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5.1 PROCESS SUMMARY 

Performing the Capability Assessment is important to formulate a viable mitigation 
strategy later in the planning process.  A Capability Assessment has two components: an 
inventory of a jurisdiction’s existing planning and regulatory tools and an analysis of its 
capacity to use them effectively. The assessment process helps identify existing gaps, 
conflicts, and/or weaknesses that may need to be addressed through future mitigation 
planning goals, objectives, and actions. It also highlights the measures in place or 
already undertaken that merit continued support and enhancement through future 
mitigation efforts.  The Capability Assessment also helps to ensure that proposed 
mitigation actions are practical, considering the local ability to implement them. 

The Capability Assessment is an evaluation of Northumberland County’s governmental 
structure, political framework, legal jurisdiction, fiscal status, policies and programs, 
regulations and ordinances, and resource availability. Each category is evaluated for its 
strengths and weaknesses in responding to, preparing for, and mitigating the effects of 
the identified hazards. The Capability Assessment has two components: (1) an inventory 
of the County’s and municipalities’ missions, programs, and policies and (2) an analysis 
of their capacity to execute them. A Capability Assessment is an integral part of the 
hazard mitigation planning process. Here, the County and municipalities identify, review, 
and analyze what they are currently doing to reduce losses and to identify the 
framework necessary to implement new mitigation actions. This information will help the 
County and municipalities evaluate alternative mitigation actions and address shortfalls 
in the mitigation Plan. 

The evaluation of the categories listed above – governmental structure, political 
framework, legal jurisdiction, fiscal status, policies and programs, and regulations and 
ordinances – allows the Mitigation Planning Team to determine the viability of certain 
mitigation actions. The Capability Assessment analyzes what Northumberland County 
and its municipalities have the capacity to do and provides an understanding of what 
must be changed to mitigate loss. 

Throughout the planning process, the Mitigation Planning Team considered the County’s 
36 individual municipalities. Pennsylvania municipalities have their own governing 
bodies, pass and enforce their own ordinances and regulations, purchase equipment, 
and manage their own resources, including critical infrastructure. Therefore, this 
Capability Assessment must consider the various characteristics and capabilities of each 
municipality under study.  

Working with County officials, the Planning Team identified available resources, 
examined municipal capabilities compared to those of the County and identified the 
following list of capability needs: 

• Increase communication and coordination between departments 
• Increase public awareness and communication 
• Develop a list of contact people for each organization/department 
• Education for local municipality-elected officials 
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• Improved communication systems 
• Financial resources education/information 

Human Resources 

Human resources include local fire, police, ambulance, and emergency management 
and response personnel. There are a total of 14 law enforcement agencies, 52 fire 
stations, 9 basic response ambulances, 7 advanced life support units, and 9 quick 
response squads in Northumberland County. These units are dispatched by the 
Northumberland County 9-1-1 center headquartered in Sunbury. 

 Physical Resources 

Physical resources include the equipment, vehicles, public lands, facilities, and buildings 
available to the community.  Northumberland County has two hospitals, Geisinger – 
Shamokin Area Community Hospital located in Shamokin and Sunbury Community 
Hospital located in Sunbury.  In addition, Northumberland County has numerous privately 
owned extended care facilities throughout the County. 

The County also has numerous publicly owned facilities and land that may be available 
in various times of need: 

 Senior Centers –  

• Elysburg Senior Action Center 
• Kulpmont Senior Action Center 
• Lower Northumberland County Senior Action Center 
• Milton Senior Action Center 
• Mount Carmel Senior Action Center 
• Northumberland Senior Action Center 
• Riverside Senior Action Center 
• Shamokin Senior Action Center 
• Sunbury Senior Action Center 
• Trevorton Senior Action Center 
• Upper Northumberland Senior Action Center 

County-Owned or Leased Buildings –  

• The County Administration Building 
• The Courthouse 
• The Courthouse Annex 
• Several Human Services Buildings 
• Prison Complex at Northwestern Site 
• Northumberland County Communications Center (Public Safety) 

County-Owned Recreational Facilities –  

• The Moser Complex 
• Several fields in the Ferndale section of Coal Township 
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County-Owned Coal Land –  

• 6,500 acres located in Coal Township, Mount Carmel Township, East Cameron 
Township, West Cameron Township and Zerbe Township 

Technological Resources 

Technological resources include early warning systems, stream-level monitoring gauges, 
computer systems, the Internet, and 9-1-1 communications systems. At the time of the 
HMP’s development, a number of technological resources were available to aid in 
hazard mitigation: 

  A 9-1-1 communication system located in Sunbury 

• Stream-level monitoring gauges – Sunbury Flood Control 
• GIS and other computer systems 

Informational Resources 

Information resources include websites, brochures, pamphlets, workshops, and public 
service announcements. 

The Department of Public Safety has an informational website located at 
http://www.publicsafety.norrycopa.net/. 

The Northumberland County website is located at http://www.northumberlandco.org. 

Information on hazard mitigation and how to protect oneself and one’s home from 
common hazards was referenced at the websites for FEMA (www.fema.gov) and the 
Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency (PEMA) (www.pema.state.pa.us). 

Financial Resources 

Sources of funding were deemed difficult for small rural communities to secure. Known, 
available federal and state funds include the following: 

• Transportation Improvement Program (TIP): Provides funding for transportation 
improvement projects  

• Pennsylvania’s Growing Greener: Provides funding to protect and restore natural 
resources by cleaning up source pollution 

• South Central Mountain Counter-Terrorism Task Force: Regional task force formed to 
integrate federal/state/county response to terrorism, institutionalize mutual aid, 
establish standing regional response groups, and encourage regional networking 
and communication. Homeland Security grants can be utilized through this group. 

• Community Development Block Grant (CDBG): Awards funds to municipalities 
through the Pennsylvania Department of Community and Economic Development. 
Provides funding to benefit low- to moderate-income persons for community 
development purposes. 

• Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP), Flood Mitigation Assistance (FMA) 
Program, Pre-Disaster Mitigation (PDM) Program: Provides hazard mitigation funding 
to communities. Northumberland County’s municipalities will be able to take 
advantage of these funds at the completion of this Plan. 
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5.2 CAPABILITY ASSESSMENT FINDINGS 

Below are descriptions of the items listed in the Capabilities Assessment Survey. The 
County’s and each municipality’s response to the survey can be found in the Tables in 
Section 5.2. 

A. Emergency Management 

Emergency management is a comprehensive, integrated program of mitigation, 
preparedness, response, and recovery for emergencies/disasters of any kind. No public 
or private entity is immune to disasters, and no single segment of society can meet the 
complex needs of a major emergency or disaster on its own.  Responses to this section 
of the survey can be found in Table 5.2.2.1-2. 

 Emergency Operations Plan 

The Pennsylvania Emergency Management Services Code, Title 35, requires all political 
jurisdictions in the Commonwealth to have an Emergency Operations Plan (EOP), an 
Emergency Management Coordinator (EMC), and an Emergency Operations Center 
(EOC). 

Northumberland County’s EOP is updated every two years and complies with NIMS and 
is the basis for a coordinated and effective response to any disaster that may affect lives 
and property in Northumberland County.  The EOP, or portions thereof, would be 
implemented when emergency circumstances warrant it. According to the 
Northumberland County Emergency Management Agency (EMA), all 36 municipalities 
within Northumberland County have updated local EOPs. 

 Continuity of Operations Plan 

Continuity of Operations (COOP) is a critically important planning principle for 
emergency managers as well as for municipal officials.  National Fire Protection 
Association (NFPA) 1600 provides those with the responsibility for disaster and emergency 
management and COOP planning programs with the criteria to assess current programs 
or to develop, implement, and maintain a program to mitigate, prepare for, respond to, 
and recover from disasters and emergencies. 

 Evacuation Plan 

Evacuation is one of the most widely used methods of protecting the public from hazard 
impacts. The easiest way to minimize death and injury due to a hazard event is to remove 
as many people as possible from its path.  Evacuation plans include descriptions of the 
area(s) being evacuated, the demographics and characteristics of people within those 
area(s), transportation routes to safe areas, and how the community will support those 
individuals who do not have access to their own transportation. 

 Disaster Recovery Plan 



CAPABILITY ASSESSMENT 
6 

A Disaster Recovery Plan (DRP) is a comprehensive set of measures and procedures that 
ensure essential, mission-critical resources and infrastructure are maintained or backed 
up by alternatives during various stages of a disaster. The DRP is another step to ensure 
the preparedness and ability to respond quickly and effectively to restore the 
community’s essential services.  The DRP addresses the public sector’s responsibilities, 
including temporary shelter, refuse disposal, overall damage assessment, restoration of 
utility services, reconstruction priorities, financial assistance, and dealing with demands. 

StormReady 

StormReady is a program administered by the NWS. To be certified as StormReady, a 
community must establish links to the NWS’s warning systems and relationships with NWS 
staff, establish a 24-hour warning point, ensure sufficient capability to respond to severe 
weather events, and provide public outreach and education. 

B. Participation in the National Flood Insurance Program 

National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) 

The Pennsylvania Flood Plain Management Act (Act 166 of 1978) requires every 
municipality identified by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to 
participate in the NFIP and permits all municipalities to adopt floodplain management 
regulations. It is in the interest of all property owners in the floodplain to keep 
development and land usage within the scope of the floodplain regulations for their 
community. This helps keep insurance rates low and makes sure that the risk of flood 
damage is not increased by property development. 

Of the County’s 36 municipalities, 33 participate in the NFIP.  Northumberland County’s 
municipalities currently have a FIRM effective date of 2008. This information is reflected 
in Table 5.2.2.1-1. 

FEMA Region III makes available to communities an ordinance review checklist that lists 
required provisions for floodplain management ordinances. This checklist helps 
communities develop an effective floodplain management ordinance that meets 
federal requirements for participation in the NFIP. 

The Pennsylvania Department of Community and Economic Development (DCED) 
provides communities, based on their CFR, Title 44, Section 60.3 level of regulations, with 
a suggested ordinance document to assist them in meeting the minimum requirements 
of the NFIP along with the Pennsylvania Flood Plain Management Act (Act 166). These 
suggested or model ordinances contain provisions that are more restrictive than state 
and federal requirements. Suggested provisions include but are not limited to the 
following: 

• Prohibiting manufactured homes in the floodway 
• Prohibiting manufactured homes within the area measured 50 feet landward from the top 

of a bank of any watercourse within a special flood hazard area 
• Special requirements for recreational vehicles within the flood hazard area 
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• Special requirements for accessory structures 
• Prohibiting new construction and development within the area measured 50 feet 

landward from the top of a bank of any watercourse within a special flood hazard area 
• Providing the County Conservation District an opportunity to review and comment on all 

applications and plans for any proposed construction or development in any identified 
floodplain area 

Table 5.2.2.1-1 shows the number of NFIP policies and the date of the most recent official 
Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM). 

 There have been no NFIP sanctions against Northumberland County’s municipalities.  

 

National Flood Insurance Program – CRS 

The NFIP’s Community Rating System (CRS) provides discounts on flood insurance 
premiums in those communities that establish floodplain management programs that go 
beyond NFIP minimum requirements. Under the CRS, communities receive credit for 
more restrictive regulations, acquisition, relocation, or flood-proofing of flood-prone 
buildings, preservation of open space, and other measures that reduce flood damage 
or protect the natural resources and functions of floodplains. 

The CRS was implemented in 1990 to recognize and encourage community floodplain 
management activities that exceed the minimum NFIP standards. Section 541 of the 
1994 Act amends Section 1315 of the 1968 Act to codify the CRS in the NFIP, and expands 
the CRS goals to specifically include incentives to reduce the risk of flood-related erosion 
and to encourage measures that protect natural and beneficial floodplain functions. 
These goals have been incorporated into the CRS, and communities now receive credit 
toward premium reductions for activities that contribute to them. 

Under the CRS, flood insurance premium rates are adjusted to reflect the reduced flood 
risk resulting from community activities that meet a minimum of three of the following CRS 
goals: 

• Reduce flood losses 
• Reduce damage to property Protect public health and safety 
• Prevent increases in flood damage from new construction 
• Reduce the risk of erosion damage 
• Protect natural and beneficial floodplain functions 
• Facilitate accurate insurance rating 
• Promote the awareness of flood insurance 

There are 10 CRS classes that provide varied reduction in insurance premiums. Class 1 
requires the most credit points and gives the largest premium reduction; Class 10 receives 
no premium reduction. CRS premium discounts on flood insurance range from 45 percent 
for Class 9 communities up to 45 percent for Class 1 communities. The CRS recognizes 18 
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creditable activities that are organized under four categories: Public Information, 

Mapping and Regulations, Flood Damage Reduction, and Flood Preparedness.2 

The six Northumberland County jurisdictions that are participating in the CRS are depicted 
in Table 5.2.2.2-1. 

Planning and Regulatory Capability 

Pennsylvania municipalities have the authority to govern more restrictively than the state 
and county minimum requirements, assuming they are in compliance with all criteria 
established in the Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code (MPC) and their respective 
municipal codes. 

Municipalities can develop their own policies and programs and implement their own 
rules and regulations to protect and serve their local residents. Local policies and 
programs are typically identified in a comprehensive plan, implemented via a local 
ordinance, and enforced through the governmental body or its appointee. 

Municipalities regulate land use via the adoption and enforcement of zoning, subdivision 
and land development ordinances, building codes, building permit ordinances, 
floodplain, and/or storm water management ordinances. When effectively prepared 
and administered, these regulations can lead to hazard mitigation.  For example, the 
adoption of the NFIP and the Pennsylvania Flood Plain Management Act (Act 166 of 
1978) established minimum floodplain management criteria. A municipality must adopt 
and enforce these minimum criteria to be eligible for participation in the NFIP.  
Municipalities have the option of adopting a single-purpose ordinance or incorporating 
these provisions into their zoning and/or subdivision and land development ordinances, 
or building codes, thereby mitigating the potential impacts of local flooding. 

Hazard Mitigation Plan 

HMPs describe in detail the hazards that may affect the community, the community’s 
vulnerability to those hazards, and an action plan for how the community plans to 
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minimize or eliminate that vulnerability. HMPs are governed by the DMA 2000, and having 
a FEMA-approved HMP makes the jurisdiction eligible for federal mitigation funding. 

Comprehensive Land Use Plan 

A Comprehensive Plan is a policy document that states objectives and guides the future 
growth and physical development of a municipality. The Comprehensive Plan is a 
blueprint for housing, transportation, community facilities, utilities, and land use.  It 
examines how the past led to the present and charts the community’s future path. The 
MPC Act 247 of 1968, as reauthorized and amended, requires counties to prepare and 
maintain a county Comprehensive Plan.  In addition, the MPC requires counties to 
update the Comprehensive Plan every 10 years. 

With regard to hazard mitigation planning, Section 301a.(2) of the MPC requires 
Comprehensive Plans to include a plan for land use, which, among other provisions, 
suggests that the plan should give consideration to floodplains and other areas of special 
hazards and other similar uses. The MPC also requires Comprehensive Plans to include a 
plan for community facilities and services, and recommends giving consideration to 
storm drainage and floodplain management. 

Floodplain Management Plan 

Floodplain Management Plans describe how the community will reduce the impact of 
flood events through preventive and corrective actions. These actions may include 
mandated open space and prohibition of development in floodplains, property buyout, 
and other measures. 

Open Space Management Plan 

Open Space Management Plans are designed to protect the natural environment of the 
community. They describe how the community will manage woodlands, grasslands, and 
trails without sacrificing the economic goals of the community. These areas are most 
widely used for recreational purposes, but also serve as the primary habitat for a number 
of species of plants and animals. 

Stormwater Management Plan/Ordinance 

The proper management of stormwater runoff can improve conditions and decrease the 
chance of flooding. These ordinances are developed in conjunction with the guidelines 
established in the Pennsylvania Stormwater Management Act (Act 167 of 1978). 

The Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection’s Stormwater Management 
Program provides grant money to counties to develop stormwater management plans 
for designated watersheds. This planning effort, as required by the Stormwater 
Management Act (Act 167 of 1978), results in sound engineering standards and criteria 
being incorporated into local codes and ordinances in order to manage stormwater 
runoff from new development in a coordinated, watershed-wide approach. Without 
such planning, stormwater is either not controlled by municipal ordinances, or is 
addressed on a site-to-site or municipal boundary basis. Municipalities within the same 
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watershed may require different levels of control of stormwater. The result is often the total 
disregard of downstream impacts or the compounding of existing flooding problems. 

Municipalities have an obligation to implement the criteria and standards developed in 
each watershed stormwater management plan by amending or adopting laws and 
regulations for land use and development. The implementation of stormwater 
management criteria and standards at the local level is necessary, since municipalities 
are responsible for local land use decisions and planning. The degree of detail in the 
ordinances depends on the extent of existing and projected development. 
Municipalities within rapidly developing watersheds will benefit from the Watershed 
Stormwater Management Plan and will use the information for sound land use 
considerations. The Watershed Stormwater Management Plan is designed to aid the 
municipality in setting standards for the land uses it has proposed. The Watershed Plan 
and the attendant municipal regulations are intended to prevent future drainage 
problems and avoid the aggravation of existing problems.  There are three watersheds 
in Northumberland County: 

• Upper Susquehanna-Lackawanna 
• Lower West Branch Susquehanna 
• Lower Susquehanna-Pennsylvania 

Natural Resource Protection Plan 

Natural Resource Protection Plans are designed to protect woodlands, steep slopes, 
waterways, floodplains, wetlands, and coastal buffers through prohibiting or severely 
limiting development in these areas. Emergency managers and community planners 
have been made more and more aware of the benefits of protecting these areas as 
mitigation measures over the last few decades. 

Flood Response Plan 

These plans describe how a community will respond to flood events. They include 
warning the public, evacuation and sheltering, emergency response, recovery, and 
mitigation of future events. Most communities in Pennsylvania have moved away from 
planning for individual hazards and now include flood response as part of their all-hazard 
EOPs. 

Capital Improvements Plan 

The Capital Improvements Plan is a multiyear policy guide that identifies needed capital 
projects and is used to coordinate the financing and timing of public improvements. 
Capital improvements relate to streets, stormwater systems, water distribution, sewage 
treatment, and other major public facilities. A Capital Improvements Plan should be 
prepared by the respective county’s planning commission and should include a capital 
budget. This budget identifies the highest-priority projects recommended for funding in 
the next annual budget. The Capital Improvements Plan is dynamic and can be tailored 
to specific circumstances. 
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Economic Development Plan 

An Economic Development Plan serves as a road map for economic development 
decision making, based on the collection of statistical data, historical perspective, and 
human potential, and it does the following: 

• Clearly defines realistic goals and objectives 
•  Establishes a defined time frame to implement goals and objectives 
•  Communicates those goals and objectives to the organization’s constituents 
• Ensures effective use of the organization’s resources 
• Provides a baseline from which progress can be measured 
• Builds consensus around future goals and objectives 

 

Historic Preservation Plan 

These plans describe how the community will preserve the historic structures and areas 
within it. Since these structures pre-date building codes and modern community 
planning requirements, many of them are especially vulnerable to a variety of hazards. 
The Historic Preservation Plan may include measures to retrofit or relocate historic 
treasures out of hazard impact areas. 

Floodplain Regulations 

Through administration of the floodplain ordinances, the municipalities can ensure that 
all new construction or substantial improvements to existing structures that are located 
in the 1 percent chance floodplain are built with first-floor elevations above the Base 
Flood Elevation (BFE). 

Zoning Regulations 

Article VI of the MPC authorizes municipalities to prepare, enact, and enforce zoning to 
regulate land use.  Its regulations can apply to the following: 

• Permitted use of land 
• Height and bulk of structures 
• Percentage of a lot that maybe occupied by buildings and other impervious 

surfaces 
• Yard setbacks 
• Density of development 
• Height and size of signs 

Zoning ordinances contain both a map that delineates zoning districts and text 
documenting the regulations that apply in each zoning district. 

Subdivision Regulations 

Article V of the MPC authorizes municipalities to prepare, enact, and enforce a 
subdivision and land development ordinance, including regulations to control the layout 
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of streets, minimum lot sizes, and the provision of utilities.  The objectives of a subdivision 
and land development ordinance are to do the following: 

• Coordinate street patterns 
• Ensure that adequate utilities and other improvements are provided in a manner 

that will not pollute streams, wells, and/or soils 
• Reduce traffic congestion 
• Provide sound design standards as a guide to developers, elected officials, 

planning commissions and other municipal officials 

The Northumberland County Planning Commission has the authority to approve, approve 
with conditions, or disapprove all subdivisions and land developments that occur in 
municipalities that do not have an ordinance. 

In cases where municipalities have their own Subdivision and Land Development 
Ordinance, plans must be submitted to the County Planning Commission for review, and 
the Planning Commission provides comments to the municipality within 30 days. 

Unified Development Ordinance 

Unified Development Ordinances combine all other development ordinances (e.g., 
subdivision management, zoning) into a single document reflecting the community’s 
vision for its development. Combining these documents helps to “de-conflict” any 
discrepancies among them, which may be due to the individual documents being 
required by separate legislation. 

Post-disaster Redevelopment/Reconstruction Ordinance 

These ordinances are passed by proactive communities that recognize the complexities 
of post- disaster recovery. They describe the organization of the redevelopment oversight 
body, damage assessment, and recovery policies related to making the community 
more sustainable and safer following a disaster. 

Building Code 

Building codes are important in mitigation, because codes are developed for regions of 
the country in consideration of the hazards present within that region. Consequently, 
structures that are built to applicable codes are inherently resistant to many hazards like 
strong winds, floods, and earthquakes, and can help mitigate regional hazards like 
wildfires. In 2003 the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania implemented the Uniform 
Construction Code (Act 45 of 1999), a comprehensive building code that establishes 
minimum regulations for most new construction, including additions and renovations to 
existing structures. 

The code applies to almost all buildings, excluding manufactured and industrialized 
housing (which are covered by other laws), agricultural buildings, and certain utility and 
miscellaneous buildings. The Uniform Construction Code (UCC) has many advantages 
in requiring builders to use materials and methods that have been professionally 
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evaluated for quality and safety, as well as requiring inspections of completed work to 
ensure compliance. 

If a municipality has “opted in,” all UCC enforcement is local, except where municipal 
(or third-party) code officials lack the certification necessary to approve plans and 
inspect commercial construction for compliance with UCC accessibility requirements.3   

If a municipality has “opted out,” the Department of Labor and Industry is responsible for 
all commercial code enforcement in that municipality. The Department of Labor and 
Industry also has sole jurisdiction for all state-owned buildings no matter where they are 
located.  

Most municipalities have adopted the UCC building codes. Furthermore, municipalities 
with their own Code Enforcer/Zoning Officer include the following: 

• Coal Township 
• Delaware Township 
• East Chillisquaque Township 
• Kulpmont Borough 
• Lewis Township 
• Lower Augusta Township 
• McEwensville Borough 
• Milton Borough 
• Mount Carmel Borough 
• Mount Carmel Township 
• Northumberland Borough 
• Ralpho Township 
• Riverside Borough 
• Rockefeller Township 
• Rush Township 
• Shamokin City 
• Snydertown Borough 
• Sunbury City 
• Turbotville Borough 
• Upper Augusta Township 
• Washington Township 
• Watsontown Borough 
• West Chillisquaque Township 

Fire Code 

Fire codes relate to both the construction and use of structures in terms of preventing fires 
from starting and minimizing their spread, and minimizing the injuries and deaths caused 
by a fire within a building. They govern such things as the following: 

• Building materials that may be used 
• The presence and number/type of fire extinguishers 
• Means of egress 
• Hazardous materials storage and use 
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Firewise 

Firewise is a national program that brings together the response community, community 
planners, and homeowners to minimize the risk of wildfires. The program focuses on 
development that is compatible with the natural environment. Participation in the 
program is begun and maintained by groups of homeowners. 

Farmland Preservation 

Farmland preservation measures are important to hazard mitigation. Preserved farms 
protect soil from erosion and prevent the contamination of local surface water. In 
addition, farms and forest land are important for recharging the community’s aquifer, 
and provide habitat for local wildlife. 

C. Administrative and Technical Capability 

Responses to this section of the survey can be found in table 5.2.8-2. 

Planners – Land Development/Management Practices 

 County Planning Commission 

In Pennsylvania, planning responsibilities traditionally have been delegated to each 
county and local municipality through the MPC. 

A planning agency acts as an advisor to the governing body on matters of community 
growth and development.  A governing body may appoint individuals to serve as legal 
and engineering advisors to the planning agency. In addition to the duties and 
responsibilities authorized by Article II of the MPC, a governing body may, by ordinance, 
delegate approval authority to a planning agency for subdivision and land 
development applications. A governing body has considerable flexibility, not only as to 
which powers and duties are assigned to a planning agency, but also as to what form 
an agency will possess. A governing body can create a planning commission, a 
planning department, or both. 

The purpose of the Northumberland County Planning Commission is to receive and make 
recommendations on public and private proposals for development, and to prepare 
and administer planning regulations.  Subdivision and land development plans are also 
reviewed and approved by the Northumberland County Planning Commission, which 
works in conjunction with the municipal planning commissions, where applicable. 

 Municipal Planning Commission 

The MCP conveys that the planning authority establishes the requirements that a 
municipality must follow.  

Engineers – Construction Practices 

A municipal engineer performs duties as directed in the areas of construction, 
reconstruction, maintenance and repair of streets, roads, pavements, sanitary sewers, 
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bridges, culverts, and other engineering work. The municipal engineer reviews and/or 
prepares plans, specifications, and estimates of the work undertaken within the 
municipality. 

Planners/Engineers – Understanding of Natural and/or Human-caused hazards 

When staff who are responsible for community planning or engineering the structures on 
which people rely are familiar with the hazards that can impact the community, there is 
a great potential for synergy. These staff members will design the communities and 
structures with hazard impacts in mind, resulting in more sustainable communities and 
stronger structures. 

Emergency Manager 

A municipal EMC is responsible for emergency management – preparedness, response, 
recovery, and mitigation within his/her respective Authority Having Jurisdiction (AHJ). The 
responsibilities of the EMC are outlined in PA Title 35 §7503: 

• Prepare and maintain a current disaster emergency management plan 
• Establish, equip and staff an EOC 
• Provide individual and organizational training programs 
• Organize and coordinate all locally available manpower, materials, supplies, 

equipment, and services necessary for disaster emergency readiness, response, 
and recovery 

• Adopt and implement precautionary measures to mitigate the anticipated effects 
of a disaster 

• Cooperate and coordinate with any public and private agency or entity 
• Provide prompt information regarding local disaster emergencies to appropriate 

Commonwealth and local officials or agencies and the general public 
• Participate in all tests, drills, and exercises, including remedial drills and exercises, 

scheduled by the agency or by the federal government 

Floodplain Manager 

Floodplain managers are experts in the rules and regulations of development in a 
floodplain, and can provide vast amounts of information on the risks and impacts of 
building within those hazard areas. They are an integral part of the mitigation planning 
team, and can make recommendations based on the needs and conditions of the 
community. 

Land Surveyors 

Land surveyors determine, among other things, the elevation of a given point (e.g., a 
structure). This is especially useful in determining what development lies in the floodplain, 
but can also be useful in examining vulnerability to other hazards as well. 

Scientists – Knowledge of Hazards 

Natural and human-made hazards’ characteristics and impacts can be highly technical.  
Meteorology, aerodynamics, fluid dynamics, physics and health physics, chemistry, and 
several other scientific fields are involved in determining the impacts of a hazard event. 
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Having access to a scientist who can describe the technical aspects of hazards in lay 
terms is important to having a sound mitigation strategy. 

Trained Staff – Assessing Community’s Vulnerability to Hazards 

The basis of hazard mitigation is hazard identification and vulnerability assessment.  
Conducting the vulnerability assessment is a complicated process. Planners must know 
where to find data on the hazards and their impacts, and the characteristics of the 
community. More importantly, they must be able to combine these two sets of 
knowledge to make the analysis useful. 

Trained Staff – GIS and/or HAZUS 

Spatial and tabular data are linked in a computerized, visual format through the use of 
sophisticated GIS technology. Through GIS projects, it is possible to accomplish 
environmental restoration, economic development, “smart growth” land use planning, 
infrastructure development, and training to use GIS for decision support.  
Northumberland County has GIS capabilities that can assist the municipalities. 

Resource Development/Grant Manager 

Few communities have the financial resources that are required to implement all of its 
potential programs (e.g., mitigation measures). Therefore, they must rely on grants and 
other fundraising opportunities to obtain the money necessary to perform mitigation 
projects. Many grants are competitive, and individuals can provide donations to a vast 
array of causes, so the community must demonstrate that it can use those funds better 
than other applicants. This may be difficult, but having a specialist on staff will likely 
increase the community’s chances of receiving funding. 

Fiscal Staff 

Many of the funding streams that can be used for hazard mitigation have substantial 
management and reporting requirements. Employing or having access to staff 
specializing in grants management will help the community ensure that it does not lose 
a grant opportunity because it did not meet the administrative requirements of that 
grant. 

D. Fiscal Capability 

Fiscal capability is important to the implementation of hazard mitigation activities. Every 
jurisdiction must operate within the constraints of limited financial resources. During the 
1960s and 1970s, state and federal grants-in-aid were available to finance a large 
number of programs, including streets, water and sewer facilities, airports, and parks and 
playgrounds. During the early 1980s, there was a significant change in federal policy, 
based on rising deficits and a political philosophy that encouraged states and local 
governments to raise their own revenues for capital programs. The result has been a 

growing interest in “creative financing.”6 
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The following information pertains to various financial assistance programs pertinent to 
hazard mitigation.  Responses to this section of the survey can be found in Table 5.2.8-3. 

Capital Improvement Programming 

Most capital improvement projects involve the outlay of substantial funds, and local 
government can seldom budget for these improvements in the annual operating 
budget. Therefore, numerous techniques have evolved to enable local governments to 
finance for capital improvements over a time period exceeding one year. Public finance 
literature and state laws governing local government finance classify techniques that 
are allowed to finance capital improvements.  These techniques include revenue bonds; 
lease-purchase, authorities and special districts; current revenue (pay-as-you- go); 
reserve funds; and tax increment financing. 

Some projects may be financed with general obligation bonds. With this method, the 
jurisdiction’s taxing power is pledged to pay interest and principal to retire debt. General 
obligation bonds can be sold to finance permanent types of improvements, such as 
schools, municipal buildings, parks, and recreation facilities. Voter approval may be 
required. 

Municipal authorities are most often used when major capital investments are required.  
In addition to sewage treatment, municipal authorities have been formed for water 
supply, airports, bus transit systems, swimming pools, and other purposes. Municipal 
authorities have powers to receive grants, borrow money, and operate revenue-
generating programs and are authorized to sell bonds, acquire property, sign contracts, 
and take similar actions.  Authorities are governed by authority board members who are 
appointed by the elected officials of the member municipalities. 

Community Development Block Grant 

These grants are designed to assist the vulnerable populations within the community by 
ensuring affordable housing, creating jobs, and providing direct services. The amount of 
each grant is determined by a formula that accounts for the community’s need, poverty, 
population, housing, and comparison to other areas. The annual appropriation is divided 
among the states and local jurisdictions (referred to as “non-entitlement communities” 
and “entitlement communities”). The following are entitlement communities: 

• Central cities of Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) 
• Cities with at least 50,000 people 
• Some urban counties with at least 200,000 people 

States provide CDBG funds to non-entitlement jurisdictions. 

The majority of CDBG funds are required to be spent to benefit low- and moderate-
income people. Also, there is a set of national objectives for the program, including 
addressing existing conditions that pose a threat to the health and welfare of the 
community (e.g., low-income housing in a floodplain). 
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Special Purpose Taxes 

Communities may exercise their taxing authority to raise funds for any project they see fit. 
This includes special taxes to fund mitigation measures. Spreading the cost of a 
community project among the community’s taxpayers helps provide the greatest public 
good for relatively little individual cost. 

Gas/Electric Utility Fees 

In the same way that special taxes can be levied to fund mitigation projects, another 
avenue for financing a project that a community may utilize is to dedicate a portion of 
homeowners’ gas and electric utilities’ fees to upgrade and maintain the related 
infrastructure.  Burying transmission lines, thereby mitigating from the effects of winds and 
ice storms, is expensive.  These fees help to offset that cost. 

Water/Sewer Fees 

 Water Authorities and Fees 

Water authorities are multipurpose authorities with water projects, many of which operate 
both water and sewer systems. The financing of water systems for lease back to the 
municipality is among the principal activities of the local government facilities’ financing 
authorities. An operating water authority issues bonds to purchase existing facilities or to 
construct, extend, or improve a system. The primary source of revenue is user fees based 
on metered usage. 

The cost of constructing or extending water supply lines can be funded by special 
assessments against abutting property owners. Tapping fees also help fund water system 
capital costs. Water utilities are directly operated by municipal governments and by 
privately owned public utilities regulated by the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission. 
The Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection has a program to assist with 
consolidation of small individual water systems to make system upgrades more cost 
effective. 

 Sewer Authorities and Fees 

Sewer authorities include multipurpose authorities with sewer projects.  The authorities 
issue bonds to finance acquisition of existing systems or to finance construction, 
extension, and improvements. Sewer authority operating revenues originate from user 
fees. The fee frequently is based on the amount of water consumed, and payment is 
enforced by the ability to terminate service or the imposition of liens against real estate. 
In areas with no public water supply, flat rate charges are calculated on average use 
per dwelling unit. 

Stormwater Utility fees 

Stormwater utility fees are assessed and collected to offset the cost of maintaining and 
upgrading stormwater management structures such as drains, retention ponds, and 
culverts. 
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Development Impact fees 

Development impact fees are one-time fees assessed to offset the cost of providing 
public services to a new development. They may be dedicated to providing the related 
new water or sewer infrastructure, roads, parks and recreational areas, libraries, schools, 
etc. The new infrastructure may be less vulnerable to hazard impacts. 

General Obligation, Revenue, and/or Special Tax Bonds 

Jurisdictions may simply decide to dedicate general fund or similar financing to 
implement hazard mitigation projects. 

Partnering/Intergovernmental Agreements 

Intergovernmental cooperation is one manner of accomplishing common goals, solving 
mutual problems, and reducing expenditures.  The 36 municipalities within 
Northumberland County comprise 2 cities, 11 boroughs, and 23 townships.  Each of these 
municipalities conducts its daily operations and provides various community services 
according to local needs and limitations. Each municipality varies in staff size, resource 
availability, fiscal status, service provision, constituent population, overall size, and 
vulnerability to the identified hazards. 

The Circuit Rider Program is an example of intergovernmental cooperation. This program 
offers municipalities the ability to join together to accomplish a common goal. The 
Circuit Rider is a municipal engineer who serves several small municipalities 
simultaneously. These are municipalities that may be too small to hire a professional 
engineer for their own operations, yet need the skills and expertise the engineer can 
offer. Municipalities can jointly obtain what no single municipality could obtain on its 
own. 

E. Political Capability 

Political capability refers to a jurisdiction’s incentive or willingness to accomplish hazard 
mitigation objectives.  It is measured by the degree to which local political leadership 
(including appointed boards) is willing to enact policies and programs that reduce 
hazard vulnerabilities in the community, even if met with some opposition. Examples 
may include guiding development away from identified hazard areas, restricting public 
investments or capital improvements within hazard areas, or enforcing local 
development standards that go beyond minimum state or federal requirements (e.g., 
building codes, floodplain management, etc.). 

Local decision makers may not rank hazard mitigation as a high-priority task if there are 
other, more immediate political concerns. Unfortunately, it often takes a disaster to get 
people thinking about hazard mitigation.  Responding to and recovering from a 
disastrous event can exhaust local resources, thereby elevating hazard mitigation to 
the forefront. 

Cooperation among planning commission officials, emergency management officials, 
and other officials is essential to achieving hazard mitigation objectives. Maintaining 
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open lines of communication and sharing up-to-date information is key. Responses to 
this section of the survey can be found in Table 5.2.8-4. 

F. Self-Assessment 

The self-assessment provided the County and each municipality with an opportunity to 
approximate the jurisdiction’s capability to implement hazard mitigation strategies.  The 
assessment reflects this capability in each of the major capability areas. Responses to 
this section of the survey can be found in Table 5.2.8-4. 

G. Existing Limitations 

Of the nine municipalities that completed the Capability Assessment update as part of 
this planning process: 

• None have a disaster recovery plan in place 
• None had flood response plans 
• None had a natural resource protection plan in place 

With the exception of emergency managers and engineers or professionals trained in 
construction practices related to buildings and/or infrastructure (including building 
inspectors, very few of the municipalities had staff or access to personnel with technical 
expertise. 

A majority of respondents indicated that there was limited capability in their respective 
jurisdiction to effectively implement hazard mitigation strategies. 

Self-assessments of the different areas of capability also varied by municipality, but the 
overall trend showed that the communities have low capability to implement hazard 
mitigation strategies, especially in terms of fiscal capability. 

Tables 5.2.8-1 through 5.2.8-4 show which municipalities completed the Capability 
Assessment Survey and their responses. 
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5.3 EXISTING PLANNING MECHANISMS 

The HMP update process also allowed for the review and incorporation, if appropriate, 
of existing plans, studies, reports and other information that would aid in the mitigation of 
hazards across the County. The Planning Team will incorporate applicable hazard 
mitigation actions into existing plans and/or programs for implementation. Based on the 
capability assessments of the participating municipalities, the County will continue to 
plan and implement programs to reduce the effects of hazards on people, places and 
the environment.  

There are numerous existing regulatory and planning mechanisms in place at the state, 
county, and municipal levels of government which support hazard mitigation planning 
efforts. These tools include the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania Standard All-Hazard 
Mitigation Plan, local floodplain management ordinances, the Northumberland County 
Comprehensive Plan, and the Northumberland County Emergency Operations Plan. 

The recently updated Northumberland County Hazard Vulnerability Analysis provided 
information on past occurrences, vulnerability, and risks in the last five years.  The 
Pennsylvania State Hazard Mitigation Plan was used as well as other County Plans 
throughout the update process to ensure uniformity. 

In addition, data and technical information from the Northumberland County GIS 
Department, Public Safety Department, Tax Assessment Department and Information 
Services Department, was incorporated into the plan.  This includes but is not limited to: 
Communications call reporting, Spatial and geography data, Tax Parcel Information, as 
well as Information Technology requirements for some action items. 

Based on the comprehensive nature of this plan, the Hazard Mitigation Planning Team 
believes that this document will be highly useful when updating and developing other 
planning mechanisms in the County. Specific documents that the Planning Team will 
incorporate information from this Hazard Mitigation Plan into include: 

• Northumberland County Comprehensive Plan: The Hazard Mitigation plan 
will provide information for the development of the next County 
Comprehensive Plan by making available specific risk and vulnerability 
information for the entire county but more specifically potential areas of 
growth.  
 

• Northumberland County Emergency Operations Plan:  This plan will also 
benefit from the information contained in the risk and vulnerability analysis 
and will be important to consider and incorporate into the next County 
EOP. Probability and vulnerability can help  the Emergency Management 
Agency in their efforts to be proactive, as well as aid in response. 
 

• Local Emergency Operations Plans:  Local plans will have localized, 
community specific data available to them to aid in giving them the ability 
to build and update responses more effectively at a local level. 
 

• Municipality Local Land Use Regulations: The Hazard Mitigation Plan 
provides an opportunity to contribute to local land use regulations to steer 
development away from hazard-prone areas. 
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Another area that the Hazard Mitigation Planning Team is strongly encouraged about 
and looking at focusing on is interoperability for response, collaboration and training.  In 
meeting with some of our neighboring counties, we have realized that there is a real 
need to have regionalized efforts for collaboration in the event of an emergency as well 
as mitigating these potentially hazardous situations.  One easy way to accomplish this is 
through a regional training effort. 
 
We feel that being able to pull the resources together in a regionalized training 
environment will open the path to fluid communication across municipal, and political 
barriers.  This will allow all parties to be on the same level of training and collaboration, 
and allow for interoperability from one County’s Planning Mechanisms to another 
County’s.  Another critical benefit that will surface is that all the County and Local Officials 
will be armed with the knowledge that they can take back to their respective jurisdictions 
and provide better services to their residents.  The Hazard Mitigation Planning Team feels 
this is one of the most applicable benefits of this plan. 


