INTRODUCTION

WHY A SUBDIVISION AND LAND DEVELOPMENT ORDINANCE?

The decision to convert open land to a different use is a step that should receive the most careful consideration.  Our land is limited.  It is not a commodity that can be replaced.  It is something that we must preserve and use wisely.

When a decision is made to build a house, a street, a school, or a factory, it must be realized that an indelible mark is placed on how well patterns fit together.  The community will reap the headache of additional problems or the rewards of successful solution.  Although the development and or actual transaction in the sale of land is a private matter, the results are often a vital public concern.

The fundamental legal position is that the owner’s privilege of developing land is secondary to the public interest in maintaining health, safety, and general welfare at a high level.  This is the basis for regulation by a public agency.

ROLE OF THE PLANNING COMMISSION

The Potter County Planning Commission is the area wide agency which has been delegated the authority to review and approve all subdivision and land development plans within the County.  Plans for a subdivision for a plot of ground located in a municipality which has adopted subdivision and land development regulations by ordinance or resolution will only be reviewed by the Commission, with any recommendations being forwarded to the municipality involved.  The municipality in the review process will then either approve or disapprove the plan, as it deems desirable.  Plans for the subdivision of a plot of ground located in a township or borough which does not have subdivision and land development regulations will be formally considered for approval by the County Planning Commission.  In this case, the Commission will carefully consider any recommendations received from the local municipality within which the subject parcel of land is located.  It is vitally important that a subdivider or developer inform local officials of his plans.  In many cases, it will also simplify procedures and expedite approval if the developer would discuss his plans with a member of the Commission staff before submitting a formal plan.  Such a discussion can prevent unnecessary expense for the subdivider.

In administering the Ordinance, it is the primary purpose of the Commission to encourage the best possible development for the County.  The Commission believes that the most effective way to do this is to cooperate to the utmost with the boroughs and townships in the County.  The Commission and it professional staff should also work as closely and cooperatively as possible with the owners, developers, and subdividers within the County.
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GENERAL RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE DEVELOPER

Any owner or builder who contemplates developing and/or subdividing land in the County should become familiar with this Ordinance.  It is designed to achieve equal treatment for all and to provide clear-cut procedures for the preparation, submission, review and approval of subdivision or land development plans.  This Ordinance includes design standards, required improvements, and a description of all the specific steps necessary for submission of a sketch plan, the preliminary plan, and the final plan.

It is the function of the Commission staff to confer with, advise and co-operate with the subdivider.  Best results will be obtained when the developer retains a qualified technician to prepare the plan, such as an architect, engineer, landscape architect, or surveyor.  It will be necessary to have a registered engineer or surveyor prepare parts of the preliminary and final plans.  It is important that the person engaged has the skill and imagination necessary to produce the best design under the given conditions.

APPROVAL OF SUBDIVISION AND LAND DEVELOPMENT PLANS

Before preparing and submitting preliminary plans, the subdivider may prepare a sketch plan for informal discussion with Commission staff prior to submitting the official preliminary plan for review.  It should be understood that a sketch plan is not considered an application for subdivision.  The sketch plan is purely optional with the developer.  The purpose of this discussion is to furnish the kind of advice a developer can best use at the time it will be of most value.

The preliminary plan stage of a subdivision or land development is the most important.  It is the stage when ideas are considered and plans are formulated. It requires the coordinated efforts of many individuals, agencies, utility companies and public officials.  The Commission will send notices of plans submitted and resulting recommendations to all local officials concerned.

Following the planning comes the implementation of the plans in the form of construction.  This is what the people see and buy.  This is where the planning is judged.  It is important that all facilities be installed or a guarantee furnished that they will be completed.  These facilities should not become a burden on the general tax monies of the municipality.  Also, the homebuyer or renter is entitled to the facilities for which he is paying.  The result of good planning and good construction is a safer and more healthful community, a community which is not a financial liability, and which is an asset to the surrounding area.

TO AVOID DELAYS

1. Consult with the Commission staff before proceeding with subdivision of land development plans.
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2. Consult with the Commission and the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection to expedite the determination of the suitability of the site for any proposed wastewater disposal facilities.

3. Consult with the U.S. Soil Conservation Service to determine the soils capability for development at the site.

4. Make sure the design of the subdivision or land development meets the minimum development standards. It is recommended that all developers review the “Pennsylvania Design Guide”a copy can be obtained from the PA Wilds web site.
5. Submit all items required when presenting a preliminary or final plan for review or approval.

GENERAL GUIDELINES AND REQUIREMENTS – STEPS FOR SUBDIVIDING OR DEVELOPING LAND

1. Secure a subdivision application from the County Planning Office.  Fill out the application form, giving all required information.  Submit this form, along with a plot plan and required fees, to the Office of the County Planning Commission.

2. Adhere to the Potter County Subdivision and Land Development Ordinance, copies of which can be purchased at the Potter County Planning Commission Office.

3. It is recommended that applicants come to the Planning Commission Office with a sketch plan of the land they propose to subdivide or develop for discussion and advice before submission of the preliminary plan.

4. Major Subdivisions and Land Developments require a Preliminary Plan, a Final Plan, Road Profiles, Cross Sections, Erosion and Sedimentation Control Plan and details of other required improvements.  For Minor Subdivisions, only a final Plan may be required.

5. Final Plans shall be on a reproducible material or be clear black line copies of the original.  Dimensions of the plan may vary as long as they are the size allowed by the County Recorder of Deeds Office for recording purposes.  The recommended scale for final plans is between 1” to 50’ and 1” to 100’, 1” to 200’ for 5 acres or more.
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6. It is recommended that developers secure soils analyses for on lot sewage acceptability prior to or concurrent with the survey work.

7. Information relative to site availability for sewage disposal will be submitted by the municipality and/or local Certified Sewage Enforcement Office (CSEO) to the Office of Sewage Administration of the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP).  DEP will forward information on planning module approval, tests completed and comments on the various lot or lots to be subdivided to the Planning Office.

8. Subdivision plans and complete supporting data shall be submitted at least 10 working days (Preliminary Plans) or 10 working days (Final Plans) prior to the Planning Commissions monthly meeting.  Plans submitted late shall not be considered as an agenda item until the following meeting.

9. Meetings are currently held on the second Tuesday of every month at 6:00pm in the conference room of the Gunzburger Building.  Planning Commission Policy is not to hold a special meeting for a subdivision.  Meeting dates are not subject to change.

10. The decision of the Planning Commission shall be written and mailed to the developer within 15 days following the decision.

11. Documentation (in writing) that all required improvements have been installed in accordance with the municipal and Ordinance regulations is required.
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RECOMMENDED STEPS FOR SUBDIVIDING LAND

Step 1.

Consult with the staff of the County Planning Commission. (Optional)

Step 2
Consult local Certified Sewage Enforcement Officer to prepare soils analyses or get approval to hook into community system.

Step 3

 Hire a registered Surveyor to survey lands to be subdivided.

Step 4
Submit Preliminary Plan to County Planning Commission for approval (to include subdivision application form and required fees.)

Step 5

Complete all provisions of the plan.

Step 6

Submit Final Plan for approval.

Step 7
Record plan (The Potter County Planning Commission must record the plan.)

Step 8
SELL LOTS
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GUIDELINES FOR APPLYING FOR SEWAGE PERMIT

The following information is for all subdividers who must comply with the Potter County Subdivision and Land Development Ordinance and Sewage Planning Requirements from the Department of Environmental Protection.  The County Ordinance is administered by the Potter County Planning Commission.  Contact the Planning Staff at the Planning Office for more information.  Sewage planning requirements are administered jointly by the local municipality and the Department of Environmental Protection that maintains its regional office in Williamsport, Pennsylvania.  The contact person for the municipality is the Municipality Sewage Enforcement Officer whose identity and location can be obtained from the secretary of the Township or Borough in question.  Listed below is a 7-step process describing generally the procedure for applying for sewage acceptability.

Step 1

Contact municipality and DEP to obtain needed planning modules.

Step 2

Arrange soil tests with municipal sewage enforcement officer and DEP.

Step 3

Subdivider completes planning modules.

Step 4 

Submit planning modules to Township or Borough.

Step 5
Township or Borough receives comments on modules from County Planning Commission.

Step 6 
Township or Borough approves or denies planning modules and submits to DEP.

Step 7
DEP will then review the proposed planning module and will either approve it or disapprove it.  After DEP approval of planning modules, local SEO may issue sewage disposal permits.

VI

LAND CAPABILITY

Certain soil compositions, topographical formations, or ground water conditions may prohibit the development of a safe and healthful subdivision.  In other cases, natural characteristics of a tract of land may require large expenditures by the developer in meeting acceptable development standards.  Any landowner with the intention of becoming a developer should first determine the ability of his land to support development.  He may save himself time and money by consulting with an engineer and the County Planning Commission before drawing up plans and applying for approval of his plan.  If there is a reason to question the feasibility of developing his land, the Commission should be consulted at the earliest possible date. In general, land that is best suited for subdivision or land development should have:

1. Sufficient slope to allow natural drainage, but not so steep as to require extensive cut and fill operations.  Low lying land, areas in a flood plain, or high water table causing marsh conditions are all conditions detrimental to healthful living.

2. Pervious soil capable of accommodating individual sewage disposal systems in areas where public sewage facilities are not provided.  Hardpan soils, near surface rock stratum, or too rapid percolation rate may make on- lot sewage disposal impossible.

3. An adequate supply of ground water in areas where public water is inaccessible.  Ground water must be free of contamination and pollution if it is to be used.

The County Planning Commission is interested in the creation of safe, sanitary and amenable residential communities, seasonal developments, and commercial and industrial areas that will be assets to the overall environment within the County.  It is also concerned with protecting the interests of developers, property owners, and residents alike.  The Commission realizes that the development of marginal or unsatisfactory land can be economically disastrous to builders and a constant problem to future owners and the community.  This Ordinance is based on the concept of development within the constraints of environmental sensitivity.
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