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2.1 GEOGRAPHY AND ENVIRONMENT 

Northumberland County is centrally located within the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 

covering nearly 478 square miles. It is bordered to the north by Lycoming County, to the 

northeast by Montour County, to the east by Columbia County, to the southeast by 

Schuylkill County, to the south by Dauphin County, to the southwest by Perry County, and 

to the west by Juniata, Snyder and Union Counties.  

A diverse assortment of physical and environmental features comprises the entirety of 

modern day Northumberland County. Stretching nearly 40 miles in length and up to 25 

miles in width, you will find a landscape characterized by steep slopes, deep river valleys, 

and abundant farms and forestlands. 

The county lies within the Susquehanna River Basin, whose primary tributaries include, but 

are not limited to, the West Branch Susquehanna River, and the Chillisquaque, Shamokin 

and Mahanoy Creeks (figure 2.1-1). Recreational opportunities are abundant along 

water ways; Milton State Park (82 acres) and Shikellamy State Park (131 acres) are both 

ample and provide for a variety of outdoor activities: biking, boating, fishing, hiking, 

picnicking and camping. The county also includes 12,000 acres of State Game Lands 

accessible from five different locations throughout its entirety. The Anthracite Outdoor 

Adventure Area, established in 2014, leases approximately 6,500 acres of coal and forest 

lands in the lower half of Northumberland County for exploration by foot, vehicle or even 

on horseback.  
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Figure 2.1-1: Watersheds of Northumberland County (Northumberland County GIS; SRBC, 2022)
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2.2 COMMUNITY FACTS 

Historically, the settlement of Northumberland County was focused on the proximity to 

waterways and later by the development of the transportation corridors still utilized 

today.  

Once a system of trade routes, Native American inhabitants carved out the paths that 

have since been transformed into the well-traveled and interconnected roadways that 

connect Northumberland County’s vast area. By 1885, Susquehanna River Canal and 

roadway construction was complete, thereby removing much of the heavy, bulky freight 

from these primary roadways. As the rural areas of Northumberland County grew and 

prospered, settlements and small towns sprang up. Because Sunbury’s location at the 

fork of the Susquehanna River, it quickly became the hub of Northumberland County and 

remains the County Seat today. 

The demand for anthracite coal led to a booming economy and growing rail system for 

Northumberland County until the beginning of the twentieth century when, plagued by 

work strikes and environmental legislation, new energy sources appeared and the 

anthracite coal industry began a rapid decline. When the demand for coal dropped off, 

the railroads went into decline and every rail line in the County went bankrupt since there 

was not enough industry replacing coal to keep up the demand for rail service (adapted 

from the Northumberland County Comprehensive Plan, 2005). 

Today, the County includes 23 townships, 11 boroughs, and the Cities of Shamokin and 

Sunbury. Transportation routes in the northern portion of the County are concentrated on 

Interstate 80 and U.S. Route 11 for east and westbound travels, as well as U.S. Route 15 

and PA Route 147 for north and south destinations. Southern extents of the County heavily 

utilize PA Route 54. The major population centers within the County are primarily located 

at the intersection of at least two major roadways such as U.S. Route 11 and PA Route 

147 or PA Routes 61, 125 and 225. The largest of these urbanized areas is the City of 

Sunbury along the western boundary of the County.  

Major population centers outside of Northumberland County include the Williamsport 

Metropolitan Area, approximately 20 miles north in Lycoming County; the City of 

Harrisburg, approximately 50 miles south; the Scranton/Wilke Barre Metropolitan Area, 60 

miles northeast; and the greater Philadelphia region, located 130 miles southeast.  

Service industries such as health services, education services, and other personal and 

business services are the largest employers in Northumberland County, with 

manufacturing and retail trade also being strong economic forces.  
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2.3 POPULATION AND DEMOGRAPHICS 

Population and demographic 

information provides baseline data about 

residents. Changes in demographics or 

population are often used to identify 

higher-risk populations. Maintaining up-

to-date data on demographics will allow 

the County to better assess magnitudes 

of hazards and develop more specific 

mitigation plans. Baseline demographic 

information for Northumberland County is 

illustrated here in Table 2.3-1. 

Based on figures from the 2020 Census, 

Northumberland County has a 

population of 91,647 persons. This results in 

a population density of 191.73 persons per square mile, which is considerably lower than 

the Pennsylvania statewide average of 283.9 persons per square mile. Historically, 

municipal population levels indicate that the most highly populated municipalities in 

Northumberland County are Coal Township, Sunbury City, Shamokin City, Milton Borough, 

Mount Carmel Borough and Ralpho Township. 

A low population density means that people are dispersed throughout the County rather 

than being concentrated in a few specific regions. Distributing information, instructions 

and resources in a low-density area, such as Northumberland County, is more difficult 

because individuals are not centralized.  

However, a low population density also helps prevent hazards from affecting as many 

people. For example, diseases may not spread as quickly because there is less contact 

among people. Although, both older and younger populations have higher risks for 

contracting certain diseases, the dispersed population lowers this risk.  The County’s 

combined populations who are under 5 years and over 65 years of age represent 

approximately 26 percent of its total population.  

Similarly, to the above paragraph, fires are less likely to spread to other structures because 

of the large distances between them. This also causes the same issues with the volunteer 

responders that are dispatched to these emergencies.  Diminishing number of volunteers 

and consolidations of departments lead to greater distances that the responders must 

travel to respond to the scene.  Fortunately, the magnitude of an event is typically smaller 

in a less populated area because each event affects fewer people and properties. 

The median age for residents is 44.5 years old, and over 18 percent of Northumberland 

County’s population is 65 or older. Some of these elderly residents may have functional 

needs. For example, many may be unable to drive; therefore, special evacuation plans 

may need to be created for them.  They may also have hearing or vision impairments 

that could make receiving emergency instructions difficult.  Many people even entire 



NORTHUMBERLAND COUNTY HMP 
7 

communities rely on the use of older technology such as a phone call or a standard 

mailing for notification.  The use modern technology is growing but can only be used to 

the extent limited by the end users.   

Northumberland County as a whole has seen its population slightly decrease between 

the 2010 and 2020 Censuses, declining by just over 3.0 percent. The population is 

expected to remain in decline, though at a slightly greater rate. It is projected that by 

the year 2040, Northumberland County will have a population of just under 89,000, which 

is approximately 2.9 percent less than the 2020 Census population. Many municipalities 

are expecting to deal with a substantial population loss (primarily the cities and 

boroughs), yet the more rural communities within Northumberland County are destined 

for significant population growth. Some structures may become vacant and 

infrastructure will age, since there will be little new development that would require 

infrastructure updates. It is important that the County properly maintains its existing 

infrastructure and has plans to manage or redevelop vacant properties, focusing on best 

practices to mitigate potential hazards.  
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Approximately 4 percent of Northumberland 

County’s population speaks a language other 

than English (see Table 2.3-3). Hazard 

mitigation strategies will need to address 

language barriers to ensure that all residents 

can receive emergency guidelines.  

Northumberland County has over 45,000 

residential properties (see Table 2.3-4). These 

properties may be vulnerable to various 

natural hazards, particularly flooding and 

windstorms. Damage to residential properties is 

not only expensive to repair, but also 

devastating to the displaced individuals. Almost 2.9 percent (841) of these occupied 

residential properties are mobile homes, which can easily become a problem in the 

event of a flood, especially when considering almost 300 or more of those homes are 

located in flood zones.  

Approximately 13 percent of the County’s 

residential properties are vacant. Vacant 

buildings are particularly vulnerable to arson 

and criminal activity. Since most vacant 

properties are not maintained, many are 

structurally deficient and potentially 

hazardous at both the municipal and county 

levels. 

An estimated 29 percent of the County’s 

population are renters and are typically 

more transient homeowners; therefore, communicating with renters may be more 

problematic. Similarly, tourists would be a more difficult population cluster to connect 

with during an emergency event. Communication strategies should be developed to 

ensure that these populations are given proper and timely notice.  

The median household income in the 

County is $48,671 (see Table 2.3-5), which 

is 16% lower than the Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania’s median household 

income of $53,599. The County’s median 

female income is $36,309.00, around 

$10,000 less than that of the County’s 

male population of $46,864.00. The 

Commonwealth has a poverty rate of 

13.5%; in Northumberland County alone, 

13.2% of individuals are at poverty level. 
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2.4 LAND USE AND DEVELOPMENT 

The population of Northumberland County is currently in decline at the same time 

housing units are increasing. This indicates sprawl, from what is historically the more 

densely populated hubs outward, as these cities and boroughs are certainly the most 

emigrated areas.  

The County’s 2005 Comprehensive Plan details its land use goals and objectives. The 

following goals and objectives are most closely related to HMP activities. 

Environmental and Open Space Goal: Preserve natural features and conserve 

environmental resources throughout Northumberland County, to protect and improve 

environmental quality, and to preserve open space in suitable locations and quantities.  

Objectives: 

• Preserve and protect wetlands and floodplains. 

• Conserve forested lands and steep slopes. 

• Use natural features, environmental and physical factors, and development 

boundaries. 

• Establish a continuous, interconnected network of stream valleys, slopes, and wooded 

areas in an open space system. 

• Provide adequate open space in residential areas, particularly in densely settled 

communities. 

Community Facilities Goal: Provide facilities and services to Northumberland County 

residents in the areas of health, protection, cultural enrichment, education, recreation 

and social services, commensurate with the needs of the population.  

Objectives:  

• Increase and maintain health service and emergency facilities to meet the present 

and future needs of the population. 

• Develop and maintain modern fire, police and emergency medical service systems. 

• Increase educational opportunities to meet the need for skilled and professional 

workers. 

• Provide recreation facilities in types and abundance to meet the needs of County 

residents. 

• Implement the Rails to Trails program. 

• Support the changing social services needs of the diverse population. 

• Expand, improve and maintain the water supply, sanitary sewerage, storm water 

management and solid waste systems to serve present and future development. 

• Expand public utility systems in accordance with economic and environmental 

constraints and needs. 

• Utilize multiple use right of ways to minimize land consumption. 

• Preserve land/sites of historic and architectural value in the County. 
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Figure 2.4-1: Northumberland County Land Use 2005 
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Figure 2.4-2: Northumberland County Land Cover 2016 

 


