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SMaRt MunicipaL OfficiaLS pLan fOR bOth ReaSOnabLe gROwth and the pReSeRVatiOn Of 
iMpORtant ReSOuRceS. if the zoning is in place, if needed services are available and if the market’s 
right, growth will happen. the private market takes care of the financial requirements. conservation goals 
are not as easy. Resources of the land may exist, but the financials often do not. Land use regulations  
play a role, but conservation also requires public investments in green infrastructure comparable to  
investments in roads, schools and other public facilities. 

Successful conservation in the Lehigh Valley will entail the active participation of various levels of 
government, nonprofit organizations and private interests. Quality of life and economic sustainability  
in the Lehigh Valley will be enhanced through the implementation of county and municipal conserva- 
tion goals.

the role of municipalities is an increasingly important part of the funding equation. to qualify for 
state and county grants for municipal projects, match money is required. there are also those situations 
where county or state funds may not be available for a very important local preservation project and the 
community will have to rely on its own resources. there are situations where a municipal preservation 
need may not meet county or state criteria or timing. Local money will be needed to meet local needs. 

Securing funds for open space, recreational areas and natural resource protection is important not only  
in rural and suburban communities, but also in the region’s boroughs and cities. Quality of life and economic 
stability in these more developed communities would be enhanced by the acquisition and development of land 
for parks and recreation areas, trails and pedestrian ways, and the greening of streets and public places.

both counties have appropriated funds tagged to open space and natural resource protection. Lehigh 
county raised $30 million in 2002. northampton county raised $10 million in 2000 and $37 million in 
2002. these were all approved by the voters in county sponsored referendums. 

at the municipal level, seven townships in northampton county have had earned income tax (eit) 
measures approved by their voters for these purposes. no municipal measures have been approved to 
date in Lehigh county. an eit is applied only to earned income, not investment income or social security 
payments. although these seven municipalities have applied a 0.25% tax, in other areas of pennsylvania, 
municipalities have used other percentages, both lower and greater. Other municipalities have enacted 
real estate taxes and realty transfer taxes for conservation. in others, voters have approved bonds for  
specific amounts of money. in several municipalities, both eits and bonds have been approved to  
distribute tax payments among wage earners and real estate. 

 n Williams ToWnship approved a 0.25% EiT in the general election of 2004

 n Bushkill ToWnship approved a 0.25% EiT in the general election of 2005

 n loWEr mounT BEThEl ToWnship approved a 0.25% EiT in the primary election of 2006

 n moorE ToWnship approved a 0.25% EiT in the primary election of 2005

 n loWEr saucon ToWnship approved a 0.25% EiT in the general election of 2006

 n uppEr mounT BEThEl ToWnship approved a 0.25% EiT in the primary election of 2007

 n plainfiEld ToWnship approved a 0.25% EiT in the general election of 2007
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thiS RepORt waS pRepaRed fOR eVeRyOne in the Lehigh VaLLey whO iS inteReSted in  
pROtecting SenSitiVe Land ReSOuRceS. we hope municipal officials—both elected and those  
appointed to the municipal commissions and boards—will read the stories of successful referenda and  
discuss how their communities can more effectively preserve important lands. we believe that citizens  
who serve on local planning commissions and environmental advisory councils (eacs) will find informa-
tion in this report very useful. the report should also be reviewed by members of local land conservancies, 
watershed associations, outdoor clubs, recreation associations, economic development groups and other 
community organizations who believe that the quality of the environment directly affects quality of life and 
economic wellbeing in the Lehigh Valley. and we hope the report reaches the many voters and taxpayers 
who will cast the important votes to support funding for conservation.

the purpose of the report is to tell the tales of the seven successful local efforts to raise money for the  
protection of farmland, natural resource areas and open space. it describes what worked, how it worked 

and lessons learned. Most impor-
tantly, it describes the ways that 
those who advocated the referen-
dums reached out to their fellow 
citizens to explain what was being 
proposed, what types of land were 

intended to be protected, what criteria would be used to evaluate landowners’ proposals to protect their 
lands and what it would cost the average taxpayer. what we found was that different approaches were  
taken in various townships to undertake this very important outreach to the public. no one approach fits 
the needs and conditions in all municipalities. 

heritage conservancy and wildlands conservancy worked together to prepare seven case studies that  
describe the experiences in the townships listed on page one. both organizations have long histories in the 
Lehigh Valley conservation efforts. Municipal officials who were active in these efforts were interviewed for 
these reports. these are the stories and experiences of your fellow municipal officials and supporting  
volunteers, not those of the conservancy staffs. heritage conservancy and wildlands conservancy have 
worked with several of these municipalities in their efforts to explain to constituents matters related to 
funding for open space protection. both conservancies have assisted municipalities to implement their 
open space plans by working with open space committees and landowners to spend the funds wisely and 
protect important properties.

we trust that officials in the other Lehigh Valley municipalities will find these stories useful and  
be willing to ask their voters to approve open space referendums. and we hope that your municipal goals  
for conservation and sustainable community development will be more readily achieved through a  
reasonable balance between preservation and growth. 

please take the time to read the following reports on the efforts, experiences and successes of these  
Lehigh Valley residents and municipal officials. the reports are listed in the sequence that the referendums 
were approved by the voters in these communities. 

What this Report can do for Your Community
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this report tells the tales of seven successful local efforts 

to raise money for the protection of farmland, natural 
resource areas and open space. 



effectiVe cOnSeRVatiOn StaRtS with gOOd infORMatiOn and there is a lot of good information 
readily available to provide support for local conservation.

two plans prepared and published by the Lehigh Valley planning commission are particularly useful. 
both the Comprehensive Plan for Lehigh & Northampton Counties, the Lehigh Valley … 2030 (2004) and 
the Lehigh Valley Greenways Plan: A Regional Greenways Plan for Lehigh and Northampton Counties (2007) 
provide a wealth of data and mapped information related to natural resources, agricultural lands, parks,  
recreation and open space. the plans also describe reasons to protect the resources and provide parks and 
recreation facilities. these explanations can be very useful in making the case for conservation efforts at the 
municipal level. the plans include descriptions of various implementation techniques that can be used to 
achieve local goals. 

in addition to county planning documents, many municipalities have prepared plans for the protection 
of natural resources, farmland and open space as well as for the provision of parks, open space and recre-
ation facilities. these plans were reported to have been very useful in public meetings prior to the open 
space referendums. 

Many of the people interviewed for this report said that there was a substantial amount of consultation 
among the people in the municipalities where referendums were passed. they discussed what worked, what 
didn’t, how to best provide important information to the public and what were the requirements of  
various laws related to open space funding, particularly act 153 of 1996, act 138 of 1998 and act 4 of 2006 
of 2006. it’s always best to learn from other’s successes and mistakes. 

continued cooperation and partnerships involving state and regional agencies, the county governments 
and the municipalities will help make larger scale conservation and recreation projects within the Lehigh 
Valley and beyond possible. and these efforts will make substantial contributions to the quality of life and  
economic sustainability for Lehigh Valley residents. these projects include critical areas such as the  
delaware and Lehigh national heritage corridor, the Lehigh Valley greenways, the pennsylvania highlands 
and the Kittatinny Ridge, known  
locally as the blue Mountain. 

cooperation and partnerships 
will be critical for funding local  
conservation efforts. funds provided 
through the pennsylvania depart-
ment of conservation and natural 
Resources and other agencies, the 
delaware and Lehigh national  
heritage corridor, inc., Lehigh and 
northampton counties, and a variety 
of land trusts and foundations— 
ranging from local family foundations 
to large national organizations— 
can work together to leverage  
funding and stretch dollars raised  
by municipalities. in conservation 
efforts, partnerships make good 
things happen. 

3

Partners 
Working Together to Save Land and Money



4

Williams Township
 It is a Political Campaign

being the first in just about anything is never easy. 
williams was the first municipality in the Lehigh  
Valley to ask for voter approval of money for  
conservation. both counties had passed referendums, 
but raising taxes at the local level is an entirely  
different ball game. 

probably the most difficult hurdle was just getting 
the elected officials to agree to put an open space 
question on the ballot. it doesn’t matter that open 
space referendums have been passed in places  
outside the immediate area. Local issues are never 
the same and being the first to stick your neck out is 
really risky business. Supervisor bob doerr put for-
ward the idea of using township tax money to protect 
important farmlands and natural areas in the commu-
nity. initially, one other supervisor was not committed 
to the idea; the third was against. after much discus-
sion, it was agreed to put the question on the ballot 
and let the township voters make the decision.

an open space plan, adopted by the board of Supervisors in July of 2002, offered a rationale for  
raising money for land conservation and described municipalities where voters had approved tax measures 
for these purposes, but none of these communities was close by. it took a substantial amount of convincing 
to get the other supervisors to agree to put the question on the ballot and let the voting taxpayers decide 
the issue. the question was put on the ballot in november of 2004 and passed with a 73 percent approval 
of the voters.

tHe LAnDSCAPe  the township has a mixed topography with three primary features. the dela-
ware River, a significant natural resource, runs along the eastern boundary. in the southern portion of the 
community, Stouts Valley is a beautiful and productive agricultural area.  Much of the remainder of the 
township is a combination of hills and meadows with the hills in dramatic topography of slopes in the 15 to 
25% and the 25% and steeper categories. 

the 2002 open space plan stressed the need to protect these unique and sensitive natural areas.  
although land use regulations can require open space within residential developments and natural resource 
protection standards can limit intrusion into certain natural features, money was needed to effectively  
implement the plan. the referendum was intended to provide the funds to protect the township’s natural 
and farming resources. Money for active recreation land would be secured from other sources. 

MOSt iMPOrtAnt: COMMunity eDuCAtiOn  convincing the other supervisors to put 
the questions on the ballot may have been the most difficult task. educating the community was the most 
important. an ad hoc committee of 5 to 6 people, not appointed by the board of supervisors, took on the 
responsibility to educate themselves in order to educate the public. three referendums in Solebury  

PASSeD: A 0.25% eit in the general election of 2004 
AnnuAL reVenueS:  $260,000 last reported
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township, bucks county, had been passed prior to 2004. bill tinsman, a Solebury supervisor who had 
been instrumental in the success of that township’s referendums, provided very useful guidance. heritage 
conservancy’s staff and publications were also used for reference. the ad hoc committee met weekly to 
work on the campaign.

in order to explain critical issues, the committee sent letters to the editor of the local paper.  the  
proposed referendum was the cover story in the township’s newsletter, which was written by bob doerr. 
three mailers were written and sent to homeowners. the committee felt these mailers needed to include 
top quality graphics and they hired an artist, at their personal expense, to provide the illustrations and  
photographs. yard signs were also produced. the committee members paid for most of the costs of  
producing the information material. Some money was raised from various sources to help with mailing 
costs. public dollars were not used in the campaign. 

a series of well-attended public meetings were held to address related issues. the township’s taxes 
were one of the lowest in the county, but the school district taxes were one of the highest. it was felt that  
an economic argument needed to be made to describe the relationship between residential development 
and school taxes. “the people we needed to get to were those that understood the economics…those 
that wanted to live in a rural setting were going to vote for it,” said doerr.

at one public meeting, the ideas in heritage conservancy’s publication, Opportunity Knocks – Open 
Space is a Community Investment explained how, in a fairly short number of years, the purchase of land 
or easements for conservation avoids the ongoing and ever increasing school costs associated with resi-
dential development. it was also explained that the earned income tax would not place a burden on the 
community’s older residents. younger working people, who would likely live in the community longer and 
enjoy the open space, would pay the greater share of the tax.

committee people manned the polls to provide last minute information and support which lead to 
the passage of the measure.

uPDAte  in 2004, it was anticipated that the tax would produce about $135,000 per year. by 
2008, the tax yields $260,000 annually. 

the 2002 open space plan included specific criteria for the evaluation of properties which may  
be considered for protection. these decisions are not made on an arbitrary basis. a 5-member Land 
preservation board, which works with landowners to implement the township’s open space plan and  
fulfill the property owners’ interests, evaluates landowners’ applications.  the Land preservation board 
came to realize that there is a time lag between the passage of the referendum and when the tax  
money comes in, then another lag involved in working with landowners and then a bit of time till  
agreements are reached and land is preserved. patience is an important virtue for those involved in  
land preservation. 

under the authority of act 153 of 1996, the township and school board agreed to exempt preserved 
properties from further tax millage increases. freezing the millage rate provides a substantial incentive 
for property owners to consider preservation of their lands. (act 4 of 1996 now requires the county, the 
school district and the municipality to all agree on these millage increase freezes.) 

to date, about 400 acres have been preserved and 300 acres are pending agreements between the 
township and landowners. it is likely that 1,200 acres will be protected between the use of money for  
conservation and zoning provisions which require 50% of development sites be set aside for open space.

the township will work with the county and the state on joint purchases of land or conservation  
easements. Since the value of  
conservation easements exceed  
the county’s limits, township  
money is essential to protect  
the very important lands in  
the community. 

POPuLAtiOn 
2000

POPuLAtiOn 
2006

nuMeriCAL 
CHAnge

PerCentAge 
CHAnge

4,470 5,992 1,522 34.05

Contributor:  Supervisor Bob Doerr was interviewed for this report and spearheaded  
the campaign that led to the successful referendum. 
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Bushkill Township
Three Reasons That Won

PASSeD: A 0.25% eit in tHe generAL eLeCtiOn OF 2005
AnnuAL reVenueS:  $450,000 LASt rePOrteD

in order to make a compelling case to the public that an open space referendum should be passed, three  
primary issues were put forward. goals are important and should be clearly stated for the public. these were:

n  to protect and enhance the quality of life in  
the township,

n  to enhance and help protect property values, and
n  to save tax dollars.

the public outreach effort was headed up by the 
township’s environmental advisory council (eac), a 
committee made up of community residents. the board 
of Supervisors was not involved in the educational  
effort. if passed, the money would be used to protect 
agricultural lands and natural resource areas.  the  
money would not be spent on acquiring active  
recreation land. 

there was also a focus on the protection of  
woodlands, particularly forested riparian areas along 
streams. the important privately owned woodlands in 
the community had been delineated as areas compris-
ing 5.6 square miles on the township’s Official Map.  
the township’s ordinances require the protection of 

wooded areas on development sites, but permit encroachment into forested areas for a house and septic  
system where such impacts are unavoidable and an economic impact on the owner would otherwise result. 
Remaining mapped woodlands on developing lands are placed under a conservation easement for protection. 

as such, the township will use tax revenues, along with its regulatory authority, to protect important lands 
in the community.

MeSSAgeS FOr tHe PubLiC the eac members prepared articles for the township’s newsletter 
that explained the referendum process and the proposed land protection program. the article stressed the  
importance of natural resource protection for quality of life purposes. it also explained the fiscal implications 
related to enhancement of property values and better management of taxes. this included reference to the 
case made in heritage conservancy’s Opportunity Knocks: Open Space is a Community Investment, which  
explains that investments in open space protection lessen the demands on a school district’s costs and,  
consequently, on school taxes. 

a full page article was written by an eac member and published in the local newspaper. the paper picked 
up on the referendum, which provided a key way to get the message out to the broad community.

the eac also held a public meeting and brought in a heritage conservancy representative to present  
matters related to the tax savings benefits from Opportunity Knocks. new development brings in additional  
tax revenues, but often the costs exceed the revenues.  it was also explained that funds raised for open space 
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protection would be held in a separate account and could not be placed in the township’s general fund. the money 
could be used only for land conservation purposes. it was also explained that land can be protected either through 
the use of very restrictive zoning regulations or by offering landowners fair compensation for conservation ease-
ments. the township preferred to use moderate zoning standards and the purchase of easements. 

palm cards were printed to remind voters at poll locations on election day to support the referendum. 
the referendum was passed with a 67% approval vote and was anticipated to produce about $450,000 per  

year for land protection in the community.

tOO MuCH, tOO SOOn? as noted above, a key township goal was to protect existing riparian woodlands, 
as well as to restore riparian woodlands lost to past development. the township enacted an Official Map that delin-
eated these areas as greenways, which were intended to be preserved as natural open space. inclusion of these areas 
on the Official Map results in a process whereby proposed developments located within the newly mapped areas would 
be subject to a one-year evaluation in order to allow the township and the landowner or developer to find amenable 
means to preserve the woodland areas. Means for preservation may include voluntary conservation easements on some 
or all mapped areas, as well as purchase of the areas by the township or other effective methods. protection  
of these wooded riparian areas is consistent with the Lehigh Valley planning commission’s natural resource  
protection planning.

enactment of the Official Map was followed closely by the proposal for the earned income tax proposal to fund 
open space and natural resource protection. the majority of residents were in favor of open space preservation, as 
well as for the tax to accomplish this goal. a minority of residents who were opposed to the enactment of the new 
Official Map appeared to be confused on how the Official Map process worked and how it was related to the pro-
posed open space referendum. while the Official Map and the development and funding of an open space program 
were somewhat linked, the two initiatives were not directly related, and rather could certainly be considered as  
mutually exclusive. Speakers at public meetings on both initiatives explained that the two measures did not result in 
regulatory overload, but rather established two effective tools that would work together to protect the targeted and 
very sensitive areas throughout the township. as noted, the referendum passed by approximately 67 percent.

bushkill township was certainly aggressive in its approach to preservation. however, based on the record high 
rate of land development within the community, timely implementation of these protection measures was imperative. 
the township officials heard the concerns of the residents and, through effective public education, were successful in 
gaining the necessary understanding and support for the new legislation. 

next StePS  although the township did not hire any professional consultants to help in the referendum  
process, heritage conservancy was hired to assist the eac in the preparation of an open space plan to guide the  
use of funds in the most efficient and logical ways. Specific scoring criteria were developed to evaluate the  
relative importance of properties submitted for the purchase of conservation easements. 

they also realized that there is a substantial delay between the voters’ approval of the tax and the flow of money 
into the township for use. after the tax is approved, the supervisors have to enact an ordinance to authorize the tax. 
then there is a delay in the actual collection of the money based on the taxpayers’ filing and the collection through 
the tax collector. there can be further delays in the negotiation time between the municipality and landowners. 

the township is working with both heritage conservancy and wildlands conservancy to help property owners 
understand the benefits, the constraints and the process of selling conservation easements under the township’s 
preservation program.

the township money is stretched  
with the county’s funding programs  
for natural resource and farmland  
protection. however, the township is  
addressing state and county require-
ments related to public access to  
privately held lands which have received 
public funding for conservation. 

 

POPuLAtiOn 
2000

POPuLAtiOn 
2006

nuMeriCAL 
CHAnge

PerCentAge 
CHAnge

6,982 7,987 1,005 14.39

Contributors:  Supervisors Brian Kocher and Jason Smith were interviewed for  
this report. Both were involved in the campaign for the referendum, as well as  
the development of the Township’s Open Space Plan. Bill Sweeney, EAC member,  
was also active in the campaign and provided additional information. 
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PASSeD: A 0.25% eit in tHe PriMAry eLeCtiOn OF 2006
AnnuAL reVenueS:  $150,000 LASt rePOrteD

a small, ad hoc group of committed individuals organized and ran a campaign that resulted in a 76 percent 
approval for farmland and open space funding. these were working people with family obligations who 
spent their time providing information to the public on the benefits of land conservation. paid consultants 
were not hired to do the heavy work. 

these people received valuable information from bob doerr of williams township, who led a  
successful open space campaign in 2004. the committee members prepared an information brochure 
that explained the benefits of protecting open space. 
these benefits included the economic or fiscal advan-
tages related to the cost of community and school  
district services and tax savings. One member of the 
group ran the numbers to show that more houses 
meant increased need for community services which, 
in turn, would result in increased taxes. Land conserva-
tion decreases the rising demand for costly services. 

according to ad hoc group member Michele  
Szoka, the group met with seniors at several group 
lunches. “we connected with seniors and explained 
this doesn’t affect them financially,” Szoka stated.  
it was explained that an earned income tax would  
not impact any nonworking taxpayer and the land  
conservation efforts would provide benefits for them. 
On election day, seniors, also considered as “super  
voters” by the ad hoc committee, came out and  
voted to support for the referendum.

two well attended public meetings were held to 
discuss this referendum proposal. at a meeting on  
May 25, 2005, these volunteers explained the quality of life issues and the importance of protecting  
farmland and natural areas in the community. a heritage conservancy representative described how tax 
money spent on conservation would save a greater amount in school district taxes. a second public  
meeting was held on april 26, 2006. Speakers at this meeting included State representatives Robert L. 
freeman and Richard t. grucela who encouraged the township voters and taxpayers to protect those im-
portant, productive and sensitive lands in the community. a heritage conservancy staff person again  
described the tax benefits. it was also explained that the zoning ordinance was antiquated and did not  
do the job of protecting these resources. even if the ordinance would be updated, zoning does not provide 
a complete way to preserve critical areas. 

the open space funding program would focus on the protection of farmland and natural resource  
areas. Money for recreation purposes would be sought from other sources. 

Right before election day, there was a major effort to stuff newspaper boxes with information that 
would help voters understand the issues and support the measure.

Lower Mount Bethel Township
A Grassroots Victory
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ZOning COntrOVerSy  while the community was in the process of discussing the open space referen-
dum, the township had been considering an amendment to the zoning ordinance for quite some time. the zoning 
amendment was controversial and people opposed to the zoning issue attended the public meetings to speak out 
against the zoning and the referendum. those who supported the referendum were concerned that the public might 
not understand that the two proposals were not linked and that support for the referendum would not build. based on 
the positive and overwhelming support for the referendum, the voters understood that the referendum was separate 
and important, but angry interchanges at the public meetings raised anxiety and concern for the referendum.

OngOing LAnD PrOteCtiOn  from other sources of funding, close to 3,000 acres of land have been 
protected. the earned income tax revenues 
will produce about $150,000 per year and 
be critical to the on-going land conservation 
efforts before all the important, good lands 
are gone and the costs of conservation  
increase substantially. 

Moore Township
A Quiet Success

the Moore township story is a short one. at a 
meeting of the board of supervisors, a motion 
was passed to put a question on the ballot for an 
earned income tax devoted to farmland and open 
space protection. nothing much more was done 
to explain or promote the measure. it passed.

the township has lots of good agricultural 
soils and the current board of supervisors plans 
to put all the money raised into farmland preser-
vation. in addition, a farmland preservation 
board is in the process of being formed. 

wildlands conservancy is actively helping 
interested landowners make their case to the 
township for the sale of conservation easements 
on their properties. 

PASSeD: A 0.25% eit in tHe PriMAry eLeCtiOn OF 2005
AnnuAL reVenueS:  inFOrMAtiOn nOt PrOViDeD

POPuLAtiOn 
2000

POPuLAtiOn 
2006

nuMeriCAL 
CHAnge

PerCentAge 
CHAnge

8,673 9,395 722 8.32

Contributors:  Supervisor Maynard Campbell and Zoning Officer Jason Harhart provided 

information for this report. 

POPuLAtiOn 
2000

POPuLAtiOn 
2006

nuMeriCAL 
CHAnge

PerCentAge 
CHAnge

3,228 3,299 71 2.20

Contributor:  Michele Szoka, an active member of the ad hoc group that conducted  
the public information and outreach effort, was interviewed for this report.  
John Mauser provided additional information and comments. 
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Lower Saucon Township
A Well-Established Base

PASSeD: A 0.25% eit in tHe generAL eLeCtiOn OF 2006
AnnuAL reVenueS:  $560,000 LASt rePOrteD

in the late 1990s, a citizens group came together and got involved in issues related to growth, sprawl and 
conservation. when the idea came up to ask voters to approve an open space referendum, that group was 
an established coalition of volunteers and the base needed to conduct a successful campaign. a subgroup 
formed the Residents for Open Space, a registered political action committee (pac). the pennsylvania 
campaign expense Reporting Law requires that any group or individual that accepts more than $250 worth 
of contributions or spends more than $250 to influence the outcome of a referendum must register as a 
political action committee with the county board of elections and must submit reports documenting expen-
ditures and contributions. this group developed and paid for signs and other material that supported the 
referendum. the township’s environmental advisory council provided information and educational assis-
tance on conservation matters. the township paid nothing for the promotion and materials.

CLAriFying WHAt tHe reFerenDuM WAS ALL AbOut  the pac strongly empha-
sized quality of life issues. they stressed that a commitment to preserve land was important to do now and 
would be a gift to future generations. preservation is forever. the quality of life in Lower Saucon township  
is the reason why so many people moved into the community. about sixty percent are fairly new residents, 
many living in the more developed west side of the township. during the campaign, the new people sup-
ported land preservation, which would likely take place in the more rural and open east side. conservation 
in their community mattered. Many of the long-time residents were not so committed due to unknown  
impacts on their property. however, a supervisor and life-long resident, Sandra yerger, had preserved her 
larger property. this commitment added credibility to the preservation issue. 

there was also a lack of understanding of what a “conservation easement” entailed. there was a misun-
derstanding that easements might involve condemnation of properties. it was explained that the purchase 

of easements did not involve condemnation. in fact,  
act 153 of 1996, the state’s authority for municipalities to 
purchase easements, prohibits the use of condemnation 
to acquire easements. Still, “conservation easements” 
had a negative connotation and the term, “conservation 
agreements” was used to imply that the property owner 
had to agree and the “conservation agreement” would 
incorporate the individual’s interests and situation. 

there was also a major concern that the use of 
county and state funds requires public access to proper-
ties when conservation easements are sold. it was  
explained that the “conservation agreements” would not 
require unlimited public access but might permit limited 
access for environmental education or for fisherman 
within limited areas around streams. the agreements 
could also exclude access for recreational vehicles or  
access to certain protected areas, such as critical  
wildlife habitats. 
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MAking tHe CASe  the township first wanted to ask the public what conservation issues were 
important to the community. two written surveys were sent to township residents. the first was sent to a 
fairly small sample and got a 90 to 95% response. the second, larger sample also got the same level of 
response, which showed a high level of interest in conservation issues. 

Lots of planning, at several levels, provided the basis for the township’s conservation efforts. in 2000, 
the county published a natural areas inventory (nai) that identified six top priority natural areas. these are 
identified in the Comprehensive Plan for Lehigh and Northampton Counties, 2004. the township also had a 
natural resources and open space plan which identified unique and vulnerable resources including streams, 
wooded hills and hill tops, unique plants species, vernal pools and seeps, and important habitat areas.  
the protection of these critical features and areas would be consistent with the goals of the township, the  
county and the highlands coalition, which represents 180 conservation organizations in pennsylvania,  
new Jersey, new york and connecticut. 
the highlands coalition is dedicated to 
protecting the 3 million acre highlands 
as a source of clean drinking water, 
wildlife habitat and recreational oppor-
tunities for millions of americans. water related issues were also compelling for Lower Saucon residents. these 
included clean drinking water, stormwater management and flood abatement. in very direct ways, land con-
servation helps achieve these interests. 

in order to use any funds raised through the referendum, the township had established goals, criteria 
and procedures for the evaluation of land. the evaluations would be done by an appointed Open Space 
board, which is a subcommittee of the environmental advisory council and is made up of township  
citizens. their goals are to focus on qualitative aspects (top quality resource areas, speed of completing 
“conservation agreements,” connectivity among protected resources, cost) rather than quantitative  
(protecting the most acres). the criteria are flexible enough to permit the Open Space board to address  
the high quality land preservation in a timely and cost effective manner.

while the primary thrust of the case for conservation was to maintain and enhance the quality of life in 
the community, the pac also wanted to make the case that conservation spending also had economic or 
tax benefits along the lines of the ideas put forward in heritage conservancy’s Opportunity Knocks: Open 
Space is a Community Investment. One of the pac members prepared an analysis which showed that  
dollars spent to conserve land reduces the need for a larger number of school district dollars. this was also 
done independently by a school board member (another statistician) using actual Saucon Valley data. his 
conclusions supported the pac’s findings. the evaluation was submitted to the school district’s treasurer 
who confirmed that school taxes would likely be saved. the pac members presented the evaluation at a 
school board public meeting which was supplemented by a letter to the editor by the school board presi-
dent. the president’s letter supported the open space referendum and encouraged township residents to 
vote in favor of the measure. the school board’s support was extremely helpful by adding community  
leadership weight to the effort. 

the pac members produced a Microsoft powerpoint® presentation that was used in public meetings to 
show the many and varied important natural areas located in the community. they also produced written 
literature, which used local information, photos and statistical data to support the cause. it was felt that a 
local focus would make the case in a much more convincing way than by using examples from other areas. 

public meetings were held where this powerpoint presentation and local information were presented. 
heritage conservancy staff spoke at these meetings to describe the environmental, land use, sprawl abate-
ment, fiscal and related benefits resulting from land conservation. 

pac members went to speak with various groups in the community to generate support. it was  
explained to seniors that an earned income tax would not be placed on social security payments and  
would likely have no cost impact on them. the members went to fire halls and got their members’ support 
for the referendum. 

the quality of life in Lower Saucon township is the 

reason why so many people moved into the community. 
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yard signs are important and are most effective when placed in people’s yards rather than in public places. 
in addition to conveying the message, they show residents’ support.

what is done on election day has a critical impact on the referendum’s success. On voting day, referen-
dum supporters manned five polling places all day and two for part of the day. they talked to most people to 
answer questions and encourage passage. this personal, face-to-face support can make or lose a referendum.

all this was accomplished through the time and efforts of the pac and eac members. township  
tax money was not involved. consultants were not hired. the township solicitor provided legal advice  
without charge. 

A MinOr CriSiS  with all the public outreach and information, an incorrect story in one of the small, 
local papers caused a stir. it was reported that all the taxes would be increased by 25% (which would have 
been a significant amount of money), rather than just a quarter of a percent on the 1% earned income tax 
(which would be a substantially smaller amount of money). tom Maxfield, a pac member, quickly wrote a  
letter to the editor to correct this critical matter and the paper published his explanation. fortunately, this  
all occurred well in advance of election day. Misleading information or inadvertent errors, when published  
just before election day, are very difficult to address. 

MOre tHAn LOCAL beneFitS  as noted above, land conservation will help achieve a number  
of water related goals of the township, but Lower Saucon’s conservation efforts are likely to provide benefits  
for surrounding communities. hellertown’s reservoir and water recharge area are located in Lower Saucon.  
for bucks county communities, a wellhead protection area for Springtown’s water system and part of the 
headwaters area of cooks creek, which is an exceptional Value stream and runs through an exceptional  
Value watershed, are located in this township. what occurs in this portion of Lower Saucon will have effects  
on these other water systems. 

ZOning  in the prior year, the township adopted a natural Resource Overlay Zone that limits distur-
bance in areas containing certain sensitive natural resources. while those standards would protect the  
resources, development would still take place on the unrestricted portions of a property. Sometimes, it is  
important to protect an entire piece of land and the use of funds to buy the land or to purchase conservation 
easements provides the mechanism to accomplish total protection while compensating the owner.  
as such, the zoning regulations and the strategic acquisitions of sensitive lands work hand-in-hand for the 
community and landowners. 

OngOing COnSerVAtiOn WOrk  prior to the referendum approval, one property was  
protected using pa department of conservation and natural Resources (dcnR) money and parts of other 
properties have been protected through the development process. a number of pieces have been acquired  
for recreation, but the township would like to focus more on the use of conservation easements. Six or  
seven properties are under consideration. 

Letters have been sent to all owners of properties ten acres or larger to invite them to discuss the  
possibility of selling conservation 
easements. the Open Space 
board works with the landowners 
and is responsible for evaluating 
properties based on the criteria  
established for entering into  
“conservation agreements.” 

POPuLAtiOn 
2000

POPuLAtiOn 
2006

nuMeriCAL 
CHAnge

PerCentAge 
CHAnge

9,884 11,171 1,287 13.02

Contributors:  Interviews were held with or information received from Sandra Yerger  
and Tom Maxfield, both are township supervisors and were members of the group that  
organized and conducted the campaign that resulted in the successful referendum. 
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Upper Mount Bethel Township
Save or Pave

PASSeD: A 0.25% eit in tHe PriMAry eLeCtiOn OF 2007
AnnuAL reVenueS:  $58,000.00 in tHe FirSt yeAr, 2008; 
AntiCiPAteD $207,000.00 in 2009

world-renowned cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead 
once said, “never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 
committed citizens can change the world. indeed it’s the 
only thing that ever has.”  although changing the world 
was not their goal, three people in upper Mount bethel 
township took the initiative to change the path that the  
township was headed. it was evident that the scale and 
pace of development were about to ratchet up. the  
choice was clear…“Save or pave.”

these volunteers knew that steps could be taken to 
protect important land resources. this started with the 
northampton county open space funding initiatives in 
2000 and 2002. there had also been five successful  
referendums in other townships. neighboring Lower 
Mount bethel’s experience was a particularly good  
example. however, the event that clenched the need to 
take some kind of action was the filing of a curative amendment challenge to the township’s zoning  
ordinance. the developer’s challenge would have resulted in a 1,200 home development. this threat to  
the township focused public attention into taking an active role in the community’s future.

environmental advisory council members Judy henckel and Michele arner and tax collector Janet 
pearson assumed the roles of prime movers to raise local tax dollars to protect important lands in upper 
Mount bethel. all three were active members in the community. the board of Supervisors appointed these 
three to be the Open Space Steering committee, but the supervisors at that time were either ambivalent  
or mildly supportive of the need to raise local money for conservation. 

the Open Space committee built the efforts on three activities. they were networking to learn as much 
as possible about running a fund raising campaign from county and conservation organizations and from 
experiences of other municipalities. they also focused on providing the public with as much  
information on the proposal as possible. in addition, development of grassroots support for the earned  
income tax was critical.

netWOrking  the interchange of ideas among municipalities was most helpful. people who 
played key roles in successful open space referenda in bushkill, Lower Mount bethel, Lower Saucon and 
williams townships were anxious to share ideas that worked. Mike Kaiser and Melanie Martin of the  
Lehigh Valley planning commission provided valuable information. Staff people from heritage conservancy 
and wildlands conservancy provided both information and advice. heritage conservancy’s publication  
Public Finance for Open Space: A Guide for Pennsylvania’s Municipalities described relevant laws, financing  
considerations and a recommended campaign time line. the Open Space committee members noted  
they “didn’t have to reinvent the wheel” when there was so much experience and willing help available.  
no consultants were hired for the campaign. 
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inFOrMAtiOn FOr tHe PubLiC  in order to develop public support, the committee had to 
reach the public with lots of relevant information. but without any budget for the preparation and distribu-
tion of information, the committee had to be creative, resourceful and a bit generous. On home computers, 
the committee members produced a  
number of information sheets, posters, 
hand-outs and palm cards. these pieces 
used pictures to show the township’s  
natural beauty and the “alternatives”  
with lots of homes, cars and traffic lights. 
posters appeared in the bank, the tax  
collector’s office and other public places. Support letters were published in the easton express and two free 
weeklies. articles were included in the township’s biannual newsletter. 

an important point is that, although the development of information for the public involved much  
effort, there was no cost to the township. any costs involved in paper and printer ink were born by the  
committee members. printed material included a caption “paid by citizens for Open Space” to note that  
no township dollars were used.

buiLDing grASSrOOtS SuPPOrt  the township’s comprehensive plan and a parks, Recre-
ation and Open Space plan stressed the need to strictly regulate development in sensitive natural features 
such as woodlands, wetlands and steep slopes as well as to conserve farmland and the rural environment. 
a survey taken for the open space plan reported 83 to 93 percent support for various questions on conser-
vation. distributed information highlighted these public interests.

an appreciation of the importance of the natural environment may be a bit higher in upper Mount 
bethel than in other communities. Su fanok of the nature conservancy played a key role in helping the 
township understand the uncommon value of its natural resources, be it habitat or water resources. the 
nature conservancy’s Study of areas of Statewide Significance in northampton county indicated that half 
such resources in the county were located in this township. See Map 7 important natural areas and Map 8 
natural features plan in the Comprehensive Plan: The Lehigh Valley…2030, Lehigh Valley planning  
commission, 2004. the people began to understand that protection of the natural environment was more 
than just concern with endangered species and included critical concerns with matters including flooding 
and the protection of water quality. this awareness led to the establishment of the township’s environ- 
mental advisory council and to voter approval of money for conservation. 

public information included ten good, concise reasons to vote “yes” on the open space referendum.  
the importance of a number of quality of life matters were described to make the public aware of the  
natural beauty of their community, the quality of the local water and scenic views that might be overlooked 
as people go about their daily business.

in addition to these quality of life issues, a number of financial considerations were explained. penn 
State cooperative extension’s “costs of community services studies” showed that residential development 
costs more for services than it generates in taxes. it was noted that the bangor School district published 
the cost to educate one child was $11,300 and “with one child per home, we’re in the hole.”  

the committee reached out to seniors to explain that an earned income tax (eit) would not apply to 
many in this age group, while the addition of many new homes would raise their township and school real 
estate taxes. an eit would help manage their tax burdens. Seniors volunteered to offer support at the polls 
on election day. 

it was also noted that manufacturing and service jobs have gone global, but tourism is still a local  
industry. protection of the township’s natural and cultural features, especially at a gateway to a national 
Recreation area with the appalachian trail and the Scenic delaware River, support the local economy and 
jobs. pennsylvania ranks fourth among the states in eco-tourism revenues.

finally, the committee showed that the annual cost to the average family would be small. there were a 
few grumblers who opposed the referendum, but overall support was strong. 

“ never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 

committed citizens can change the world.” 

—MaRgaRet Mead, cultural anthropologist



tHe ZOning OPtiOn  the Open Space committee members didn’t trust zoning alone to protect 
important places in their community. Judy henckel said “Zoning is very risky. developers and their lawyers 
can take zoning apart.”  however, the township is working with the natural Lands trust to incorporate  
conservation by design techniques into the township’s ordinances.

next StePS with heritage conservancy, the Open Space committee is in the process of supple-
menting the open space plan with clearly expressed criteria to be used in the evaluation of properties for 
conservation. this was a promise made during the referendum campaign. issues that came up from the 
public during the referendum were the protection of water resources for their environmental values and for 
water supply. in cooperation with portland borough and Lower Mount bethel township, access points to the 
delaware River will be looked into. 
coordination with the open space 
protection efforts of the county 
and surrounding municipalities is 
part of the township’s plan. 

POPuLAtiOn 
2000

POPuLAtiOn 
2006

nuMeriCAL 
CHAnge

PerCentAge 
CHAnge

6,063 7,425 1,362 22.46

Contributors:  Judy Henckel, Supervisor and EAC member, and Janet Pearson, Tax  
Collector, were interviewed for this report and worked hard to get the referendum  
approved by township voters. 
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Plainfield Township
Courage to Try Again

PASSeD: A 0.25% eit in tHe generAL eLeCtiOn OF 2007
AnnuAL reVenueS:  $300,000 LASt rePOrteD

in the primary election of 2006, a ballot question  
to enact an earned income tax failed to get voter 
approval. the margin against was fairly substantial. 
Shortly before the eit proposal was put on the  
ballot, a controversial zoning amendment was 
passed and the vote against the open space referen-
dum was backlash on the zoning issue. for those 
who supported the referendum, the defeat stung a 
bit, but a number of useful lessons were learned. 

the most valuable lesson learned was that a 
successful referendum must be handled as a politi-
cal campaign. the approach taken in 2006 was that 
as a good government initiative. the township’s 
1972 comprehensive plan stressed the need for  
agricultural preservation, but the township back 
then didn’t know how to implement that goal 
through either zoning or easement purchases.  
the township participated in a multi-municipal 
comprehensive plan in 2004, which also gave agricultural preservation strong emphasis. with the goal  
of farmland protection held, but not implemented, for more than thirty years, implementation was the  
responsible thing for the township to do. 

but a good idea does not always translate easily into regulations or the spending of public dollars.  
if people are expected to support a tax increase for conservation, they should expect to be provided with  
all pertinent information related to that matter. 

PubLiC OutreACH AnD eDuCAtiOn  three groups supported the effort on the second  
referendum. all the supervisors supported the measure and the board provided some money to produce  
an informational brochure as requested by the environmental advisory council. in the brochure, the board 
of Supervisors stated its support for passage of the referendum. the eac, established in January 2007, and 
a concerned citizens group played active roles in public outreach and education activities. the concerned 
citizens group provided money for mailing a letter of support to township households.

in addition to the attractive and informative brochure, newspaper articles were written and published. 
a website was established for support. calculations were prepared that showed the dollars spent on  
conservation would save more money in local and school district taxes. the working groups felt that a  
sufficient amount of literature stressed quality of life issues and a “pay now or pay later” case. however, it 
was felt that word of mouth—neighbor to neighbor—made a real difference in the success of the campaign. 

no public meetings were held. heritage conservancy and wildlands conservancy provided informal, 
non-paid information and assistance. Other townships were consulted on how they prepared for  
successful referendums. 

the referendum passed with 60 percent approval.
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tHe ZOning iSSue  as noted, the zoning amendment resulted in quite a controversy in the community. 
the amended zoning provisions would result in compact development surrounded by open space, protected farm-
land and greenway land. the ordinance also provides for transferable development rights to transfer development 
potential into the sewered district in the township from the farm and forest district. conventional subdivision is 
still permitted, but the compact development surrounded by protected land results in a greater number of homes. 
that difference in the number of homes resulting from conventional subdivision versus the incentives for the more 
compact form of development was the basis for the controversy.

Setting aside the differences in the number of homes resulting from the two zoning approaches, zoning 
was viewed as a holding pattern. conservation of important lands needs to be certain and permanent. as 
such, the referendum was needed to complement the good zoning that helped protect farmlands and natural 
resources. Zoning can be changed. purchased land or conservation easements are much more permanent. 

farmland preservation was the community’s primary goal. the township also enacted another zoning 
amendment that provided benefits for farmed properties. On preserved farms, more than one principal use  
is permitted. area and employee standards are more permissive. these all enhance the income potential of 
conserved farms. 

buiLDing On PASt COnSerVAtiOn WOrk  the township has been resourceful in its land 
protection efforts prior to the passage of the referendum. in this mostly rural and farm community, between 
1,900 and 2,000 acres of farmland have been preserved with county and state funds. there’s also about 
7,500 acres set aside in farm and forest Land. the county has parkland in the township and plainfield has a 
100 acre park. Land conservation was not a new idea to the township people.

in anticipation of the flow of tax revenues for conservation, an eac subcommittee is in the process of 
writing guidelines for easement acquisitions. the ranking system includes a “threat of development consider-
ation.”  there will be an emphasis on the use of easements on farmland and environmentally sensitive lands. 
purchase of conservation easements is a way to stretch the dollars raised. 

the two Rivers greenway plan is 
based on the Lehigh Valley greenway 
plan. the township’s open space and 
farmland preservation planning uses 
these two plans as guidelines.  

POPuLAtiOn 
2000

POPuLAtiOn 
2006

nuMeriCAL 
CHAnge

PerCentAge 
CHAnge

5,668 6,083 415 7.32

Contributors:  Matt Glennon, Supervisor and EAC member, and Jane Mellert, EAC  
member and former supervisor, were interviewed for this report. Additional information 
was provided by Terry Kleintop, EAC member.



tHe exPerienCeS OF tHeSe SeVen MuniCiPALitieS 
PrOViDe MAny uSeFuL iDeAS FOr OtHer COMMunitieS 
tO uSe. MAny OF tHe iDeAS Were COMMOn tO MOSt OF 
tHeSe eFFOrtS, WHiLe OtHer ASPeCtS Were uSeD Or 
ADDreSSeD by One Or tWO. 
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Lessons Learned

getting StArteD 
n  Start early. a year should provide sufficient time to do 

all that needs to be done. Six months is pretty tight to 
run a successful campaign.

n   identify or form a committee (eac, standing Open 
Space commission, ad hoc Open Space committee, 
etc.) to be responsible for conducting the campaign. 
consider forming a political action committee (pac) 
to raise and spend money on the campaign.

n   Request support from the board of Supervisors and ask 
for a commitment to put the question on the ballot.

n   Keep in mind that this will be a political campaign 
and you need to develop support and provide relevant 
information to the public. it’s essential to make your 
case clearly and concisely. 

n   decide if the referendum should be held with the pri-
mary or general election. primaries tend to draw out 
issue voters; general elections turn out more voters. 

n  decide if professional help should be hired. 

n   whenever possible, separate any related amendment 
to a zoning ordinance from an open space referendum 
by at least a year. 

eDuCAte yOurSeLF
n   ask people from communities where successful  

referendums have been held about what they did, 
what worked and what didn’t.

n   Solicit help from conservation organizations for  
advice, guidance and useful written material. 

n   prepare and distribute a survey to identify what  
needs to be protected and how much the public is 
willing to tolerate in new taxes.

n   Review the conservation goals in the comprehensive 
and open space plans. update the goals if they  
no longer express the conservation interests of the 
municipality. 

n   consult the municipal solicitor on requirements of 
pennsylvania statutes and any other legal questions. 

FrAMe yOur CASe
n   clearly articulate the quality of life issues that are  

important to protect through land conservation.  
Supplement that message with matters related to  
fiscal benefits and better management of both  
municipal and school district taxes. 

n   enlist long-time residents, a local champion and  
people who have preserved their properties to speak 
in support of the referendum. 

n   water issues are top concerns of the public. explain 
how land conservation has direct effects on water 
quality and availability. 

eDuCAte tHe PubLiC
n   explain what conservation easements are and how 

they are applied to properties. 

n   explain that conservation easements can be  
tailored to the landowner’s situation.

n   explain that county and state funds to stretch local 
money would likely require some limited public  
access to conserved properties. 

n   explain that condemnation cannot be used to acquire 
conservation easements under the Open Space Lands 
act. condemnation may be used to acquire land for 
recreation under the Second class township code. 
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n   explain conservation goals included in the munici-
pality’s comprehensive and open space plans.  
explain the municipality’s goals for farmland,  
natural resources, open space and recreation. 

n   explain the evaluation criteria for selecting properties 
for preservation, if criteria have been developed. 

n   explain that pennsylvania law requires that money  
approved by referendum has to be kept in a separate 
account, cannot be put into the general fund and 
must be used only for the purposes stated in  
the referendum. 

n   explain clearly what types of land is targeted for  
protection. 

n   explain the fiscal and tax benefits associated with 
land conservation.

n   explain how much it will cost the average family… 
in most cases it will be a small amount. equate the 
annual, monthly or weekly costs to something  
practical and understandable, such as “the tax  
will be equal to the cost of one pizza a month.” 

n   prepare a powerpoint presentation or video for  
public meetings and for display on a municipal  
or special website. 

n   hold public meetings. enlist the help of outside 
speakers who have experience in related matters.

n   Meet with special groups, like seniors, farmers,  
environmental groups and recreation organizations. 
address their specific interests and concerns. 

n   work with local newspapers to tell a good story about 
how land conservation will provide benefits for the 
community and surrounding communities, if that  
case can be made. 

n   Quickly respond to misleading or incorrect informa-
tion that’s published in local papers. 

n    prepare flyers, postcards, brochures, newsletter  
articles, letters to the editors of local daily and  
weekly papers, yard signs, palm cards and other  
written material. use local photos, numbers and  
examples whenever possible. 

n   address the zoning issue to explain why zoning isn’t 
the “silver bullet”, but should be used in conjunction 

with strategic purchases of land and conservation 
easements. describe how innovative zoning tech-
niques, like conservation by design, open space  
requirements and resource protection overlays,  
provide conservation benefits.

DeVeLOP SuPPOrt
n   if an eit is proposed, explain to seniors that it’s not 

likely to apply to them and will help to control their 
real estate taxes. ask them to work on the campaign 
and, most importantly, vote for the measure.

n   ask for support from other groups like farmers,  
environmental groups, watershed associations and 
recreation organizations.

n   present the proposal to the school board and ask for 
the support of the board, district superintendent and 
staff. ask for support letters to the editors of local 
newspapers. 

n   ask the county, the Kittatinny Ridge partnership, the 
highlands coalition and others to support the town-
ship’s conservation efforts. 

Week beFOre eLeCtiOn DAy
n   Realize that the last few days before election day are 

critically important. 

n   be prepared, as best as possible, for last minute  
opposition to come “out of the blue”.

n   prepare people to staff the polls. provide them with 
useful information and hand-out material.

n   place yard signs on public land and, more importantly, 
on private properties, with permission. 

n   Stuff newspaper boxes.

n   Organize phone banks for the weekend before. 

eLeCtiOn DAy
n   convey a “thank you” to those who supported and 

provided assistance to aid in the effort.

n   have well-informed people at all the polls to answer 
questions about the referendum and to encourage 
people to vote for the measure. 

n  pass out palm cards which ask voters to vote “yes”.

Continued



DAy AFter
n   again, publicly thank all those who supported  

the effort. 

n   celebrate a successful referendum.

n   if the referendum fails, figure out what went wrong 
and plan to try again. 

n   after the Successful Referendum:

– ask the board of Supervisors, School board  
 and county commissioners to agree to freeze  
 millage rates on preserved properties under  
 the provisions of act 4 of 2006. 

–  update or prepare an open space plan. 

– develop criteria to select properties for  
 conservation if those criteria have not  
 been established.

– appoint a committee to evaluate landowners’  
 applications for purchase of conservation  
 easements. 

– Send letters to the owners of large properties  
 to explain the conservation program and  
 invite them to consider submitting an appli- 
 cation to protect their lands. 

Democracy at its Best
cOuLd theRe ReaLLy be a betteR way fOR peOpLe tO dO SOMething pOSitiVe fOR theiR 
cOMMunity?  this is not big, outside government trying to control, but local folks determining their  
future. bill Sweeney, program Supervisor at the Jacobsburg environmental education center and  
township eac member who worked on the bushkill township open space referendum said, “this is  
democracy at its best. all you have to do is participate.”  

those who support and those who may oppose the proposal to raise money for conservation must 
make their cases to the public, but in the end, it’s the voters, not the elected officials or agencies from 
other levels of government, who make the final decision.

Why Wait?
theSe SeVen Lehigh VaLLey tOwnShipS, in additiOn tO at LeaSt 80 OtheR MunicipaLitieS in 
eaSteRn pennSyLVania, have asked and received voter approval for taxes to protect important lands 
in their communities. in many of these other municipalities, taxpayers have approved additional requests 
when the money began to run out or when they saw a need to increase the earned income tax rate to 
protect more land in a shorter time period. Many of these municipal officials have commented that they 
should have started preserving land years ago before much of the good lands were developed, prices 
have risen and municipal and school district costs have skyrocketed. as will Rogers advised, “buy land. 
they ain’t makin’ any more of it.”  we might add, “it ain’t gettin’ any cheaper, either.” 

why wait to talk among your municipal officials if raising money for land conservation won’t main-
tain or improve the quality of life in your community? why wait to talk with the public officials in these 
seven municipalities to learn about their experiences and why they were successful? why wait to hold a 
public discussion or survey your citizens to find out how they feel about raising money for land conserva-
tion?  why wait to put a question on the ballot to let your voters decide if they are willing to raise public 
funds to protect important lands?  

the issue is not to stop development; rather, it’s to balance responsible growth with the protection of 
key community resources. it’s that balance that is important. but the time to move forward is now. when  
the land is developed, its resource, scenic and agricultural values are truly gone…forever. 



Useful References 
Key pieces of legislation are Act 153 of 1996, Act 138 of 1998 and Act 4 of 2006. To download copies of 
these laws, go to www.legis.state.pa.us and “Legislation Enacted Since 1975.”  Follow the prompts to 
fill in the act numbers and years of enactment. 

Heritage Conservancy’s publication Public Finance for Open Space: A Guide for Pennsylvania’s 
Municipalities includes information on lessons learned for municipalities outside of the Lehigh Valley, 
the provisions of related state laws, various ways to finance conservation and other matters. Also see 
Opportunity Knocks: Open Space is a Community Investment and Growing with Green Infrastructure. These 
reports may be accessed on Heritage Conservancy’s website www.HeritageConservancy.org or copies 
may be requested from the Conservancy.

Timothy W. Kelsey, Professor of Agricultural Economic, Penn State’s College of Agricultural 
Sciences, has prepared a number of costs of community services studies throughout Pennsylvania. 
These studies help in the understanding of the relative costs associated with different forms of land 
development and can help make the case for raising funds for conservation. Copies of his short, very 
readable report, Fiscal Impacts of Different Land Uses: The Pennsylvania Experience in 2006, are available on 
the web at www.cas.psu.edu, by calling (814) 865-6713 or writing to 112 Agricultural Administration 
Building, University Park, PA 16802. 

The important plans of the Lehigh Valley Planning Commission noted in this report may be secured 
on the web at www.lvpc.org, by calling (610) 264-4544 or writing to 961 Marcon Boulevard., Suite 310, 
Allentown, PA 18109-9397. 
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