, duplicative, and frequently inconsistent. There have 
been some repeals and additions, but the latter are basically variations on the original theme. 
 
While some modifications have been made—such as regarding zoning appeals—perhaps the 
most significant change was the addition of the limited impact fee authority in Article V-A, 
although it is extremely cumbersome, costly, and infrequently used. Others, like traditional 
neighborhood development, is a variation on the basic zoning idea and is essentially the urban 
form of “planned residential development.” 
 
   



 
 

Task Force member Tom Shepstone drafted a recommendation for a “unified development 
ordinance.” It would add a new tool for planning, blending aspects of subdivision, land 
development, planned residential development, and zoning. It would simplify procedures, 
integrate two, related, land use regulations, and give more authority and responsibility to local 
officials. 
 
Small and limited resource municipalities could benefit from such a streamlined procedure. It 
could be adopted by other municipalities and bring the same advantages to them.  
 
The proposal generated some interest on the part of a few members of the House, and several 
meetings were held in Harrisburg to see if such legislation could be moved forward. After a 
period of initial enthusiasm interest in the proposal waned and the idea has died. 
 
6. Part V: Review and Revisions to Selected MPC Provisions 

 
A major assignment of the Task Force was to review several of the current articles to the MPC. 
This in-depth examination, with suggested revisions, was intended to identify portions of the 
MPC that needed immediate attention. The entire document needs to be overhauled, but that 
would have to wait for a later time. There is full discussion of what should be done when various 
Articles are revised. 
 
The immediate goal was to try to improve the MPC “in-place,” that is to keep the existing statute 
but improve it so that better planning would be possible. 
 
The Task Force was asked to prioritize recommendations as First Priority and Second Priority. 
Among the criteria developed by the Task Force in its assessment were the following. 
 
1. Will the amendment have widespread support from municipal officials, professional and 

citizen planners? 
2. Will it make an improvement in the short-term? 
3.  Will it remove serious inconsistencies in the MPC? 
4. Is it simple and easily understood? 
5. Will it have wide impact? 
6.  Will it remove problems in using particular MPC provisions? 
7. Does it encourage flexibility and innovation in planning? 
8. Will it make a significant difference in planning practice, i.e., is less prescriptive?  
 
Commentary  
As a result of the review there were 35 recommended amendments to the Code: 22 first priority 
and 13 second priority. Amendments were proposed for Articles II, III, V, V-A, VI, IX, as well 
as some definitions in Article I. 
 
Perhaps the most egregious affront to sound planning is the infamous Section 303(c) which has 
been used to disparage the value of comprehensive and other plans. This is a cloud that hangs 
over planning in the Commonwealth. It was the first priority of any of the recommended 
changes. Various attempts have been made to change this section, but to this point they have 



 
 

failed. 
 
That may not have been a bad thing. Some of the changes proposed actually made the provision 
worse than presently exists. It points up the truism about being careful about you wish for. In 
such instances, no change may be better than the proposed change.  
 
Two recommendations of the Task Force did find their way into the MPC when Act 99 of 2004 
was passed. We are not certain of the role, if any, the Chapter may have had in its passage.                                                                                                                                                                            
 
On Page 43 of the 2002 Final Report, regarding Section 906 (pertaining to zoning hearing board 
alternate members) the report recommended— 
 
 In Section 906(b), replace the first sentence with the following: 

If alternate zoning hearing board members have been appointed by the governing 
body, then for each member that is absent or disqualified, the chairman of the 
zoning hearing board shall designate one or more alternate members as needed 
to hear the appeal or application until it is concluded and a decision rendered. 
 

Act 99 of 2004 provision amended the MPC as follows: 
[If] The chairman of the board may designate alternate members of the board to 
replace any absent or disqualified member,…..until the board has made a final 
[determination of] decision on the matter or case. 

 
On Page 45 of the 2002 Final Report, regarding Section 107 pertaining to the definition of 
“multimunicipal plans,” it was recommended that the following be added: 

All of the municipalities in a Multi-Municipal Comprehensive Plan shall not be 
required to be contiguous if all of the participating municipalities are within the 
same school district. 
 

Act 99 of 2004 amended the definition of “Multimunicipal plan” in Section 107 as 
follows: 

“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. 
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A New Municipalities Planning Code  
for Pennsylvania 



PART 2 

A New Municipalities Planning Code for Pennsylvania 
A start has been made toward constructing a new Municipalities Planning Code but it is still a 
“work in progress.” In no way is it complete; much more needs to be drafted.  But, this is the 
point the Subcommittee is at as it concludes its work. 
 
It takes considerable time to generate ideas for planning legislation, fully discuss, and then refine 
them. Even so, the new ideas remain open to further refinement and discussion as additional and 
related components are considered. It’s a reiterative process, and that’s laborious and time-
consuming. But, ultimately, it produces something worthwhile. 
 
It’s been an open process. The Subcommittee has always welcomed new persons to participate in 
the work. Membership, loose as it is, varies from meeting to meeting; continuity of participation 
would be nice but realistically unattainable. That adds to the complexity, and time, of the 
process. 
 
As the Subcommittee has noted on many occasions, putting a draft of the legislation together is 
but one step in a very long process. The group believes the accomplishment of a new MPC must 
be approached as a “campaign;” it will take years and the collaborative work of many. First, of 
course, it will be necessary for the planners in Pennsylvania  —  both Citizens and Professionals 
—  to be in substantial agreement that the legislation proposed represents the best thinking of 
those directly involved in the day-to-day working of planning. A disunited band of planners will 
not succeed.  Planners have to get their act together. 
 
Remember, it took about ten years for the original Code to be developed and adopted. That was 
nearly a half century ago. 
 
Following is a record of the work produced through June 2010 on a draft for a new Pennsylvania 
Municipalities Planning Code by the MPC Subcommittee. It is not a finished product; some 
material is in outlined form with detailed commentary, while some has been put in standard 
legislative format.  
  
Our goal has been to produce a planning statute that will make planning better. By “better 
planning” we mean planning that is technically sound, sensitive to the community it serves, 
forward looking, focused on clearly defined issues, realistic in its reach relative to resources, 
concerned with its implementation, adaptable to changing circumstances, and respected by 
officials and citizens. 
 
The Subcommittee has tried to do two things in the drafting process. First, it endeavors to bring 
the planning perspective to the document. This perspective seems to have been lost over the past 
42 years as the MPC has been tinkered with by non-planners. A planning statute should enable 
good planning based on the best current practices of the profession. Second, it should help 



instruct the users about what planning is and provide understandable and coherent reasons for 
why it is done and what it is intended to achieve. The current Code authorizes many things but 
doesn’t give reasons for them. For example, why should a comprehensive plan be adopted? This 
draft attempts to overcome this serious limitation. Our rationale is that if planners cannot explain 
what they are doing—and why—they cannot persuade others to follow them.  
 
Obviously, it is necessary to let the legislators--who are not planners but nevertheless enact the 
legislation that directs planning—know why a particular provision is recommended. Our first 
instructional task is to teach the legislators what planning is. They make the rules by which we 
carry out our profession. Some think they know what planning is, but actually working as a 
planner day-to-day with the Code is far different from having a perfunctory acquaintance with it. 
 
One big concern is, who is the constituency for a new MPC? Who is clamoring for change? 
From what we observe, not many individuals and organizations are. Nor are the members of the 
General Assembly, who continue to tinker with it but are apparently not concerned with whether  
it as an integrated and consistent piece of legislation. Professional and Citizen planners are too 
busy trying to make the current rules work to focus on a whole new Code.  
 
The Subcommittee is not naïve. It is well aware that planning impacts private property, personal 
wealth, taxes, and freedom. Even officials who employ planners are wary of planning and not 
always committed to the plans that are prepared for them. We assume that every provision will 
be heavily lobbied; every interest will want its concerns met first, regardless of its impact on the 
general welfare of the people of the Commonwealth. But, planners have a sacred responsibility 
to promote the public welfare. Somehow, that voice must be heard, and loudly. 
 
There are many things to consider. What if nothing changes? What will be the consequences to 
municipalities and citizens of the Commonwealth? What does the Pennsylvania Chapter have to 
gain, or lose? How will its status be affected if it acts, or doesn’t act? 
 
Into this not very inviting milieu the MPC Subcommittee has recommended that the time is now 
to promote better planning through a new MPC. In the face of a prolonged and contentious 
“campaign,” it will take resources, a well-conceived strategy, and plenty of courage. 
 
But, who will speak for planning in the Commonwealth? 
 
 



 

 
The Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code 

 
AN ACT  

To empower cities of the second class A, and third class, boroughs, incorporated towns, townships of 
the first and second classes including those within a county of the second class and counties of the 
second through eighth classes, individually or jointly, to plan their development through 
comprehensive planning of all government functions and to promote the public health, safety, morals 
and general welfare of their citizens.  

The Act enables units of government that choose to use its provisions to achieve coordinated 
development and minimize problems that presently exist or which may be foreseen and thereby 
prevented and avoided.  

This Act provides for the establishment of planning commissions, planning departments, planning 
committees and zoning hearing boards, authorizing them to charge fees, make inspections and hold 
public hearings; providing for mediation; providing for transferable development rights; providing 
for appropriations, appeals to courts and penalties for violations; and repealing acts and parts of acts.  
 
A simplified, streamlined Code with 5 Articles, instead of the 18 in the current Code is 
recommended. Instead of separate Articles for every authorization, we recommend including several 
in a single Article. For example, all of the land use regulatory authorizations can be individual parts 
of a single Implementation article. All similar procedural provisions for, as an example, the 
enactment of a land use regulation, can be in a single Article.  
 

NEW TABLE OF CONTENTS  
 

ARTICLE I: Statement of Principles/ Planning as a governmental function 
ARTICLE II: The Planning Agency  
ARTICLE III: Comprehensive Planning 
ARTICLE IV: Implementation of the Comprehensive Plan 

Zoning/Subdivision and Land Development/Official Map/Unified 
Development/PRD/TND/Capital Budget and Program, etc. 

 ARTICLE V: General Procedures 
Ordinance enactment/ordinance amendment/plan reviews/application reviews, 

etc. 
 

Other articles may be developed for specialized planning activities or procedures.  
 
 



 

1. New Article I: General Provisions 
This new version provides two special provisions which are quite different from what is found in the 
current MPC. The Statement of Principles establishes that the decision of municipalities to plan is 
voluntary. Further, it sets as the ethical foundation for planning fairness and justice for all people. 

The Purpose of the Act statement is much different from the current MPC version which, after the 
introductory statement (essentially the same as first appeared in the 1968 enactmen) is simply a 
listing of the topics added by subsequent amendments. This new version is a statement defining what 
municipal and county planning is, and what its fundamental purpose is. It sets standards and 
expectations for what planning should be. It clearly notes that the responsibility for community 
planning is vested in the elected governing body. 

 

Statement of Principles, Purpose of the Act, and General Provisions  

Section 101. Statement of Principles.--- While the value of having a planning process in all 
communities is unquestioned, the decision of municipalities to engage in planning must be 
voluntary. The planning process must faithfully serve the public interest. The ethical position 
of planners and the plans they help to create should support the fair, equitable, and respectful 
treatment of all people who reside, may to desire to reside, and work or do business in, the 
communities being planned. Planning serves to protect and promote the American institution 
of private property.  
 
Section 102. Purpose of the Act.--- It is the purpose of this Act to provide good planning 
through the comprehensive planning of all government functions. The purpose of planning is 
to promote an understanding of a geographical governmental jurisdiction in all its aspects: 
people, economy, public finance, cultural and social structure, geography, natural resources, 
private property, use of land and buildings, transportation, governmental structure, among 
other considerations. Planning is an essential function that enables those empowered by the 
Act to provide services and meet the needs of the present generation without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their needs. A purpose of planning is to balance the 
social, economic, and cultural well-being of people, their communities, and the environment.  

Local and county governments are designated as the primary authorities for planning and 
managing development within their jurisdictions. The elected governing body of the unit of 
government is granted the powers in the Act and shall be the chief planning decision body of 
government. The governing body may create a planning agency to assist in this task. For the 
planning function to be carried out effectively, it must be supported with professional 
planning staff and/or consulting services, and an adequate budget.  

The Act encourages municipalities, counties and regions to prepare and adopt comprehensive 
plans to establish policies to guide the administration of local land use and related 
regulations, the acquisition and disposition of land and interests in land, and the scheduling 
and implementation of capital projects.  

The Act provides for standard planning procedures to ensure that they are open, accessible, 



 

timely, fair, and efficient. It includes a system of administrative and judicial review of local 
planning and development decisions that encourages both effective citizen participation and 
the prompt resolution of disputes to ensure that community interests are served.  

Cooperation, coordination, and consistency among various governmental public 
jurisdictions, private sectors, and other interests in the planning and development process is 
expected and encouraged. This Act provides that all relevant parties to a particular problem 
or concern can participate in the solution to the problem, regardless of jurisdictional 
boundaries.  
 

Section 103. General Provisions.---  

(1) Short Title  

(2) Effective Date  

(3) Construction of Act (use present Act)  

(4) Constitutional Construction (use present Act)  

(5) Appropriations, Grants and Gifts (use present Act)  

(6) Definitions (notes regarding definitions)  
  1) All current definitions should be reviewed and changes made if necessary. 

 2) New definitions may be needed. 
3)  The following current definitions should be deleted or substantially modified to make 
them useful to the users of the Planning Code: General consistency, generally consistent, 
Planned Residential Development, Forestry, Minerals, Specific Plan and Traditional 
Neighborhood Development. Also Public infrastructure services should be limited to 
consideration of densities.  

 

Definitions to be included in New Article I Definitions 
 

Definition of Comprehensive Plan  
A comprehensive plan is a general plan for the interrelated physical, economic, social, 
cultural, and natural features of a municipality for a future period of time, which serves as 
the framework for decisions of the elected governing body regarding the change, 
development, and sustainability of the municipality. 
 
Definition of Community Facility 
A service or activity, whether provided by public, private, or semi-public agencies, which is 
intended to contribute to the safety, health, general welfare, and pleasurable aspects of daily 
living of persons in a municipality, county, or region. Such services and activities may 



 

include such things as: health, recreation, public safety, education, personal care, ….etc.  
 
Definition of Capital Improvements Budget 
 
Definition of Capital Improvements Plan 
 

 



 
 

2. New Article II:  Planning Agencies  
 
 
The current Article II, Planning Agencies, has several deficiencies that this new version improves. 
First, it clearly establishes that the planning authority in a municipality or county is vested in the 
elected governing body which may establish a distinct agency to advise it on matters of development 
and community-building. 
 
It clarifies and distinguishes the various forms of planning agency available to municipalities, and it 
attempts to make it easier for municipalities to create planning agencies that are organized to deal 
with specific issues or resources. And, it attempts to explain the purposes of a planning agency. 
 
For the first time county planning agencies are specifically identified as a distinctive form of 
planning agency, with duties far different and more extensive than that of municipal planning 
agencies. 
 
Joint Planning Agencies, which were excised in the MPC amendments of 2000, are re-instated, 
thereby overcoming a serious omission. 
 
Finally, initial and continuing education of municipal, county, joint, and special purpose planning 
agencies is required. 
 

 
1. Purpose of Planning Agencies 

The elected governing body is the ultimate planning authority for the municipality. At its 
discretion it may be assisted by planning agencies which it creates to advise on policy 
regarding the long term physical, economic, and social development of the municipality or 
jurisdiction. 

 
2. Creation of Planning Agencies. The Governing Body shall have the power to create or abolish 

planning agencies, by ordinance, to serve the municipality. The forms of planning agency 
are: 

 
a) Planning Commission. A citizen group of residents of the municipality. 
b) Planning Department. An agency of paid professional planners, and related staff. 
c) Combination planning commission and planning department. The duties of each shall be 
indicated in the ordinance creating it. 

 
d) In addition, the Governing Body may create, by resolution, a planning committee, 
comprised entirely of members of the elected governing body. A planning committee may 
perform all of the duties and responsibilities provided in this act.  

 
e) The Governing Body may enter into agreements with other jurisdictions to create, by 
ordinance or resolution, joint planning agencies or special purpose planning agencies. 
(example: joint planning commission, watershed planning group.) 

 



 
 

f) The engineer for the municipality, or an engineer appointed by the governing body, shall 
serve the planning agency as engineering advisor. The solicitor for the municipality, or an 
attorney appointed by the governing body, shall serve the planning agency as legal advisor. 

 
3. Responsibility of Governing Body 

a) Shall provide funds and resources to be used by the planning agency(ies) in furtherance of 
its authorized responsibilities. 
b) May employ administrative and technical services to aid in carrying out the provisions of 
this act either as consultants on particular matters or as regular employees of the 
municipality. 
c) Provide funds to staff the planning department. 
d) May approve the use and utilization of any funds, personnel or other assistance made 
available to the planning agency by the county, the Commonwealth, or the Federal 
government or any of their agencies, or from private sources. 
e) Have approval authority for applications as provided in land use ordinances, and may 
delegate responsibilities as authorized in this act. (example: SALDO decisions) 

 
4. General Powers and Duties of Planning Agencies  

a) Shall maintain and keep on file records of its actions. All records and files of the planning 
agency shall be in the possession of the governing body.  

 
b) At the request of the governing body shall be required to 
• Direct preparation of a comprehensive plan. 
• Direct preparation of other functional and project plans. 
• Direct preparation of a zoning ordinance, unified development ordinance, subdivision and 

land development ordinance, official map, and make recommendations on proposed 
amendments. 

• Administer the subdivision and land development ordinance. 
• Review, and when authorized, approve subdivision and land development applications. 
• Do such other acts or make such studies as may be necessary to fulfill the duties and 

obligations imposed by this act. 
• Direct the preparation and maintain a capital improvements program. 
• Direct the preparation of environmental studies. 
• Direct the preparation of a municipal water resources plan. 
• Direct the preparation of studies regarding the feasibility and practicability of using 

renewable energy sources in specific areas of the municipality. 
• Confer and cooperate with, and coordinate, the work of other municipal commissions and 

boards on plans and programs related to the areas of work and responsibility of the 
planning agency. 

• Require from other departments and agencies, including municipal authorities, such 
available information as relates to the work of the planning agency. 

• Present testimony before any board. 
• Hold public hearings and meetings. 
• Promote interest in and understanding of planning, and provide educational programs in 

planning and related subjects. 
• Make recommendations to governmental, civic, and private agencies and individuals as to 



 
 

the effectiveness of proposals of such agencies and individuals. 
• Provide information to civic and private agencies and individuals. 
• Charge such fees to recover costs of services as may be permitted by the governing body. 
• In the performance of its functions enter upon any land to make examinations and surveys 

with the consent of the owner. 
• Review the zoning ordinance, unified development ordinance, subdivision and land 

development ordinance, and such other ordinances and regulations governing the 
development of land no less frequently than it reviews the adopted comprehensive plan. 

 
5. Municipal or County Planning Commission 
a)  Purpose. To assist the governing body manage the long-range development and 
sustainability of the municipality or county by- 
• advising on physical development projects. 
• recommending solutions and plan for land use and quality of life problems that exist. 
• identifying issues that may be future problems. 
• representing the municipality in its efforts to cooperate with and coordinate land use 

actions with other municipalities and jurisdictions. 
 
b) Membership 

1) 3 to 9 members 
2) Up to 3 alternate members 
3) Majority shall be “citizen” members who are not officials or employees of the 
municipality; a minority may be “officials” of the municipality. (examples: on a 3 
member commission at least 2 shall be citizen members; 4-5 member commission at 
least 3 shall be citizen members; 6-7 member commission at least 5 shall be citizen 
members; 8-9 member commission at least 6 shall be citizen members.)  
4) Term of office: 4 years 
5) Qualifications; resident of municipality; successful completion of required 
training as required in this act; annual continuing education as provided in this 
act. 
6) Removal for cause. 
7) Conduct of business: 

Commission selects its leaders annually. 
Leaders may succeed themselves. 
Commission shall adopt bylaws to govern its operations and procedures.  
All commission meetings shall be governed by Sunshine Law. 
Commission shall keep records of its business. 
Commission shall submit to the Governing Body by March 1 of each year a 
report of its activities of the past year and its plan of activities with estimated 
costs and resources needed for the coming year. 
Commission may provide interim reports as necessary or requested by the 
governing body. 

 
6. County Planning Agency.  

a) Purpose. A multi-function planning agency that primarily serves the county governing 
body by advising on development policy affecting county governmental services, programs, 



 
 

and facilities. The county planning agency also serves as a link to the planning activities of 
municipalities within the county, and with Commonwealth, Federal, and other governmental 
jurisdictions.  

 
b) If a county planning department is established it may serve as the staff of the county 
planning commission. 

 
c) Duties and Responsibilities. In addition to the general duties and responsibilities of 
planning agencies indicated in Subsection 4: 
• May cooperate with other planning agencies, and participate with them, in the preparation 

and implementation of comprehensive and other plans. 
• With the consent of the county governing body may perform planning services for any 

municipality whose governing body requests such assistance. 
• Shall provide reviews of applications as required by law (examples: SALDO, amendments 

to land use ordinances, agricultural security areas, etc.) 
• Undertake the cooperative planning of natural and man-made systems and features that 

are not contained in a single municipal jurisdiction (examples: watersheds, agricultural 
soils, riparian and greenways, stormwater management, floodplain management, historic 
preservation, hazard mitigation.) 

• Provide technical planning and information services on a contracted or for fee basis for 
such things as dispute mediation, grant writing, statistical information; model ordinances, 
GIS mapping, public information, and others as needed and appropriate. 

• Assemble, organize, analyze and disseminate data related to planning. 
• Provide administrative services for such programs as CDBG, farmland preservation, 

administration of land use ordinances, and others as needed and appropriate. 
• Conduct planning education, on a fee or contracted basis, for planning agencies and 

citizens, including course development, scheduling and delivery. 
• Participate in statutory inter-agency planning and cooperation, including Metropolitan 

Planning Organization, Census Bureau, school districts, and others as needed and 
appropriate. 

 
[NOTE: Much of sections 7, 8 and 9 are modified from pre-2000 Article XI.] 
 
7. Joint Planning Commission 

a) Purpose. To encourage municipalities and counties to effectively plan for their future 
development and to coordinate their planning with neighboring municipalities, counties, and 
other governmental agencies. 
 
b) Creation of JPC. The governing bodies of two or more municipalities may, by ordinance, 
authorize the establishment and participation in a joint planning commission. 
 
c) Each member municipality may from time to time, upon the request of the JPC, assign or 
detail to the commission any staff of the municipality to make special surveys or studies. 
 
d) Membership. The number and qualifications of the members of a JPC shall be such as 
may be determined and agreed upon by the governing bodies. 



 
 

1) Members of the JPC shall be required to meet the required training and continuing 
education standards for planning commission members. Members who have received 
the required training for a position on a municipal or county planning commission 
shall be exempted. 
2) Members of a JPC shall serve without salary but may be compensated for 
expenses incurred in the performance of their duties. 
3) Every JPC shall adopt rules for the transactions, findings and determinations, 
which record shall be a public record. 
4) A JPC shall elect a chairperson whose term shall not exceed one (1) year and who 
shall be eligible for reelection. The commission may create and elect from its 
membership other offices as it may determine. 

 
(e) Organization and Staffing 

1) The ordinance which creates a joint municipal planning commission shall: 
a) state the purpose for the creation of the planning commission; 
b) specify which of the activities identified by this act the joint municipal planning 
commission shall be authorized to undertake; 
c) specify which activities shall remain with the local planning commissions, when 
they are retained; 
d) specify how the work of the joint planning commission and local planning 
commissions shall be coordinated, integrated, and communicated; 
e) specify the notice and procedures which a member municipality must follow when 
withdrawing from the joint municipal planning commission; 
f) specify the notice and procedures when the member municipalities decide to 
dissolve the joint municipal planning commission. 

 
2) Within the limits of its financial resources joint municipal planning commissions 
shall have the power to appoint such employees and staff as it may deem necessary 
for its work, and contract with professional planners and other consultants for 
services it may require. 

 
3) A joint municipal planning commission shall submit to the governing bodies of 
the member municipalities, by April 30, a report of its activities of the past year, 
implications of changes for future planning, and its plan of activities with estimated 
costs for the coming year. The commission may provide interim reports at its 
discretion, or when requested by any of the member governing bodies. 

 
(f) Finance 

1) The governing bodies of municipalities shall appropriate funds for the purpose of 
operating a joint municipal planning commission. 
2) With the consent of the governing bodies a joint municipal planning commission 
may also receive grants from the federal or state governments, or from individuals or 
foundations, and shall have the authority to contract therewith. 

(g) Program 
1) A joint municipal planning commission shall identify issues of significance to the 
area encompassed by the member municipalities and indicate those activities that 



 
 

will require coordination and cooperation among them. 
2) At the request of the governing bodies of the member municipalities the joint 
planning commission shall prepare and maintain a comprehensive plan, in 
accordance with this act, for the guidance and continuing development of the 
participating municipalities. 
3) With the approval of the governing bodies of the member municipalities a joint 
municipal planning commission may prepare other plans and studies. 
4) In the preparation of the joint municipal comprehensive plan consideration shall 
be given to the comprehensive plans of the county, adjoining municipalities, and the 
member municipalities in order that the objectives of each plan can be protected and 
promoted to the greatest extent possible to attain consistency among the various 
plans and the joint municipal comprehensive plan. 
 

8. Cooperation Among Joint Municipal Planning Commission, Municipalities, & Others.  
Every joint municipal planning commission shall encourage the cooperation of the 
participating municipalities in matters which concern the integrity of the comprehensive plan 
or maps prepared by the commission and, as an aid toward coordination, all municipalities 
and public officials shall, upon request, furnish the joint municipal planning commission 
within a reasonable time the available maps, plans, reports, statistical or other information 
the commission may need for its work. 

 
9. Intergovernmental Cooperation.  

For the purposes of this act, the governing body may utilize the authority granted under 53 
PA.C.S § § 2303 (a) (relating to intergovernmental cooperation authorized) and 2315 
(relating to effect of joint cooperation agreements). 

 
10. Required Training of Planning Commissioners. 

Appointed members and alternates of municipal, county, joint municipal planning 
commissions, and special purpose planning agencies shall successfully complete an initial 
qualifying course within one year of appointment. In each successive year of appointment 
members shall complete a required number of credits or hours of continuing education in 
topics related to planning. Failure to comply may be the basis for removal for cause. Joint 
municipal planning commission members and members of special purpose planning agencies 
who have completed these requirements as an appointee of a municipal or county planning 
agency shall be exempted. 



3. New Article III: Comprehensive Planning  
 

This Article is renamed “Comprehensive Planning” to more accurately reflect that Pennsylvania 
municipalities prepare and act on plans, not all of which are of the particular type referred to as 
a “comprehensive plan.” It is intended to underscore that in its verb form, planning is an active,  
continuous function of all governmental units, whereas a plan is a finite product. We wish to 
promote planning, not just the making of a particular plan. 
 
Nowhere in the current MPC is “comprehensive plan” defined, nor is the purpose of a 
comprehensive plan identified. It should not be assumed that everyone knows what is meant by 
the term.  A definition of comprehensive plan is prepared for inclusion in the definitions section 
in Article 1. Further, the new text includes a statement of the purpose of a comprehensive plan. 
 
The role of the planning agency in the process of preparing comprehensive and other plans is 
explicitly stated. 
 
Only up-to-date plans are truly useful so both “reviews” and “updates” of comprehensive plans 
are called for. The differences between them, and the required timing and reporting of plan 
reviews, are specifically noted. This will bring clarity to the current incoherent provisions. 
 

 
1. Grant of Power  

a) The governing body of each municipality and county shall have the power to prepare, 
revise, amend, and adopt plans to guide the future development of the municipality or 
county.   
b) The planning agency of the municipality, county, or joint planning organization shall 
be responsible for directing the preparation of a comprehensive plan, and other plans, as 
may be requested by the governing body.  
c) In the process of preparing plans the planning agency shall encourage the participation 
of residents, organizations, agencies, and others both within and outside the jurisdiction 
who may be affected by such plans.   
 

2. Required Comprehensive Plan  
a) Municipalities and counties shall prepare, maintain, review, and periodically update as 

required by this Act a comprehensive plan. In the preparation and maintenance of such 
plans they may confer with and solicit ideas and information from any municipalities, 
agencies, and organizations they choose. 

 
b) Joint planning organizations may jointly prepare a comprehensive plan that serves 

multiple governmental jurisdictions.   
 

3. Purpose of Comprehensive Plan 
A comprehensive plan is an official statement of the governing body of a municipality, 



county, or cooperating group of municipalities, regarding long term future development 
goals and policies. The plan serves as a guide for the governing body, planning agency, 
other public agencies, and private citizens and organizations who make development and 
budgetary decisions. 
 

4.    Required Comprehensive Plan Elements  
A comprehensive plan consists of textual, maps, charts, and other materials as necessary 
to fulfill the duty required by the Act.  The following plan, implementation, and review 
elements shall be required and addressed in the preparation of the comprehensive plan to 
the extent appropriate to the jurisdictions for which the plan is being made. 

 
A comprehensive plan that does not include all the required elements may be subject to 
challenge regarding its validity as the basis for land use regulations. 

 
a) Comprehensive Plan Statement 

1) A statement of the planning objectives of the municipality concerning its future 
development and sustainability (including but not limited to:  the location, 
character, density, intensity, and timing of development).   
 

       b) Plan Elements 
2) A plan for future land uses. 
3) A plan to meet the housing needs of current and future residents of all ages and 

income levels within the areas planned for such development.   
4) A transportation plan for the movement of people and goods in the municipality, 

and with other municipalities and regions. 
5) A plan for community facilities and services benefitting current and future 

residents of the municipality. 
6) A plan for economic development of the municipality within its region. 
7) An energy conservation plan for the effective utilization of renewable energy 

resources. 
8) A plan for the reliable and safe supply of water, which shall include a plan for 

protecting the sources of water supplies serving the population of the 
municipality, with consideration of surrounding regions.  

9) A plan for protecting, improving and enhancing prime agricultural land, natural 
and historic resources within the municipality, as they are related to their regional 
context. 

10) The Sewage Facilities Plan as required by the Act 537 of 1966, as amended, shall 
be adopted by reference as a required element of the comprehensive plan. 
 
 



c) Implementation Elements 
11)  A capital improvements plan for the implementation of those features of the 

comprehensive plan that are the responsibility, or requires the financial  
participation, of the municipality.  

12)  A plan of short and long-term plan strategies and actions for implementing the 
objectives and elements of the plan. 
 

d) Review Elements  
13)  A written review of the elements of the plan and how they contribute to and are 

consistent with the planning objectives of the municipality, county, or group of 
jurisdictions. 
 

14)  A written review of the objectives of the plan and plan elements as they relate to 
proposed development plans and trends in contiguous municipalities, the county,  
and region. In reviewing the relationship of the plan with the plans of other juris- 
dictions it shall include an assessment of how the municipality’s comprehensive 
plan  

a) contributes to the accomplishment the other plans;  
b) is different from and thereby impedes or interferes with the 
accomplishment of the other plans; or  
c) has no effect on the other plans. 

 
 e) Optional Elements 

Municipalities, counties, and joint planning organizations may include other 
elements in their comprehensive plans. 
 

5. Additional County Comprehensive Plan Elements  
In addition to the required elements in 4 a-d, county planning agencies shall prepare plans 
including maps and textual material for: 

(1) Natural resources and minerals; 
(2) Current land uses having regional impact and significance; 
(3) Prime and other agricultural lands; 
(4) Historic resources. 

(i) In identifying these natural and human resources the county planning 
agency may prepare plans for their preservation, protection, and 
utilization.  
(ii) Prepare advisory guidelines that promote compatibility and general 
consistency among land uses, and promote uniformity with respect to 
planning and zoning terminology and common types of land use 
regulations.  

 



6. Adoption of Comprehensive Plan. 
The comprehensive plan shall be adopted pursuant to the procedures in new Article  V: 
Procedures. 
 

7.    Review of Comprehensive Plan  
a) To ensure the continuing relevance and utility of the comprehensive plan it shall be 
reviewed on an annual basis. The comprehensive plan review shall examine all the 
elements of the comprehensive to determine if any changes within and outside the 
municipality have a significant impact on the plan as adopted. 
 
b) The review shall be carried out by the planning agency of the municipality. Additional 
resources to assist the planning agency may be provided by the governing body. 
 
c) If the review discloses significant impacts on the comprehensive plan the planning 
agency may propose to the governing body that the plan should be modified, revised or 
updated. 
 
d) The annual comprehensive plan review shall be included in the Annual Report of the 
planning agency to the governing body as required by this Act.* 

 

 * The Annual Report is the only mandated requirement imposed by the MPC on planning 
agencies. Should penalties be imposed for failure to perform this duty was discussed by the 
Subcommittee. If penalties are called for, what should they be?  Two possible options were 
discussed, neither of which is particularly strict, or preferred. Other options are needed. 
 

1. Note that failure to annually review the comprehensive plan may subject the 
municipality to challenge regarding its validity as the basis for land use 
regulations. 
2. Note that failure of the planning agency to annually review the comprehensive 
plan may subject its members to a charge of nonfeasance which may result in 
removal of the members as provided in Article 2. 

 
8. Update of Comprehensive Plan 

a) Comprehensive plans may be updated at any time as determined by a municipality or 
county. An update to a comprehensive plan may include modifications, revisions, 
additions, or other changes to any or all parts of the plan, including text, maps, and 
related materials, for the purpose of ensuring the plan will be a useful and current guide 
for actions by the governing body, other governmental agencies, and citizens. 
 
b) It shall be the responsibility of the planning agency of the jurisdiction to direct the 
preparation of updates to the comprehensive plan. 
 



c) The governing body shall provide resources to the planning agency to carry out the 
task of updating the comprehensive plan. 
 
d) Proposed modifications, revisions, additions, or other changes to a municipal or 
multimunicipal comprehensive plan, whether textual or graphic (maps and diagrams), 
shall be forwarded to the county planning agency, superintendent of the school district, 
water and sewer authorities, adjacent municipalities, and others as determined by the 
municipality or municipalities. Each review group shall have 45 days to provide 
comments to the municipal governing body or multimunicipal planning agency proposing 
the revisions. 
 
e) Proposed modifications, revisions, additions, or other changes to a county 
comprehensive plan, whether textual or graphic (maps and diagrams), shall be forwarded 
to the municipalities in the county, superintendent(s) of the school district(s), water and 
sewer authorities, and others as determined by the county. Each review group shall have 
45 days to provide the county governing body with comments. 
 
f) Following the expiration of the 45 day review period the municipality, multimunicipal 
agency, or county may proceed with the update of its plan and actions related to it. 

 
9.   Detailed (Other, Optional) Plans 

a) In addition to a comprehensive plan a municipality, county, or joint planning organization 
may prepare other plans it deems necessary to carry out its governmental planning 
responsibilities and objectives. 

b) While a comprehensive plan is a generalized plan, optional plans are detailed and specific 
with regard to a particular government service, function, area, or need. 

c) Such plans shall be prepared under the direction of the planning agency of the municipal, 
county, or joint municipal organization. 

d) Such plans may be adopted pursuant to the procedures in Article V.  When adopted such 
plans become part of the comprehensive plan. 

e) Such plans may be amended, revised, updated at any time, pursuant to the procedures in 
Article V.  

e)  Detailed Plans are not required to conform to municipal or county boundaries. All or 
parts of municipalities and counties may be included in the area for which the plan is being 
made. The extent of such plans may be set up based upon provision of a service or facility, 
development of regional significance, natural features, or function being planned. 
f)    Such plans shall be internally consistent with the adopted comprehensive plan. 

 
10.   Legal Status of Adopted Comprehensive Plan 

 
a) For the purpose of assuring consistency of proposed public projects with the 



comprehensive plan and community planning objectives, following the adoption of the 
comprehensive plan the planning agency for the jurisdiction adopting the plan shall be 
required to review any proposed action of the governing body, its departments, agencies, 
and appointed authorities and make recommendations if the proposed action relates to: 

1) The location, opening, vacation, extension, widening, narrowing or 
enlargement of any  

(a) street, public parking facility, public transit facility….. 
(b) public grounds, including parks, playgrounds, recreation centers, trails, 

paths, other  recreational and other public areas….. 
(c)  sites for schools and other educational facilities….. 
(d) sewage treatment, refuse disposal, storm water management 

facilities….. 
(e) publicly owned or operated scenic and historic sites….. 
(f) other publicly owned or operated facilities….. 

 
2) The governing body shall forward its intention of proposed action to the 

planning agency which shall make its recommendation to the governing body, 
in writing, within 45 days of its receipt. 

3) The governing body shall take no action until such recommendation is 
received.  

4) If the planning agency fails to act within 45 days the governing body may 
proceed without its recommendation. 

5) The recommendation of the planning agency shall not prevent action by the 
governing body. 

[NOTE: 2-5 may be included in new Article V:Procedures] 
 

b) For the purpose of assuring consistency with the county comprehensive plan, in 
municipalities that do not have an adopted comprehensive plan, any proposed action of 
the governing body of such municipality, its departments, agencies, and appointed 
authorities shall be required to be reviewed by the planning agency for the county which 
shall make recommendations if the proposed action relates to: 
 

1) The location, opening, vacation, extension, widening, narrowing or 
enlargement of any  

(a) street, public parking facility, public transit facility….. 
(b) public grounds, including parks, playgrounds, recreation centers, trails, 
paths, other  recreational and other public areas….. 
(c)  sites  for schools and other educational facilities….. 
(d)  sewage treatment, refuse disposal, storm water management 
facilities….. 
(e)  publicly owned or operated scenic and historic sites….. 



(f) other publicly owned or operated facilities….. 
2) The governing body shall forward its intention of proposed action to the 

county planning agency which shall make its recommendation to the 
governing body in writing within 45 days of its receipt. 

3) The governing body shall take no action until such recommendation is 
received. 

4) If the county planning agency fails to act within 45 days the governing body 
may proceed without its recommendation. 

5) The recommendation of the county planning agency shall not prevent action 
by the governing body. 

[NOTE: 2-5 may be included in Article V: Procedures.] 
 
11.  Legal Status of Comprehensive Plans and School Districts 

 
a) Following adoption of a comprehensive plan by a municipality or county, any 
proposed action of the governing body of any public school district located within such  
municipality or county relating to 

a) location of new, or expansion of existing, school facilities,   
b) demolition or removal of existing school facilities, 
c) sale, lease, or development of school district land or structures for non-

education use, 
d) …………. 

 
shall be submitted to the planning agency of the municipality in which it is proposed, the 
joint planning organization if one exists, and the county for review and recommendation  
to determine the consistency of such proposed action with the comprehensive plans and  
planning objectives.  

 
1) It shall be the responsibility of the governing body of the school district to 

forward its intention of proposed action to the county and municipal planning 
agencies in which the school district is located.   

2) Such planning agencies shall make their recommendation to the school district 
governing body, in writing, within 45 days of its receipt. 

3)  The governing body of the school district shall take no action until such 
recommendation is received or the expiration of 45 days. 

4) If any of the planning agencies shall fail to act within 45 days the governing 
body of the school district may proceed without their recommendation. 

5) Failure of the governing body of a school district to carry out the requirement 
for planning agency reviews as required in this subsection is deemed a 
procedural error which may be challenged in a court of appropriate 
jurisdiction by parties affected by the proposed action. 



Definitions to be included in New Article I definitions 
 

Comprehensive Plan  
A comprehensive plan is a general plan for the interrelated physical, economic, social, 
cultural, and natural features of a municipality for a future period of time, which serves as 
the framework for decisions of the elected governing body regarding the change, 
development, and sustainability of the municipality. 
 

Community Facility 
A service or activity, whether provided by public, private, or semi-public agencies, which 
is intended to contribute to the safety, health, general welfare, and pleasurable aspects of 
daily living of persons in a municipality, county, or region. Such services and activities 
may include such things as: health, recreation, public safety, education, personal care, 
….etc.   



 
4. New Article IV: The Implementation of the Comprehensive Plan  

 
This new article focuses attention on the customary tools used by municipalities and counties to 
implement the comprehensive and other plans they make. In any planning activity the important 
thing is not the plans that are made, but the plans that are implemented. Planning must lead to 
action or it has no value. 
 
Currently, the basic implementation tools, that is, land use regulations, are found in separate 
articles of the MPC. The Subcommittee proposes that all the standard regulations be found in 
subsections of a single article. This would help emphasize the various tools and help planners 
and elected officials see the interrelationship among them. 
 
Most significantly, this new article must contain details on capital improvements plans and 
budgets. Municipal and county investment of financial resources is a direct and key means of 
plan implementation which is totally overlooked in the present MPC.  
 
The outline shows how the implementation pieces would fit in a single article. This is followed by 
concept documents and work that has been done to put provisions into standard legislative form. 
These materials have not been completed and require further discussion and refinement. They 
must be reviewed for consistency with other sections of the proposed Code. Some implementation 
tools have not been worked on at all by the Subcommittee. 
 
 
A.  New Article IV 
a) Outline of New Article 
 
1. Purpose of Implementation 
If they are to have value and serve the public, the plans that are adopted by municipalities must 
be implemented. Not to carry them out is wasteful of time, effort, and money and destroys public 
confidence. 
 
2.  General Powers [Include intergovernmental plans and actions, contiguous municipalities, 
role of county, regional planning and organizations, limitations, effects of other legislation.] 
 
3. Definitions. [If not established elsewhere, perhaps in an appendix. Also attempt to bring 
consistency to zoning terminology, including the names of zoning districts.] 
 
4. Provisions 
 1. Minimum elements of implementation documents and maps, plus suggested elements. 
Establish minimum time after adoption of comprehensive plan, e.g., two years. List minimum 
requirements, for e.g., Unified Development Ordinance, Zoning (including options i.e., planned 
residential development; traditional neighborhood development), Subdivision and Land 
Development, Official Map, Capital Budgeting. 
 



5. Zoning 
 Section 5a. Zoning Map 
 1. Purpose 
 2. Zoning Map Procedures 
  a. Amendments 
  b. Curative amendment [eliminate this option] 
 3. Zoning Map Provisions [minimum and suggested] 
 4. Enactment and Implementation [including amendments] 
 

Section 5b. Zoning Ordinance 
1. Purpose. [Could include land classification and definitions, statements on preservation 
and community development objectives] 

 2. Zoning Ordinance Procedures 
  a. Amendments 
  b. Curative amendments [eliminate this option] 
 3. Zoning Ordinance Provisions [minimum and suggested optional content] 
 4. Enactment and Implementation [including amendments] 
 
6. Official Map 
 1. Purpose 
 2. Official Map Procedures 
  a. Timelines 
  b. amendments 
 3. Official Map Provisions [minimum and suggested] 
 4. Enactment and Implementation [including amendments] 
 
7. Subdivision and Land-Development Ordinance 
 1. Purpose 
 2. SLDO Procedures 
  a. Timelines 
  b. Sketch plan process; preliminary and final plans 
  c. Amendments 
 3. SLDO Provisions [minimum and suggested optional content; e.g., create an associated 
technical manual containing charts, diagrams, schematics, call-outs, and other elements of a plan 
detailing what and how the municipality wants to see them.] 
 4. Plats 
  -Approval 
  -Recording plats and deeds 
 5. Enactment and Implementation [including amendments] 
 
8. Unified Development Ordinance 
 
9. Capital Improvements Plans [see b) Concept Paper which follows] 
 
10. Administration [legal context, penalties (if any)] 
 -Fees 



 -Financial guarantees;: bonding, securities, escrow 
 - Enforcement 
 -Jurisdiction 
  –Zoning officer 
  – District Judge 
 -Relief 
  –Zoning Appeals 
  –Waivers 

-Publication, legal notices (with free options), availability (municipal building, library, 
Website, county) 

 - Enforcement remedies 
 

Based on draft prepared by Patrick Fero, March, 2008 
 
b) Concept Paper: Capital Improvements  
 
The Subcommittee in its work has strongly supported capital improvements programming as 
both a central planning and implementation component. As a tool for implementing plans, the 
following recommended requirements should be included in the new article on Implementation.  
 
The particulars for the preparation and application of the capital improvements budget and 
program should parallel the provisions in the MPC dealing with implementing regulations (e.g., 
zoning regulations, subdivision and land development regulations, among others) as these may 
otherwise relate to the comprehensive plan and the facilities and services provided by a 
municipality or county. 
 
a) A capital improvements budget and program for the implementation of the comprehensive 
plan shall be adopted by the municipality. 
 
b) The municipal capital improvements budget and program shall be prepared in concert with the 
preparation of the annual operating budget of the subject municipality. 
 
c) In implementing the comprehensive plan, the capital improvements budget and program shall 
consider the responsibilities and authority of the municipality and deal with the facilities and/or 
services as may be appropriate relative to those responsibilities. 
 
d) In the preparation of the capital improvements budget and program in concert with this 
operating budget of the municipality, particular consideration and attention shall be directed to 
the maintenance of the facilities and services and their provision in the operating budget of the 
municipality. 
 
e) This requirement for a municipal capital improvements budget and program shall apply to any 
special district as well (i.e., school district, water and sewer district, conservation district, among 
others). 

 
Prepared by Irving Hand, FAICP 



 
 

B. Zoning 
 

a) Concept Paper: Considerations for Changes to Zoning Provisions 
 

Following are suggestions for the zoning subsection of new Article IV: Implementation. Some of 
these were discussed by the Subcommittee but have not all have been fully endorsed.  
  
1. The basic approach to zoning should be that   

zoning ordinances shall be in accordance with an adopted comprehensive plan. 
Note: the Subcommittee concurs that zoning must be based on an adopted plan. 

 
Rationale: 
• Pennsylvania is one of the few states that does not call for this basic standard. We should join 

with the others. There is nothing to be gained from the current authorization statement in §601, 
and a lot that is negative about it. It is unnecessarily confusing and ambiguous when it should be 
straightforward. Specifically, the statement “to implement comprehensive plans and to 
accomplish any of the purposes of the act.” 

• In the adopted Statement of PPA Planning Principles, Land Use Regulations, it states that “Land 
use regulations must be based on an adopted comprehensive plan. This standard serves to protect 
the public interest.” We should incorporate this principle in the MPC revision. 

• By tying zoning to a comprehensive plan it eliminates the “consistency merry-go-round” 
currently in the MPC. A comprehensive plan and zoning either is, or it is not, in accord with each 
other. 

• Such a requirement probably will affect a relatively small number of the approximately 1,500-
1,600 municipalities with zoning ordinances. 

• Consideration should be given to a phasing in of this requirement. Municipalities without a 
comprehensive plan should be given time to develop one.  

• Consideration should also be given to those municipalities with a zoning ordinance (perhaps 
revised) and an old comprehensive plan that no longer serves as the basis for the zoning program. 
These, too, should be allowed time to bring them into compliance. 

• A feasible, low cost option is for municipalities without a comprehensive plan to adopt the county 
comprehensive plan. This substitution would allow small and resource challenged municipalities 
to have zoning, and also promotes consistency. It would quell concerns regarding mandatory 
planning and “unfunded mandates.” 

 
2. The Curative Amendment procedure should be eliminated. (both Landowner and Municipal) 
 
Rationale: 
• There is an established procedure in the MPC for deciding substantive challenges to zoning 

ordinance validity. The procedure is conducted through the ZHB.This should be sufficient.  
• Landowners have the right to request an amendment of the zoning of their property. The 

landowner curative amendment is another amendment procedure, presumably based on a need to 
overcome a validity issue. Experience shows that the relationship to invalidity is often a tenuous 
one.

• Procedurally, a governing body should not be called upon to determine whether its own zoning 



 
 

ordinance is valid. This flies in the face of the important principle of the separation of powers. 
With curative amendments governing body must defend its ordinance, decide on its validity, and 
grant or deny the corrective amendment, at the same time. This often means additional legal costs 
for the municipality. This is another extra cost on municipalities imposed by this cumbersome 
procedure.  

• From experience we know that landowners use the curative amendment procedure to intimidate 
or pressure municipal officials. The fear of extended, financially draining curative amendment 
hearings is real, and works against municipalities. By eliminating the landowner curative 
amendment this can be reduced. (Landowners can still use these tactics in a regular zoning 
amendment request.) 

• The curative amendment results in piecemeal zoning that is not necessarily in accordance with the 
comprehensive plan. If, after a fair hearing, an ordinance provision is found to be invalid, both the 
comprehensive plan and the implementing zoning should be revised based on rational planning. 

• This Subcommittee has suggested a form of “contract zoning” involving a zoning map change for 
more intense development. This might be a practical alternative to the landowner curative 
amendment, especially when the validity issue is tenuous or tangential to the owner’s desired use 
of the property. 

• The curative amendment procedure should not be available as a way to circumvent the zoning 
ordinance. 

• Likewise, the municipal curative amendment procedure should be eliminated. It is nothing more 
than a form of moratorium which either should or should not be authorized by the MPC. It is 
important to deal directly with the moratorium issue. 

• As currently set up, municipalities are penalized if they use the municipal curative amendment 
procedure by being limited to one use every 36 months. Landowners are not similarly limited in 
their use of the landowner curative amendment. If nothing else, fairness should dictate that the 
two procedures be treated in the same way. The principle should be, if it’s alright for the private 
sector it is alright for the public sector. 

• This principle is expressed in the adopted PPA Statement of Principles, Equal Treatment of 
Private and Public Actions. 

 
 
3. The “Conditional Use”  should be eliminated. 
 
Rationale: 
• Some of the same problems with the curative amendment procedure are also true of the 

Conditional Use application procedure. The most obvious flaw is that it is a duplicative 
administrative procedure. This type of planned-for use is provided for in the Special Exception 
process that is administered by a zoning hearing board. The MPC does not indicate any particular 
reason for having both procedures. 

• The governing body should not serve in both a legislative and administrative capacity, that is, 
creating the zoning designation for properties in districts, and then deciding whether an applicant 
property should receive a use permit. Again, there is a separation of powers principle at issue.

• The conditional use procedure politicizes the application process. The governing body may be 
affected by the political, rather than the land use, implications of its decision. Applicants are 
aware of such pressure and use it to their advantage. 



 
 

• Some argue that the conditional use procedure allows the governing body to deal with particularly 
sensitive land uses. That is precisely why they should not be involved in the decision on such 
uses. The governing body, in its legislative capacity, has the responsibility to establish “express 
standards and criteria” and the zone location of such uses. The planning considerations must be 
established in advance, not made up in the hearing process. The danger is that a system of 
“special permitting” is promoted by the conditional use process. 

• Whether or not the standards and criteria have been met should be the responsibility of an 
independent, impartial, hearing board. If the result of a decision on a special use application is not 
to its liking the governing body has options for rectifying the result by(1) appealing the decision, 
or (2) ordinance amendment.  

• To distinguish, as some do, that the governing body should deal with the important and sensitive 
special land uses, and the zoning hearing board should deal with the others, trivializes the 
significance of the zoning hearing board. Why would public spirited individuals want to serve on 
board that is responsible only for insignificant applications? (On the other hand, it is true that the 
zhb has jurisdiction for variances, which is significant.) 

• The argument is sometimes put forward that some zoning hearing boards are not trained to deal 
with complex land use and legal issues, so they should go to the governing body. While this may 
be an accurate criticism, it doesn’t speak to overcoming the underlying issue. Besides, there is no 
assurance that the members of the governing body are any better prepared and knowledgeable 
than the zoning hearing board. The answer is not to supplant the zhb with the governing body, but 
to make sure that members of the hearing board receive training so they can carry out their 
functions effectively and fairly. 

• Elected officials should receive training to prepare them to do an adequate job of governing 
including, as it now is authorized, conditional uses. However, the forces arrayed against 
mandatory training for elected officials probably makes this highly unlikely. On balance, a better 
bet is for mandated zhb training. 

• The bottom line must be fairness. The conditional use procedure had defects that have the 
potential to decrease, not increase, fairness. 

 
4. Moratorium Opportunity to Update Comprehensive Plans and Zoning Ordinances 
 
Rationale: 
• A fair and responsible procedure should be permitted for municipalities to prepare, or 

substantially revise, their comprehensive plans and zoning ordinances so they can meet the 
standard of “in accordance with.” 

• A time limit on such a procedure should be set so that property owners are not unduly restricted 
in the use of their property for a long period of time. 

 
5. Pending Ordinance 
 
Rationale: 
• It would be appropriate to establish at what point an ordinance, is “pending,” during which time 

use applications would not be received. Like the moratorium, strict time limits must be set to 
protect property owners from capricious governmental action. (A new definition would also be 
needed.) 



 
 

 
6. Effective Date of Ordinance 
 
Rationale: 
• While this was dealt with recently by the state legislature to specify when a zoning ordinance 

goes into effect, the statute did not change the MPC. Incorporation of the new standard into the 
MPC is needed. 

 
7. Preemptive State Statutes- Airport Zoning Act 
 
Rationale: 
• The MPC enumerates several state statutes that preempt the MPC authority for zoning. Notably, 

the Airport Zoning Act is not listed. If other statutes are listed (and there may be no reason to do 
so other than harass planners), then this act should be incorporated into the MPC authority for 
zoning. 

 
8. Eliminate Prescriptive Treatment of Certain Land Uses 
 
Rationale: 
• Currently the MPC exerts control over certain groups of land uses, e.g., forestry, mining, 

agricultural land. In addition to limiting municipal control of these uses, in some instances the 
form of the regulation is also prescribed. This is particularly true of forestry, where not only is 
forestry use a protected category, but the zoning must be by “permitted use” in every zoning 
district in every municipality. 

• The principle involved here is that the way land uses are to be regulated is best determined by the 
regulator, namely, the municipality. The adoption process is lengthy and subject to public 
hearing, which protects landowners and the general welfare. The state legislature should not 
preclude public access and involvement in the ordinance adoption process. 

• It is patently foolish to establish at the state level how a particular land use should be regulated 
without regard to the specific circumstances in a municipality. Special treatment for  preferred 
land uses or situations sometimes result in zoning authorization that is unclear, vague, or 
unworkable. For example, the protection and promotion of “prime agricultural land.”  

• In many other instances the “one size fits all” approach is repudiated by state officials (especially 
when they are running for office).  It should be also be repudiated with regard to zoning. 

 
9. Section 608.1- Municipal Authorities and Water Companies. 
 
Rationale: 
• The relationship between municipal authorities, etc, and municipalities in the community 

planning and development process is extremely important. While the inclusion of Section 608.1 
in 2000 was significant, it is inadequate and misplaced. 

• Basically, the information from such agencies is most beneficial in the comprehensive planning 
process. It is information that is useful in land use planning and for designing the implementing 
ordinances, such as zoning and SALD.  

• There is no timeline to operationalize the requirements in the section. 



 
 

• It is totally misguided in that it puts autonomous or semi-autonomous agencies in a position 
superior to the land use decision-making authority--  the governing body. The burden should be 
on the authorities to demonstrate the compatibility of their proposed projects with the land use 
planning of the municipality, not the other way around as presently exists. This is just wrong-
headed planning. 

• This is too important a planning idea to be treated in so cavalier a fashion as it is now found in 
608.1 

 
10. Section 619.2-Effect of Comprehensive Plans and Zoning Ordinances 
 
Rationale: 
• The only part of this section that in any way deals with zoning is (c)(2). It doesn’t create new 

zoning authority but refers to municipalities with a Joint Municipal Zoning Ordinance as 
permitted by Article 8-A.   

• Since 619.2 (c)(2) specifically relates to municipalities with a “joint municipal zoning ordinance,” 
it should be relocated to Article 8-A. 

• However, the “benefits” in the form of consideration by state agencies for funding, and the ability 
to share tax revenues and fees with the “joint municipal zone” (sic) are of no practical 
significance. 

• Parts a) and b) of this provision are directions to DCED/CLGS and really have no place in an 
enabling statute. 

• This is basically a useless provision which it is unnecessary to continue. 
 
 
 

Prepared by Stanford M. Lembeck, AICP 
 
 
 
 
 





























5. New Article V:  Procedures                          
 
There are common procedures in the MPC that should be standardized in a single place. 
That is the goal of the new Article V: Procedures. 
 
For example, since all land use regulations must be adopted, and may be amended, it 
makes sense that there be a single, standard procedure for all of them. (If there is 
something that is particular to any of them it may be treated separately.) For all of the 
regulations there is an external—and occasionally an internal—review called for, and 
these, too, can be standardized. 
 
Currently, each type of land use regulation contains provisions for enactment, 
amendment, and review. The Task Force/Subcommittee found examples where similar 
types of procedural provisions were inconsistent. Having them in one place would 
overcome the inconsistency problem and make it much easier to use the MPC for those 
who need to know the procedural requirements for their actions. 
 
Additionally, the whole issue of adoption and  reviews of plans and ordinances needs to 
be clarified and explicated. For example, what is the purpose of external reviews? How 
much time is needed—and required—for reviews? When reviews are received what 
happens to them, what “status” do they have with respect to the final resolution of the 
action to be taken by the initiating municipality or county? How many times does the 
same proposal have to be reviewed if there are suggested changes? These are difficult 
questions but none of these and similar procedural issues are currently addressed, and 
they should be. Right now, the MPC is both silent and ambiguous with respect to them. 
 
The Subcommittee started to address these issues but did not complete the task. There are 
some preliminary items regarding a new Procedural Article, but much more remains to 
be done. A basic conceptual piece that outlines the procedural issues, and some 
provisions in legislative language format, is included. 



a) Concept Paper: Considerations for a New Procedural Article 
 
It is desirable for all common procedures to be contained in a single article of the new 
MPC? The advantages of this would be (1) uniformity of procedures; (2) consolidation in a 
single place within the Code; (3) elimination of redundancy; (4) reduction in size of MPC.  
 

PROCEDURAL ARTICLE 
 

General Considerations 
Who makes the decision? 
Who comments before decisions are made? 
How much time is required for notice and review? 

 
What are the Principles that would guide a single, procedural article to ensure uniformity and 
due process? 
• Notice: how (forms); when, and how much time 
• Review period 
• Who receives notification; how identified 
• How much time for review 
• Who is responsible for notice, distribution, and receipt of reviews 
• When does the clock start 
• Citizen participation: where in the process; what contribution 
• Decision-making: who, timing of decision 
• Notice of decision 
• Appeals from decision 
• Sunshine Act 
 
Principles 

Uniformity and consistency of provisions 
Fairness and due process 

to ensure that all who should be heard will be heard 
and all who want to be heard has a forum to express their views 

in this way good planning will be served 
 
Procedures to be covered 

development proposals 
amendments, ordinance adoption 
administrative actions: special exceptions, conditional use 
judicial: variance 
adoption of plans and agreements 
others 

 
Based on a statement prepared by Charles Courtney, Esq., September 2006 



















Appendix  
 
 
 
In 2009 the MPC Subcommittee drafted a Policy Statement on Land Use and the 
Municipalities Planning Code. The group felt the PA Chapter-APA should have a 
position statement to present to its members and the larger planning, municipal, and 
legislative communities in the Commonwealth. It would establish where the PA Chapter 
stood on these issues. 
 
A draft policy statement was prepared by Subcommittee member Patrick Fero, and after 
internal review and revisions it was forwarded to Richard Bickel, Chairman of the 
Chapter Legislative Committee, for further review. It was suggested by the Subcommittee 
that if the Legislative Committee supported the Policy Statement it should  then forward it 
to the Chapter Board of Directors for adoption. 
 
The Legislative Committee made modest changes and did forward it for action. The 
Chapter Board approved it and this policy statement is an official statement of the 
Chapter with respect to Land Use and the Municipalities Planning Code. 
 
 
 



Appendix I 
 

Pennsylvania Chapter of the American Planning Association 
 

A Policy Statement on Land Use and the Municipalities Planning Code (MPC) 
  
 
POLICY ISSUE 
 
Pennsylvania's municipalities need a new MPC, one that is an enabling statute, a streamlined, 
user-friendly document that gives broad authority to municipalities and counties so they can be 
innovative and bold in their planning. 
  
POLICY VISION 
 
Planning by Pennsylvania's municipalities that is technically sound, sensitive to the community 
and environment, forward looking, focused on clearly defined issues, realistic in its reach relative 
to resources, concerned with its implementation, adaptable to changing circumstances, and 
respected by officials and citizens requires a new Municipalities Planning Code that: 

1.   Provides the legal justification for planning and, especially, land use regulation. 
2.   Indicates that the legislation is enabling; it may be used by municipalities if they 

choose to. 
3.   Notes that planning and land use regulations are permissive, not mandatory. 
4.   Identifies the scope of planning and its role in government. 
5.  Creates a conceptual framework for the conduct of planning. 
6.  Places primary responsibility for planning in the elected governing body. 
7.  Supplies a concise statement that grants planning authority, but omits the methods 

and limitations imposed in carrying out the authority granted in the act.  
8. Integrates into the planning process aspects of governance emphasizing the 

relationship of the many pieces of a community that contribute to the highest 
possible quality of life.  

  
 
SUPPORTIVE ACTIONS 
  
1.  Support the Municipalities Planning Code Subcommittee as it develops a new MPC in 
cooperation with other interested entities. 
2. Partner with the State Planning Board in creating a constituency for a new MPC. 
3. Regularly inform members and constituents of progress on the draft of the new MPC and seek 
feedback during the process. 
4. As the draft takes meaningful shape, create a forum by which to work with the General 
Assembly and the Governor to form the legislative framework for successful implementation of 
the new MPC. 
5. Ensure that adequate municipal and county funding for improved planning practices is 
specified. 
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