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In May 2001, a group from the University of Guelph's School of Rural 
Planning and Development visited Pennsylvania t? compare the stat~'s 
rural planning approaches to those of Ontario. In Pennsylvania, 
development pressures have been converting rural heritage and the 
United States' most productive farmland into housing and commercial 
development at a rate second only to that of Florida. Ironically, retirees 
and commuters are flocking to Pennsylvania because they like the 
rural-pastoral setting, particularly the well-kept Mennoni~e and Amis~ 
farms. Obviously, if the farms are not preserved for agriculture, this 
setting will be lost. Likewise, people are moving into suburban 
communities in Ontario's countryside, rapidly depleting our most 
valuable farmlands. 
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A Snapshot of Ontario vs. Pennsylvania 

Population (last census) 
• Urban 
• Rural 

Economy 

Agri-related economy 

Farmgate sales 

Number of municipalities 

Elected county/municipal representatives 

Ontario Pennsylvania 

10,753,573 11 ,881,643 
8,958,741 (83 %) 8,188,295 (69%) 
1,794,832 (17%) 3,693,348 (31 %) 

$301.5 billion (U.S.) $307.9 billion (U.S.) 

$45 bil lion (U.S.) $44 bill ion (U.S.) 

$4.2 billion (U .S.) $4 billion (U.S.) 

447 2,566 

2,804 21,563 

The total populations of Ontario and 
Pennsylvania are similar, but there are 
nearly two million more rural residents in 
Pennsylvania. The agricultural industry is a 
primary economic engine in both jurisdic
tions, and key indicators are nearly identi
cal. In Pennsylvania, agriculture is the 
leading industry; in Ontario, the agricul
tural industry ranks second to the auto
motive industry. Among the most notable 
differences from a planning perspective is 
the discrepancy in the number of munici
palities and elected representatives. In 
Pennsylvania there are nearly five t imes as 
many municipalities as in Ontario. 

The following consists of key observations 
made during meetings with state, regional 
and local staff, discussions with the public, 
attendance at public meetings, and a 
review of government documents. 

Structure of planning 
Planning in Pennsylvania is largely based 
on decisions made by one of the 2,566 
local municipalities. Villages, townships 
and cities make individual land use deci
sions. The state encourages counties to 
develop comprehensive plans to provide 
coordination. Although the state provides 
local municipalities with planning guide
lines, it has virtually no ability to control 
local decisions. Thus, instead of using 
regulatory tools the state relies on finan
cial incentives to influence local decisions. 

Ontario has adopted a provincial pol icy 
statement that provides important guid
ance to upper- and lower-tier official 
plans. A county or region develops an 
official plan to which the lower-tier official 
plan must conform. Local municipalities 
adopt zoning bylaws, which have been 
influenced indirectly by provincial and 
upper-tier authority at the county or 
regional level. The Ontario Municipal 
Board is the ultimate authority for land 
use disputes, whereas in Pennsylvania the 
local municipality is granted the final 
authority and most conflicts are settled in 
the courts. 

There appears to be a greater level of 
local involvement in planning in 
Pennsylvania, owing both to the sheer 
number of municipalities and to the dedi
cated participation of the public. But the 
number of municipalities combined with a 
lack of policy direction from the state con
tribute to a significant lack of coordination 
across municipal boundaries. 

Property rights, the public, 
and participation in the 
planning process 
The rights held by residents of Ontario 
and Pennsylvania over property are fun
damentally different. Full property rights 
have been given to American property 
owners by the United States Constitution , 
while Ontario property owners have only 
partial rights granted by the Crown. This 
gives Ontarians less influence over deci
sions concerning their land (for example, 
zoning is more forceful in Ontario, with 
less discussion over issues of compensa
tion). Residents of Ontario do have an 
opportunity to voice their concerns 
through various means, such as public 
hearings and the Ontario Municipal 
Board, but these perspectives are bal
anced against the "public interest. " 
Americans also have access to public hear
ings and an appeal process, but it is 
through the courts. 

Since the founding of Pennsylvania, 
oppressive centralized-government poli
cies have been challenged - a philosophy 
still evident today. In Pennsylvania " indi
vidual rights" seem to be valued more 
highly than the " public good." The public 
takes a very active role in local govern
ment, striving to be both knowledgeable 
and active in local planning issues. The 
strength of property owners' rights pres
ents difficulties for cohesive and coordi
nated planning among communities. 

Comparison of planning 
tools: regulations vs. 
incentives 
Both regions use tools such as zoning and 
bylaws in their planning procedures, but 
tools are applied in various ways and with 
different results. In Ontario, planning 
strategies are easier to implement because 
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of a greater level of legislative support 
and regulatory authority from the provin
cial and upper-tier level. Professionally 
trained planners develop recommenda
tions and elected representatives make 
decisions. In Pennsylvania, planning is cre
ated by agreement (majority vote) 
amongst publicly elected officials. There 
appears to be -a relative lack of planning 
staff, and thus of informed planning 
advice. 

The relative importance of regulations is 
another important distinguishing feature 
between Ontario and Pennsylvania. In 
Ontario, the province delegates decision
making powers to municipalities and 
counties, and planning success is rooted in 
provincial legislative and regulatory pow
ers. Each county and municipality devel
ops its own official plan and bylaws. 
However, in Pennsylvania, the state, 
counties and townships do not have the 
same degree of power to regulate their 
planning functions. Planning decisions are 
implemented more often by programs and 
projects than by regulatory means. Local 
autonomy is emphasized, but it is often 
influenced by state-funded initiat ives. 

In Ontario, rural land-use regulations are 
more effective than similar regulations in 
Pennsylvania. Ontario's approach to agri 
cultural zoning and urban growth man
agement have limited scattered non-farm 
development and produced higher urban 
densities. Incentives have been used in 
Pennsylvania but are clearly more expen
sive than regulations. Ontario's provincial 
policy statement is often criticized, but it is 
a much stronger statement of provincial 
interest than any comparable policy in 
Pennsylvania. 

Agriculture and urban 
growth boundaries 
Pressures on agricultural land develop
ment are similar in Pennsylvania and 
Ontario. The population of Lancaster 
County, Penn., is expected to double in 
the next fifty years. The county, which 
ranks first in total agricultural receipts 
among all non-irrigation counties in the 
United States, has attempted to direct 
future development through the use of 
" urban growth boundaries." Between 
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1994 and 1997, approximately 75 per 
cent of new residential units were built 
within growth boundaries, yet 61 per cent 
of the land developed was outside the 
boundaries. This is a result of the fact that 
land within growth boundaries often 
includes prime agricultural land. Lancaster 
County has 350,000 acres zoned for agri
culture (at one house per twenty-five 
acres) and has permanently preserved 
more than 45,000 acres of farmland 
through the voluntary purchase and 
donation of development rights (an 
arrangement in which farmers retain own
ership but sell their right to develop). The 
purchase of development rights represents 
a major financial initiative that has seen 
over $400 million spent to preserve more 
than 200,000 acres of farmland across 
Pennsylvania. 
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In Pennsylvania and Ontario there have 
been failures related to the use of urban 
growth boundaries and official plans to 
deal with cross-jurisdictional issues. In 
Ontario, however, counties and regions 
have much more authority to enforce 
coordination. The Ontario Planning Act 
requires that local plans conform to 
upper-tier plans, while in Pennsylvania no 
such authority exists. For example, take 
two comparable areas, Waterloo Region 
in Ontario and Lancaster County in 
Pennsylvania, both of which are urbaniz
ing and have significant agricu ltural indus
tries with large populations of Amish and 
Mennonite farmers . Waterloo Region 
includes seven municipalities with a 
regional official plan coordinating plan
ning activities, whereas Lancaster County 
includes sixty-seven local municipalities 
with minimal coordination between them . 
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Much of Pennsylvania does not have zon
ing regulations to protect agricultural 
land, but agricultural zoning is used in 
thirty-nine of Lancaster's forty-one town
ships (usually at one house per twenty
five acres) . 

On the surface, urban growth boundaries 
and agricultu ral zoning in Pennsylvan ia 
have much in common with official plan 
designations and zoning in Ontario. 
Ontario's agricu ltu ral zoning, however, is 
in place for virtually all of the province's 
prime farm land, and usually at a stan
dard of one house per 100 acres. 
Pennsylvania 's success with the purchase 
of development rights may offer a useful 
lesson to Ontario for the protection of 
special places under pressure (for exam
ple, the Oak Ridges Moraine and spe
cialty crop lands). 

Property in ru ral Pennsylvania. 
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Effects of land use decisions 
on local culture 
Groups such as the Amish and the 
Mennonites in both Ontario and 
Pennsylvania depend on prime agricul
tural lands for their livelihood. As develop
ment intensifies, these groups often feel 
pressured to relocate . The Pennsylvania 
system provides more flexibility for lot 
creation and the establishment of small 
businesses and housing. While this 
approach to development raises other 
planning-related questions, it does 
respond to the needs of the Amish and 
Mennonites, helping them to maintain 
their culture and way of life. 

Lessons for planners 
Ontario and Pennsylvania have much in 
common: total population, size of the 
economy and the role of agriculture. But 
planning in the two jurisdictions has 
evolved out of two different legal sys
tems. Planning in Ontario has borrowed 
from the traditions of the British system 
with significant influence from evolving 
approaches in the United States. Some of 
the resulting differences are obvious, but 
other, more subtle differences are equally 
important. Key among these are the dif
ferent perspectives on property rights, 
which have lasting and significant implica
tions for land use planning. 

Canadian planning students and practi
tioners can learn from Pennsylvania's 
planning experience. Our group was most 
impressed by the passionate response of 
residents to many planning issues, the 
progress that has been made in publ ic 
education, and the use of voluntary pro
grams and incentives. Still, Pennsylvania's 
relative lack of coordination between 
municipalities and the relative absence of 
the state from a policy perspective have 
led to relatively scattered development. To 
understand planning in the two jurisdic
tions, it is important to appreciate the key 
differences in the legal system and the 
corresponding effects on property rights 
and the role of the public. These differ
ences have helped to shape a rural land
scape, and reflect the contrasting 
approaches to planning in Ontario and 
Pennsylvania. 
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Summary 
This article compares a number of rural 
planning issues and approaches in 
Pennsylvania and Ontario. The discussion 
focuses on issues related to the preserva
tion of agricultural lands, urban growth 
boundaries, property rights, and the role 
of local and state/ provincial government. 
In Pennsylvania, extensive citizen involve
ment has led to a high level of public 
"ownership " of planning. Planning in 
Pennsylvania has also made significant 
progress in the use of voluntary programs 
and financial incentives, such as the pur
chase of development rights to protect 
agricultural lands. Compared with 
Ontario, however, the use of planning 
regulations in rural areas has been less 
successful , providing much less coordina
tion of these regulations at the local , 
county and state levels. 

Sommaire 
Cet article compare Jes approches et 
pratiques en matiere d'urbanisme rural 
entre la Pennsylvanie et /'Ontario. Le sujet 
met de /'avant Jes questions relatives a la 
preservation des terres agricoles, aux 
limites de la croissance urbaine, aux droits 
de propriete ainsi que le role des autorites 
locales, et de l'Etat au du Gouvernement 
provincial. En Pennsylvanie, /'engagement 
de la population a abouti sur une veritable 
appropriation de l 'urbanisme par le public, 
et des progres importants ant ete faits en 
matiere d'initiatives et de mesures 
incitatives afin de proteger le territoire 
agricole. Par contre /'utilisa tion des 
reglements d'urbanisme en matiere rurale a 
connu mains de succes qu 'en Ontario en 
raison d'une plus faible coordination de 
ces reglements aux niveaux locaux, de 
comtes et de l 'etat. 
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