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Introduction  

At its heart, comprehensive 
planning is a process.  A 
community undertakes a 
plan as a means to under-
stand how it has changes, 
whether changes are in a 
beneficial direction, and 
how to best create a good 
future for citizens. In Penn-
sylvania, a municipality is 
not required to prepare a 
comprehensive plan, but if 
it does,  the plan must fol-
low the procedures and con-
tents mandated by the Com-
monwealth’s Municipalities 
Planning Code.  About half 
of Pennsylvania’s 2500+ 
townships, boroughs and 
cities have an adopted plan. 
A Township, City, or Bor-
ough Comprehensive Plan 
must contain several ele-
ments to be complete and 
valid in Pennsylvania. It 
must have a careful survey 
of trends to document 
changes in growth and de-
velopment. Required con-
tent  includes: 

 Creating Community 
Development Goals 
and Objectives 

 Planning for Land Use 

 Planning for the Con-
servation of Natural and 
Historic Resources 

 Planning for Housing 

 Planning for Communi-
ty Facilities 

 Planning for Transpor-
tation 

The plan must also contain 
statements that ensure that 
the community has exam-
ined the interrelationships 
between all of these re-

quired chapters. 

The Planning Commission 
is the agency responsible for 
the preparation of the com-
prehensive plan. The 
Planning Commission must 
make a careful analysis of 
trends. This analysis should 
focus upon such issues as 
growth and changes in 
housing population, land 
use or traffic patterns. The 
planning commission must 
also seek input from the 
school district, and at some 
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Summary 

This chapter of the 
Comprehensive Plan 
provides introductory 
material that explains 
how the comprehensive 
plan was prepared and 
includes a brief intro-
duction to Beaver Falls.  

City Hall in Beaver Falls 



Introduction to Comprehensive Planning, continued 
point in the plan prepara-
tion, solicit public input. 
Once adopted, the plan has 
official status relative to: 
 
 Any creation, or revi-

sions of a zoning ordi-
nance and zoning map 
amendment to a subdi-
vision and land devel-
opment ordinance, or 
the creation and amend-
ment of any official 
map. 

 
 The location, opening, 

vacating, widening, nar-
rowing, or enlargement 
of any street or water-
course in the communi-
ty. 

 
 The location, opening, 

vacating, or extension 

of any public ground 
(Land owned by a gov-
ernment body) 

 
 The location, erection, 

demolition, removal or 
sale of any public struc-
ture in the community. 

 
 The construction, ex-

tension, or abandon-
ment of a water or sew-
er lines or a sewage 
treatment plant. 

 
 School district actions 

relative to the location, 
demolition, sale, or 
lease of any school dis-
trict structure or land. 

 
 
Finally, state agencies utilize 

the plan when making deci-
sions about issuing state 
permits or deciding if 
applications for state grants 
or low interest loans are 
consistent with the vision of 
the plan. 
 
The recommendations of 
the Planning Commission 
must normally be supplied 
to the applicable public 
body within 45 days as re-
quired by the state code.   
 
In practice, planners prepare 
plans by combining factual 
analysis of trends with citi-
zen desires. When this is 
done properly, each plan is 
similar in intent, but unique 
in content.  
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How This Plan is Different from Many Other Comprehensive Plans  

 

Many Comprehensive Plans follow the standards for content of comprehensive plans by creating chapters that  deal with each 
topic covered exclusively. This plan was structured differently. Rather than separating plans for parks, conservation, and oth-
er issues, the City centered the entire plan document around two issues: land use and revitalization.   

 

This Comprehensive Plan did not include a lengthy trends analysis, because it is meant to be action oriented.  A number of 
technical memos, additional maps, and data gathering by the consultant is available to any interested person at the City Code 
Office. While some of the information is important, most of it is pretty dull, and the steering committee wanted people to be 
excited about revitalization.  A genuine effort was made by the consultant to make this plan brief, but still detailed enough to 
be useful. Most professional planners talk and write too much, and end up with long technical reports that nobody reads.  

 Most of the text was written to try to give enough detail to assist local leaders in taking action.   

 

Many Comprehensive Plans are primarily documents. The process of creating this plan may prove to be more important than 
this document.  The decision to create a new comprehensive plan set off a chain reaction of interest in community revitaliza-
tion. Dozens of citizens expressed an interest in revitalization. Many offered to serve on committees or even donate money. 
Activities to implement the plan were actually stated before the document was completed.   



Introduction to Beaver Falls  

 

Some cities spring up along 
crossroads. Others are  
planned or founded because 
someone decided that a city 
should be in a particular 
location. The founding of 
Beaver Falls was somewhat 
inevitable, due to nature. 
The City exists because of 
its position along the Beaver 
River. For at least 12,000 
years,  the Beaver River has 
provided the people who 
live along its banks with 
food,  water, and an easy 
means of transportation.  By 
the mid 1800’s the river be-
came essential for power 
generation for industry, and 
unfortunately as a cheap 
means for waste disposal. 
The flat floodplain on the 
river banks also provided an 
easy means to lay rail lines, 
so the City remained im-
portant for transport even 
after river transport became 
obsolete.  

With water for power, 
transport, and waste dispos-
al, the City became a natural 
place to make things and 
ship them elsewhere. Beaver 
Falls became the home of a 
tremendous variety of man-
ufacturing companies. By 
1900, the City has compa-
nies refining primary steel 
and making nearly every 
product that was made from  
steel. There were companies 
making axes, table ware, 
files, equipment for the 
emerging oil drilling indus-

try, wire, bicycle frame tub-
ing, rods, wire and nails.  
Manufacturing was not lim-
ited to steel and metal prod-
ucts. There were companies 
making decorative tiling, 
china table plates, and wood 
products.   

 The numerous companies 
located in the City needed 
employees, and people from 
across the globe came to 
Beaver Falls in hope of 
prosperity and a better life. 
The City once had one of 
the few Chinese communi-
ties in Western Pennsylva-
nia. It also had communities 
of immigrants from nearly 
every European nation, and 
an African American com-
munity, which migrated to 
the City from the rural 
South.  

The City developed as what 
geographers call a  typical 
“Pennsylvania Plan” Town.  
Industry clustered near 
flood plains for water power 
and rail access. Residential 
neighborhoods were clus-
tered to place as many 
workers within walking dis-
tance of the mills as possi-
ble. The Downtown served 
as the commercial and ser-
vice center of the City, 
though smaller neighbor-
hood commercial establish-
ments were found every-
where. The City did differ 
from other mill towns in 
that the Reformed Presby-
terian Church relocated Ge-
neva College to the City in 
1880. This gave the commu-
nity a dual character as both 
a multi-ethnic “mill town,” 
and a “college town.”    
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The Beaver River made the location of the City somewhat 
inevitable. 



Heritage  

Panoramic photograph of the City from about 1909.  
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The Planning Consultant found the City’s history of particular interest. Even compared to other southwestern Pennsylva-
nia “mill towns,” the diversity of manufacturing found in Beaver Falls was exceptional for a town its size. The Library of 
Congress stewards a number of photographs of the City, which are copyright free and may be viewed in greater detail at  

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/related/?fi=subject&q=United%20States--Pennsylvania--Beaver%20County--
Beaver%20Falls. 

Geneva College also has an ongoing project to digitize items from both the City and the College’s history. This digital 
archives  can be found at http://gcdigitalhistory.wordpress.com 

Worker at Keystone Drilling Company, 1941 
Downtown Beaver Falls in 1940 



Heritage, continued  

87 people were living in this Beaver Falls 
apartment building in 1940. The photographer 
called it a “cracker box” 
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American cities have had to struggle with poverty and blight since the industrial revolution.  The presence of slums and 
blight is a factor that Beaver Falls has struggled with for over 60 years. The dual character of the City has also always had 
a presence of both industrialism and the collegiate community.  

Leaking roof in City home, 1941 
Geneva College Class of 1926. 

Dilapidated staircase in a Mount 
Washington home, 1941.   



Beaver Falls Today  

 

As the preceding photo-
graphs illustrate,  there have 
always been areas of slum 
and blight in the City. This 
was especially true during  
hard times, such as the 
Great Depression of the 
1930’s. But through this, the 
City continued to grow. The 
City only began to see sig-
nificant decline after World 
War II.  In 1950, the City’s 
population had reached an 
all time high of 17,375 per-
sons. By the 1960 Census, it 
had lost nearly 1,000 per-
sons, beginning a trend of 
long term demographic de-
cline. The source of this 
decline was initially postwar 
prosperity. The children of 
the mill workers, who hud-
dled in tenements in the 
1890’s, were now able to 
afford larger lots and new 
homes in neighboring town-
ships. Many workers contin-
ued to commute to industri-
al jobs in the City.  The real 
changes to the City came in 
the early 1980’s as south-
western Pennsylvania’s pri-
mary steel and related indus-
tries began to collapse.  
Empty parking lots and va-
cant industrial buildings 
joined the more familiar 
scene of empty homes. De-
industrialization made issues 
of blight and decline worse. 
The unused manufacturing 
buildings began to deterio-
rate, and lack of growth cre-

ated fiscal difficulties for the 
City government.  The City 
also found itself a part of a 
changing region.  Beaver 
County has lost population 
consistently since 1980, and 
many other communities in 
the County have faced simi-
lar issues.   

Where does this leave the 
City in 2013? The planning 
consultant often relies on 
the website www.city-
data.com for basic analysis.  
One of the interesting as-
pect of this site, besides the 
aggregation of useful data, is 
it ranks communities against 
others in the nation. The 
City of Beaver Falls made 
Three City Data website 
rankings among  American 
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While population loss harmed the City, regional deindustrializa-
tion made issues of blight and decline worse.  

Cities with a population of 
more than 5,000 people.   

 Beaver Falls was #26 
on the list of "Top 100 
cities with oldest hous-
es.”  

 Beaver Falls was #36 
on the list of "Top 100 
cities with old houses 
but young residents”.  

 Beaver Falls was #93 
on the list of "Top 100 
high-educated but low-
earning cities.” 

The statistics tell a story of 
decline, but they do not  
represent a number of un-
quantifiable assets that Bea-
ver Falls has as it looks to-
wards the future.  

  



Beaver Falls Today, continued  
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A Balance Sheet of Assets and Challenges        

All communities have assets and liabilities. This list is a summary of the City’s advantages, and liabilities.  It is 
based upon consultant observations, and discussion with a large number of citizens, as detailed in the next chap-
ters.  

Assets:  

Dedicated City staff and good services: When its 
long term tax base loss is examined, Beaver Falls 
should be an Act 47 distressed community (the munic-
ipal equivalent of bankruptcy in Pennsylvania). Instead, 
it is operating in the black and  actually improving its 
bond ratings. Emergency and public works equipment 
is being maintained in good working order.  

Many people who want to revitalize the communi-
ty: In 25 years, the project planning consultant has 
never had a project where so many citizens want to 
help and are willing to be engaged. This may the City’s 
greatest asset.  

Affordable Real Estate: As of Spring 2013, very well 
maintained older 4 bedroom homes could be pur-
chased for $70,000-$80,000. This can encourage young 
families to look at buying homes in the City.  

Geneva College: College towns in Pennsylvania  typically retain more retail base than other towns.  They also 
have younger residents, which is an important advantage in aging western Pennsylvania. Most important, both fac-
ulty and many graduates have chosen to make the City their home.  

Beaver River and Scenic Views: The Beaver River is a significant recreational resource. The County’s first rail 
trail was started in Beaver Falls. There are many scenic areas near the River and the City is ringed by wooded hills.  

The City retains a Commercial business base that includes both locally owned business and a few na-
tional chain franchises: The downtown has a number of chain stores. Their presence indicates objective  market 
viability and a desirable location.  

Some smaller industrial businesses are thriving: While many large industrial properties are vacant, there are 
smaller companies providing a host of industrial goods and services in Beaver Falls. Several are expanding, due to 
Marcellus Shale activity and a newly competitive position of the US manufacturing sector.    

Some young families and young persons moving in and reinvesting: A significant number of Geneva Col-
lege graduates have made a conscious decision to remain in Beaver Falls after college. Many work in the Pitts-
burgh Metropolitan area, but like remaining in contact with the close knit Geneva community. Other young fami-
lies have decided to return to the community where they were raised to rear their own children. In either case, this  
Trend adds significant viability to the City.  
 

The downtown has several national chain and franchise 
businesses. This indicates that the retail and service mar-
ket is viable.  



Beaver Falls Today, continued  
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Challenges:   

Areas of Spot Blight: In some 
areas of the City, blight is wide-
spread. In other cases, a few 
blighted properties change the  
appearance of an otherwise via-
ble neighborhood. No other 
physical factor can drive away 
reinvestment and revitalization 

Affordable vacant land in 
nearby communities: The city 
must compete for new develop-
ment with Townships that have 
vacant developable land. This 
competition is made more in-
tense by the fact that Beaver 
County is losing population as 
well.  

.  

Large amount of Tax exempt 
property: While Geneva College, churches, and the School District are assets, they also do not pay real estate tax-
es. The City must subsidize public services to these entities.  

 

Concerns About Drugs and Crime: While Beaver Falls is not a dangerous City in terms of street crime, there are 
areas that require significant police resources and result in news reporting that discourages new development.  

 

No significant population growth expected: Because Beaver County will likely decline or lose population, The 
City cannot expect spillover from regional growth.  

 

Citizens perceive the City as having less opportunity than it actually does: Some citizens express hopeless-
ness. When compared to other former industrial  communities in the Beaver, Shenango, and Monongahela Val-
leys, Beaver Falls has objectively retained more assets.    

Blight analysis was a key part of the planning process. The Steering 
Committee divided the City into 9 neighborhood units to understand the 
extent of blight, and facilitate creation the plan.  



The Vision   

One of the first consultant 
activities was a training 
workshop about compre-
hensive planning. After this 
workshop, City Planning 
Commission members and 
City Council discussed 
whether the interest in a 
new Comprehensive Plan 
could be used to promote 
community revitalization. 
Local leaders decided to 
create a larger steering com-
mittee to augment the plan-
ning commission, and make 
creation of the plan more 
participatory. The steering 
committee included 25 
members and represented 
local business, churches, 
City Council, Geneva Col-
lege, the public library, 
School District, and citizens. 
They met 1-2 times each 
month.  

Many interested persons 
were unable to make the 
time commitment to serve 
on the steering committee, 
so the consultant went to 
them and conducted inter-
views. Key persons inter-
viewed included City public 

works staff, the Police and 
Fire Departments, Geneva 
College faculty, local busi-
nesses, and community or-
ganizations, such as Tiger 
Pawse, Beaver Falls Forever,  
and  The Center For Crea-
tive Arts Expression. Special 
attention was made to inter-
view young people who had 
chosen to move into or stay 
in the City.  A number of 
special meetings were also 
held with community organ-
izations. The  consultant 
met with the Beaver Falls 

Community Crime Watch, 
Geneva College’s Sociology 
of the City Class, an after-
noon with Geneva College 
freshmen, and local clergy.   

About halfway through the 
planning process, an open 
house meeting was held to 
give every citizen a chance 
to participate in the creation 
of the plan. This meeting 
was attended by about 70 
persons, about half of 
whom filled out a short sur-
vey.  

Creating the Plan  

City of Beaver Falls  
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Chapter Contents  

Summary 

This Chapter of the 
Comprehensive Plan 
explains how the plan-
ning process reached 
out to individuals and 
citizens throughout 
Beaver Falls to help 
establish a vision for 
the Comprehensive 
Plan  

Members of the Steering Committee at one of the work-
shop meetings.  



The public meeting was the 
central portion of the plan-
ning process.  It was held on 
September 26, 2012 Citizens 
were resented with a sketch 
version of the future land 
use plan and given an op-
portunity to make graphic 
changes or suggestions. For 
the most part, Citizens con-
firmed the vision that had 
been sketched by the steer-
ing committee, and only 
made a few tweaks. A few 
citizens did offer their own 
priorities, some of which 
overlapped committee pri-
orities and are summarized 
below.  

The meeting was also used 
to poll actual citizen interest 
in revitalization, with the 
belief that people who took 
the time to attend an even-
ing meeting might be inter-
ested in helping the city. 
Indeed, Citizens were keenly 
interested in the continued 
economic and social viabil-
ity of the City.  At the con-
clusion of the meeting, an 
exit poll was distributed 
asking for various volunteer 
assistance. The results were 
encouraging.  Twenty peo-
ple who attended the open 
house meeting were willing 
to serve on a volunteer 

board with the City or a 
related organization, such as 
a Community Development 
Corporation.  Twenty five 
people were willing to do-
nate time and/or equipment  
to undertake physical revi-
talization, such as cleaning 
up vacant lots. Fourteen 
attendees were willing to 
donate money for revitaliza-
tion projects, if a tax de-
ductible structure could be 
created to accept donations. 
Eight people were willing to 
invest their own money in 
funds to assist small busi-
ness startups in the City.   

What People Said: The Open House Meeting   

“Citizens were 
keenly 

interested in the 
continued 

economic and 
social viability of 

the City.”  

Page 10 The V is ion  Chapter  Two  

Open Suggestions from Citizens to Improve the City    

 

Plant or improve trees in Downtown (2 persons)  

Find a Creative Re-use for Vacant Lots  

Recycle Rainwater runoff 

Bury Main Street Power lines 

Add 1 More playground 

Repave First Avenue 

Expand improve Bike path/Moltrup Area Recreation ( four 4) 

Create a Geneva College Designated Zoning District on other side of Route 18 (three 3) 

Farmers Market located at 25/26th St. areas 

Discourage Slum Landlords 

18th Avenue needs repaved 

Revitalize beautiful Mt Washington 

Establish a music and arts facility  

Publicize nature preserve 

Reopen swimming pool 

Improve  sidewalks in Geneva College retail areas 



The Vision, Goals And Objectives  

 

The State Municipalities Planning Code requires that a municipality set objectives about where it wishes to see 
future development, it’s timing, and character. The City of Beaver Falls needs both nonresidential and residential 
development if it is to remain viable in the future. However, in a densely developed community with no signifi-
cant contiguous vacant land resources, land use conflict is possible. This can devalue neighboring properties. It 
must also be acknowledged that a City with population loss must grapple with the issue that it has more houses 
than the number of persons expected to reside in the community for the foreseeable future. It also has an excess 
of both unoccupied nonresidential buildings and vacant lots.   

 

General Development Goals  

Encourage a level of growth that can ensure continued provisions of public services with a sustainable tax base 
to public costs ratio. 

Encourage lower density of development, where the 
result will eradicate blight or lessen land use conflict.  

Encourage re-use of land for different development 
types in those cases where land use conflict may be a 
contributing factor to blight.    

Residential Development Goals:  

Protect existing concentrations of sound single family 
neighborhoods, with a goal that owner-occupied single 
family dwellings will be the norm 

Discourage conversion of older single family dwellings 
to apartments to preserve the historic density and 
character of neighborhoods.  

Encourage young homebuyers by encouraging the preservation of neighborhood densities and features that will 
meet buyer expectations.  

Meet any alternative housing needs, such as multiple family and senior housing, in areas where it will increase the 
interaction between residents and retail or service businesses, rather than in historic residential neighborhoods.  

Institutional Development Goals  

Ensure that Geneva College has some freedom within their historic core campus  area to develop the college as a 
high quality pedestrian oriented development.  

Prevent unnecessary growth of nontaxable property.  

Minimize conflict of large institutions and residential neighborhoods.  

Encourage spinoff private sector developments that can serve the campus community and add tax base.  

Page 11 The V is ion  Chapter  Two  



Vision and Objectives  

 

Retail and Commercial Development Goals  

 

Protect the core area of the downtown for continued 
pedestrian retail uses, but also examine how changes 
in demographics may effect the size of the core com-
mercial area.  

 

Use design standards to encourage that new retail 
and commercial developments are accessible to both 
vehicles and pedestrians.  

 

Industrial Development Goals  

 

Encourage the redevelopment of brownfield and va-
cant industrial sites for light industrial and other busi-
ness park uses.  

 

Allow some flexibility in areas reserved for both 
heavy commercial and light industrial uses.  

 

Isolate heavy industrial uses and similar high impact 
land uses from residential neighborhoods.  

 

Use buffering (such as opaque fencing and landscap-
ing) where possible to mitigate the effect of industrial 
businesses that remain in areas of largely residential 
development.  

Page 12 The V is ion  Chapter  Two  



Technical Land Use 
Plan  

Comprehensive planning in 
America was first employed 
as a means to study urban 
growth and development 
prior to the enactment of 
protective zoning and other 
development regulations. A 
Comprehensive Plan in 
Pennsylvania still must pro-
vide such rationalization. 
The Pennsylvania Munici-
palities Planning Code states 
that “Municipal zoning, subdi-
vision and land development 
regulations and capital improve-
ment programs shall generally 
implement the municipal and 
multimunicipal comprehensive 
plan or, where none exists, the 
municipal statement of communi-
ty development objectives.”  

It is further required under 
the code that the compre-
hensive plan address both 
land utilization in general 
and housing in particular. 
Plans must contain:     

A plan for land use, which may 
include provisions for the amount, 
intensity, character and timing of 
land use proposed for residence, 
industry, business, agriculture, 

major traffic and transit facilities, 
utilities, community facilities, 
public grounds, parks and recrea-
tion, preservation of prime agri-
cultural lands, flood plains and 
other areas of special hazards 
and other similar uses. 

A plan to meet the housing needs 
of present residents and of those 
individuals and families antici-
pated to reside in the municipali-
ty, which may include conserva-
tion of presently sound housing, 
rehabilitation of housing in de-
clining neighborhoods and the 
accommodation of expected new 

housing in different dwelling types 
and at appropriate densities for 
households of all income levels. 

This chapter of the plan 
thus contains some actions 
and recommendations, but 
is primarily a means to sup-
port public policies that will 
protect residents and add 
value to private land. In  
areas of dense development, 
these policies are crucial to 
fostering revitalization and 
preventing decline. 

Land Use Planning and Land Use Regulation  

City of Beaver Falls  
Comprehensive Plan  
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15 
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Chapter Contents  

Summary 

This Chapter of the 
Comprehensive Plan 
explains the City’s Poli-
cies for future growth 
and development in 
order to support the 
zoning ordinance and 
provide the planning 
commission with an 
informational bench-
mark for consideration 
of  future rezoning re-
quests.   

When buildings are close to each other, protective zoning 
policies are crucial to preservations of secure property and 
whether  revitalization or decline will occur.  



Much of Pennsylvania plan-
ning and zoning case law 
has been based upon the 
idea that a municipality  has 
an obligation to both pro-
vide for all reasonably antic-
ipated land uses, and to pro-
vide room for their fair 
share of regional growth. 
This is summarized as the 
“path of growth” argument. 
It rests upon an assumption 
that if a region's population 
rises, no community can 
shut its door to growth. 
Thus, an essential part of 
land use planning is to try to 
estimate how much growth 
might be expected and how 
great an area of land would 
be necessary to accommo-
date the persons expected to 
reside in the community in 
the future.  

Beaver Falls actually has 
fewer total residents today 
than in 1950, When the City 
population was at its peak 
of 17,375. In fact, the pre-
sent City population is low-
er than any  Census since 
1880.  Demographic decline  
has been consistent since 
1950, so the City has strug-
gled with a long term pat-
tern of population loss.  
Total population and 
change over each Census 
since 1950 are depicted in 
Table 3-1 below. As the 
table illustrated, the City has 
7,455 fewer residents today 
than in 1950.   

This is typical for older ur-
ban centers in the greater 
Beaver Valley area, as well 
as the Pittsburgh Metropoli-

tan Area. However, there 
are some signs of a potential 
reversal of Beaver Falls’ 
demographic decline. Clas-
sic “Rust Belt” de-
mographics  are typically 
caused by younger people 
leaving town and older peo-
ple dying. In such cases, the 
numbers of persons over 65 
increases. Beaver Falls is 
actually getting younger, not 
older. From 2000 to 2010, 
the proportion of persons 
under the age of 65 de-
creased and all younger age 
cohorts increased (see Table 
3-2 below). While this does 
not necessarily mean the 
City will grow, it will not 
decline as fast as many other 
similar cities in the region or 
Beaver County. 

Basic Growth Issues  

“The City has 
Struggled with a 

long term pattern 
of population 

loss.”  
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1950  17,375  1.6% 

1960  16,240  −6.5% 

1970  14,635  −9.9% 

1980  12,525  −14.4% 

1990  10,687  −14.7% 

2000  9,920  −7.2% 

2010  8,987  −9.4% 

Year  Total City  
Population  

Percent 
Change in 
Population  

Table 3-1 Population Change in Beaver  Falls 1950-2010  

Age Cohort  2000 2010 

Under 5 5.8% 6.4% 

Ages 6-19 21.9% 20.8% 

Ages 20-34 22.1% 23.8% 

Ages 35-64 32.7% 34.0% 

Age 65 and 
Over 

17.5% 15.0% 

Table 3-1 Population by Age: Beaver Falls 2000-2010  

Table Source: United Stated Census Bureau 
Table Source: United Stated Census Bureau 



Housing and Household Trends  

 

The City has a fairly high 
proportion of single person 
households. This is reflected 
in part by the skewing effect 
of Geneva College students 
upon Census returns. Stu-
dents are counted as the 
Census occurs in April, 
when the college is in ses-
sion. These same students 
have a slight effect on the 
age of population discussed  
on the previous page.   

While residents are young, 
the housing stock is old. 
The website www.city-
data.com rates Beaver Falls 
as number 26 in the nations 
top 100 Cities with the old-
est housing stock. Over 61 
percent of the Cities hous-
ing stock is pre-1940, and 

only 4 new homes are re-
ported to have been built in 
the City since 1997 (Census 
Building Permits Records 
from City-Data.com) 

The age of housing stock 
also tends to cause higher 
vacancy rates. As the table 

illustrates, nearly 16 percent 
of all housing units in the 
City are vacant. A complete 
2010 Census data sheet can 
be accessed at be accessed 
at www.spcregion.org/pdf/
Census%202010/Beaver%
20County/
BEAV_BeaverFallsCity.pdf 

 

“Nearly 16 percent 
of all housing units 
in the City are 
Vacant”  

Page 15 Technica l  Land Use P lan  Chapter Three  

Households 3,436 

Family Households 1,980  

Single-Person Household 
(nonfamily) 

1,226  

Single-Person Household Over 65 466*  

*Male 120, Female 346 

Average Household Size 2.28 

Average Family Size 2.93 

Source: 2010 Census 

Nonfamily Households 1,456 

Housing 

Total Housing Units 4,085 

Vacant Units 649 (15.9%) 

Occupied Units 3,436 

Owner-Occupied 1,670 (48.6%) 

Renter-Occupied 1,766 (51.4%) 

Source: 2010 Census 

Only a few new homes have been built in 
the City in the past three decades. 



Land Use Patterns  

 

Based upon demographic 
and housing trends, it is 
clearly established that the 
City of Beaver Falls is not 
within the path of growth. 
This negates a need to pro-
vide land resources for new 
housing at various densities. 
Housing affordability is not 
an issue for either renters or 
homebuyers, and the num-
ber of persons expected to 
reside in the city will likely 
stay about the same or de-
cline.  

The City still must provide 
for all reasonably anticipated 
land uses within its limits. 
These include residential, 
commercial (offices and 
shops), industrial uses, and 
institutions (schools church-
es libraries). Planners at-
tempt to determine current 
allocations by mapping 
these various development 
types and noting any vacant 
land resources as well. This 
allows for planning to begin 
to be tied to potential zon-
ing  district that will protect 
property by allowing securi-
ty of use, while still allocat-
ing sufficient land for all 
development types.  The 
results of this mapping are 
attached as the Existing land 
use Map (Map 1). The Map 
show that the City has a mix 
of most development types. 
There are no major tracts of 
vacant land remaining, with 
the exception of some 

hillside areas that would be 
difficult to develop, and 
some brownfield areas. 
Brownfields, are former 
industrial properties that 
may have remains of older 
buildings, debris or contam-
ination.  

 

These land use patterns in 
Beaver Falls are a result of 
transportation, the econo-
my, geography, and time.  

It is obvious that the City’s 
location along major rail 
lines, access to abundant 
water, and its proximity to 
major manufacturing cen-
ters brought about a period 
of economic prosperity, 
especially in manufacturing. 
The Babcock and Wilcox 
plant and such other fore-

runners as Republic Steel, as 
well as Ingram and Richard-
son generated employment 
and prosperity. 

As Route 18, in past dec-
ades, had no interstate com-
petition, the growth of busi-
ness along this road was 
natural. And, of course, Ge-
neva College did much to 
influence business develop-
ment of the “College Hill” 
area. 

Prior to the 1950s, the one-
car family was the rule. 
However, with the advent 
of multi-car families, the 
Interstate System and other 
major roads, such as the 
Beaver Valley Expressway, 
much of the influences that 
shaped Beaver Falls decades 
ago have changed. Current 

“The number of 
persons 
expected to 
reside in the city 
will likely stay 
about the same. 
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Panorama of the City (credit: Wikimedia Commons)  



Land Use Patterns, continued  

 

land use patterns are sum-
marized below: 

Industrial land and zoning 
remains clustered along rail-
road corridors, although 
many acres of such land are 
now unused. 

Land use along Route 18 
still has numerous commer-
cial structures, but, once 
more, a great many are va-
cant. The Downtown has 
many vacancies. 

Residential development 
remains in the same pattern 
it has seen historically: 

 College Hill is stable. 

 Morado is dominated 
by public housing and 
contains generally stable 
homes/ neighborhoods. 

 Mount Washington 
housing varies. Often 
units on steep slopes, 
once attractive when 
workers walked to the 
plant, have now lost 
their market, and this is 
reflected in conditions. 

 Pleasantview seems 
more a suburban exten-
sion of Patterson 
Township. 

Much of the steep slope 
land is wisely zoned R-3 
Conservation, limiting de-
velopment. 

In the heart of the City, the 
public schools take up much 
of the land with downtown 

commercial, residential, and 
industrial uses interspersed. 
Once again, housing quality 
varies. There are micro 
neighborhoods of stability; 
other times, just the oppo-
site. This is influenced large-
ly by condition and home-
ownership patterns. 

 

Land Use Changes: As the 
City has not conducted reg-
ular land use surveys, it is 
difficult to precisely deter-
mine how land use patterns 
of changed in recent dec-
ades. However, a number of 
patterns seem evident.  In-
dustrial land use has de-
clined. In addition to the 
aforementioned  brown-
fields, there are several large 

“The only form of 
land utilization 
that has grown 
has been 
institutional land 
use, such as the 
School District, 
churches, 
nonprofits, and 
Geneva College. ”  
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When land use analysis is combined with Census data, the City 
has more than adequate land resources devoted to housing at 
various densities  for its citizens.  

vacant industrial buildings.  
Residential decline is docu-
mented by housing counts 
conducted by the Census. 
Commercial Land Uses 
seem to be shifting, with 
modest growth in the north-
ern portion of the City and 
decline in the downtown.  
The only form of land utili-
zation that has grown has 
been institutional land use, 
such as the School District, 
churches, nonprofits, and 
Geneva College. Many insti-
tutions have bought homes 
or business and converted 
the land to parking lots or 
public use buildings. This 
has implication for both 
land use and public finance, 
as discussed on the follow-
ing page.  



Land Use and Tax Base  

Most Pennsylvania Munici-
palities finance government 
operation through a combi-
nation of real estate taxes 
and earned income tax. This 
means that the type of de-
velopment can have a very 
direct effect on the ability of 
local government to provide 
public services. Starting in 
the 1990’s, Penn State econ-
omist Tim Kelsey began to 
study the relationship be-
tween land use and tax base, 
versus the cost of municipal 
services. Kelsey tended to 
focus on rural and  small 
towns, but his work has 
implications for small cities 
as well. In general, Kelsey 
found that most bedroom 
communities have a less 
favorable tax base to public 
service ratio than communi-
ties that have significant 
industrial or commercial tax 
base. In many cases, a medi-
an priced home requires as 
much in public services as it 
generates in taxes.  Some-
times, large expensive 
homes, occupied by wealthy 
households can generate 
public revenue surpluses, 
but family apartments and 
mobilehome parks can re-
quired more in services than 
the taxes they pay. Normal-
ly, commercial or industrial 
land and buildings need 
fewer services than they pay 
in taxes, so in effect they 
subsidize residential ser-
vices. A simple example of 

this, is a large industrial 
building that pays school 
taxes, but never directly 
needs public school ser-
vices.  

The City of Beaver Falls 
government functions in the 
black without significant 
revenue from either proper-
ty or earned income taxes. 
This is truly remarkable. 
While combined school and 

City millage is high, it is re-
markable that Earned In-
come and Property Taxes 
area relatively small propor-
tion of City Revenues. The 
City is literally staying in the 
black only through its very 
diverse approach to local 
government financing. A 
summary table of Municipal 
Finance can be seen on the 
next page.  

“The City of 
Beaver Falls 
government 
functions in the 
black without 
significant 
revenue from 
either property 
or earned 
income taxes. 
This is truly 
remarkable. ”  
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Geneva College is comprised of  large, well built, build-
ings, that add value to the built environment, and social 
life of the City, but are tax exempt.  



Land Use and Tax Base, continued  

City-Data.com reported 
ratios of per capita earned 
income are $90.69 and per 
capita property tax is only 
$165.91. Yet the City man-
aged to take in revenues of 
$9,907,351 in  2010 while 
only spending $9,428,135. 
While this represents some 
significant financial savvy 
on the part of City leader-
ship, it is an unenviable and 
difficult situation. A number 
of factors combine to de-
press the two typical sources 
of municipal revenue.  

Factors that depress 
Earned Income Tax Rev-
enue:  

In Pennsylvania, unearned 
income, such as pensions, 
interest, and social security, 

is not taxed. Earned income 
tax is only paid by the work-
ing elderly population. The 
Geneva Student Population 
pays virtually no earned in-
come tax. Low median in-
come is also a factor, which 
was caused by the outmigra-
tion of higher wage earners 
since 1950.  

Factors that Depress 
Property Tax Revenue 

The City has an excess of 
non taxable Property. For 
example, Geneva College’s 
assessed value on 19 parcels 
is $7,128,400.00. The theo-
retical taxes on Geneva Col-
lege holdings; were it a pri-
vate, for profit entity would 
amount to  $828,320 each 
year.  

Deindustrialization also de-
presses property tax reve-
nues. Median property tax 
in 2009 was $1,556.00. New 
large scale commercial and 
industrial buildings are a 
major support to the School 
District and City; there 
simply are not enough such 
buildings. In fact, some in-
dustrial buildings have been 
demolished and removed 
form the tax rolls.  

 It can be fairly stated that 
tax exempt entities like Ge-
neva College, churches and 
the School District are com-
munity assets. They are 
simply not municipal finan-
cial assets and force the City 
to seek nontraditional 
means to fund basic public 
services.  
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(Source: PA Department of Community and Economic Development.  All Data for 2010) 

Property Tax $1,928,705 

Earned Income Tax $1,230,679 
  

Realty Transfer $34,867 

Local Services Tax $134,066 

Per Capita $34,901 

Business Gross Receipts Tax $167,231 

Sewer and Solid Waste $3,716,028 

Other Sources (parking, fines, intergovern-
mental revenue , etc.) 

$2,660,874 

Table 3-4 Beaver Falls Municipal Finance Summary  



Land Use Plan   

For the purposes of future 
planning and zoning, The 
City is divided into nine  
planning areas. These are 
the basis upon which future 
zoning and related policy  
decisions will be made.  
This section of the plan text 
relates to Map 3, Future 
Land Use Plan.  Land use 
policies are based upon 
three important key trends. 
This section also serves as a 
statement of Community 
Development Goals and 
Objectives for the purposes 
of Future Growth and De-
velopment Under the  Pa 
Municipalities Planning 
Code.   

Key Trend#1 Beaver Falls 
has seen consistent de-
mographic decline that 
has affected many aspects 
of the City  

While this represents a chal-
lenge on the surface,  there 
is an advantage in terms of 
comprehensive planning 
and zoning. Analysis shows 
that the City is clearly not in  
the “path of growth”.  This 
lessens the need for the city 
to plan adequate areas for 
future housing needs, and 
can potentially lessen the 
need to plan for all conceiv-
able using in zoning.   

Key Trend #2:  In Spite of 
challenges, Beaver Falls 
had been able to maintain 
its municipal  services 
and infrastructure.  

Extensive analysis by the 
consultants show that the 
City did not allow its basic 
urban facilities and services 
to deteriorate.  This is re-
markable in that many cities 
without favorably growth 
and development are also 
contenting with crumbling 
infrastructure. Beaver Falls 
has done an exemplary job 
at maintaining emergency 
services, sewer, and street 
services with a very limited 
budget. For the purposes of 
the plan, this means that 
these areas will not need 
significant attention.  It also 
means that recent fiscal pol-
icies have been effective.  

Key Trend #3 Beaver 
Falls needs to tackle the 
issue of “rightsizing” to 
ensure its land use pat-
terns  match demograph-
ic patterns.   

Because of sound fiscal 
management, Beaver Falls 
may not need to downsize 
its community facilities and 
services, but trends do re-
quire revisiting land use as-
sumptions that underlie the 
zoning ordinance. In simple 
terms, the city has more 
housing units and commer-
cial buildings than it is likely 
to need.  This does not 
mean that urban “renewal” 
clearance activities are need-
ed on wide scale. It does 
mean that in some areas, 
removal of deteriorated va-

cant homes could be com-
pleted to offer neighbors 
larger lots. Zoning could 
also be revised in some are-
as to encourage re-use of 
existing buildings, or their 
removal and replacement 
for other uses.   The City 
will use three basic ap-
proaches to “rightsizing”:     

1. Preserve and protect 
existing conditions:  If the 
buildings and land uses are 
sound, policy change may 
not be necessary, with the 
exception of protection.  

2. Create policies to  en-
courage re-use of existing 
buildings: sometimes dete-
rioration is caused by land 
use conflict, but existing 
buildings may be sound, or 
of historic value. Zoning 
can be crafted to encourage 
adaptive re-use, rather than 
demolition, where neighbor-
hood context warrants it.  

3. Create policies to en-
courage demolition of 
buildings and replace-
ment by new structures 
and new land uses: Zon-
ing, tax, and other policies 
can encourage deteriorated 
buildings to be removed, 
small lots to be consolidat-
ed, and new development to 
locate on the site. This can 
prevent underutilization 
(which fosters blight) and 
improve tax base.   
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Because of 
sound fiscal 
management, 
Beaver Falls may 
not need to 
downsize its 
community 
facilities and 
services, but 
trends do require 
revisiting land 
use assumptions 
that underlie the 
zoning 
ordinance.   



Planning For Conservation and Greenways    

Were the City to be planned 
from scratch today, the 
most valuable areas would 
be the waterfront along the 
scenic Beaver River and the 
steep hillsides along the 
western border. Woodland 
and water add tremendously 
to the value of private land 
for residential purposes. By 
maintaining and improving 
conservation areas the city 
can offer these amenities as 
a means to enhance the val-
ue of residential neighbor-
hoods.  It is further good 
news that  unlike developed 
recreation (such as sports 
fields and ice rinks) , the 
improvement and steward-
ship of conservation lands is 
not expensive.  

These areas include steep 
slopes where there is no 
imperative to develop, and 
areas that are near the Bea-
ver River that are part of a 
floodplain. Some land is 
already owned by the City, 
or is part of the Rail Trail 
network. There is also some 
industrial development. His-
torically rail lines needed flat 
land near rivers, and indus-
try needed the river to 
dump waste.  The result is 
that natural resources that 
could add value to residen-
tial land were long ignored. 
The river and hillside green 
areas need to be understood 
as resources that can help 
create the kind of neighbor-
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hoods people want to live 
in.   

Policy Recommendations:  

 Maintain City owned 
land for forestry, includ-
ing sustainable harvest 
of timber 

 Consider low mainte-
nance conservation 
parks on hillsides 

 Look at feasibility of 
formal pedestrian or 
vehicular rail crossing to 
gain recreational access 
to Beaver River.  

 Create a gateway park at 
the northern most point 
of the City. Remove 
vegetation to open up 
views to the Beaver Riv-

er.  

 Emphasize 
“safescaping”  
(landscaping and design 
to make areas safer) on 
the trail and in parks to 
minimize concerns 
about crime (natural 
surveillance, reinforce 
territory, ensure con-
stant maintenance pres-
ence)  

 Recommended Zoning 
Classification-
Conservation/low den-
sity residential  

A crucial change will be 
mindset. Residents must see 
local assets as worthy of 
conservation.  

The City already has a gateway park that can offer an inviting front 
door to the Community.  



The Beauty of  Beaver Falls:  Areas Worth Conserving   
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While the rail line is a possible impediment to river 
access, it also enhances scenic vistas.  

Inexpensive and volunteer driven activities, such as brush clearing and clean up can make views like 
these something to attract new residents and investment. 

What if views like this became one of the first things 
that came to a visitor's mind about Beaver Falls?  



Planning For Business Parks and Industry  
 Much of this area of the 
City was traditionally used 
for industrial production, 
due to its railroad access. 
While rail access is less im-
portant to industry today, 
this area has an advantage 
for heavy industry today.  
For the most part, existing 
industrial development in 
this area is isolated from 
residential neighborhoods. 
There is even potential for 
transportation access by 
heavy trucks to avoid resi-
dential areas by connecting 
to Pennsylvania Route 251 
outside the City.  

Zoning policies for this area 
should emphasize heavy 
industrial zoning classifica-
tion.  Good potential future 
development for this area 
would include both light 
and heavy manufacturing, 
warehousing and truck ter-
minals, and even quasi in-
dustrial use, such as natural 
gas processing. This area 
can also serve as an appro-
priate place for other high 
impact uses that might have 
a negative impact on other 
commercial uses.  

There are both underutilized 
buildings and vacant un-
derutilized parcels of land. 
Public policy for this area 
should emphasize redevel-
opment of these areas for 
new industrial uses that will 
create tax base surplus and 
jobs. Policies choices in-
clude:  

-Road access improvements 

-Tax abatements on im-
provements to real estate  

-Brownfield redevelopment 
grants  

Business Park  

One tract of underutilized 
property is uniquely posi-
tioned to serve as a future 
site for business and indus-
try. It is free of slope and 
other environmental limita-
tions and has good access to 
both Pennsylvania  Routes 
251 and 18. If undertaken 
with good site planning, a 
business park on this site 
would have tax base and job 
benefits with few impacts 
upon the local street system. 
One concern would be that 
there are nearby single fami-
ly and multifamily residen-
tial dwellings that could be 
impacted by light noise and 
traffic. It is essential that if 
this site is developed as a 
business park buffering and 
screening should be em-
placed to minimize off-site 
noise, light and traffic im-
pacts. It should be noted 

that preliminary analysis was 
completed for a waste-to-
energy cogeneration plant as 
a centerpiece for a park. 
With current natural gas 
production lowering engery 
costs, this may not be feasi-
ble.   

Policy Choices:  

-Examine possibility of 
gaining site control through 
the City and or a local non-
profit community develop-
ment corporation.  

-Examine use of tax abate-
ments for a short period of 
time for beneficial new de-
velopment.  

Zoning Policies: The City 
should create a new busi-
ness park zoning district 
that sets a high standards 
for screening and buffering 
around the perimeter of this 
priority site. This will help 
minimize land use conflict 
with neighboring residential 
uses.  It will also ensure that 
the business attracted will 
be lower impact than heavy 
industry.  
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A priority site for business park development.  



Planning For Institutional and Related Developments   

 This land use designation 
encompasses both school 
district property and Ge-
neva College. Both these 
entities provide essential 
services to the community. 
Geneva College brings in 
capital from outside the 
community that is spent in 
local businesses.  Each also 
brings vitality to the com-
munity through the pres-
ence of  young people. 
Some Geneva graduates 
have even chosen to make 
lives in the City after grad-
uation, and this trend 
should be encouraged in 
every way. However, nei-
ther entity directly contrib-
utes taxes necessary for the 
City to provide services.  
Both are also large scale 
developments that can over-
whelm single family residen-
tial neighborhoods with 
traffic, light, and other im-
pacts. Historically, Geneva 
College has expanded to-
wards residential neighbor-
hoods in the College Hill 
area, where conflicts with 
stable residential neighbor-
hoods are likely. This plan 
recommends that Geneva 
College not expand further 
westward into the College 
Hill residential district. The 
wide expansion of Geneva 
College along the western 
side of Route 18 would also 
increase pedestrian/
vehicular collision hazards.  
The expansion of tax ex-

empt property is also a great 
concern for the City’s con-
tinued financial sustainabil-
ity. It is instead recommend-
ed that prioirty areas for 
college expansion be on the 
same side of Route 18 to-
wards the north.  

Within proper geographical 
limits, both Geneva College 
and the School district area 
benefits to the community. 
They can also be expected 
to act as very responsible 
developers and stewards of 
the buildings and property 
that they own.  The use of 
institutional educational 
zoning should be to prevent 
uncontrolled geographic 
expansion of tax exempt 
property while protecting 
institutional property from 
land use conflict by incom-

patible private development.  
The City should  not create 
unnecessary barriers to flexi-
ble use of school or college 
facilities within these areas. 
Implementing regulations 
should allow great freedom 
for institutional develop-
ment to meet their chartered 
purposes. Finally, it must be 
recognized that these insti-
tutions can actually create 
good business opportunities 
on neighboring properties.  

Policy Choices: 

Create and maintain public 
institutional zoning district 
to control the growth of tax 
exempt property.  

Allow both the College and 
School District great free-
dom to develop within des-
ignated geographic limits.  
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By their nature, institutions generally maintain property 
in an exemplary manner and can be expected to develop 
responsible within their sphere.  (photo credit Geneva 
College). 



Planning For Institutional and Related Developments   

Protect both the College 
and the School District 
properties from land use 
conflict.   

Institutional Related De-
velopment  

Large scale institutions, such 
as Geneva College and the 
School District contribute 
vitality to the life of the City 
and have a tangible eco-
nomic benefit, but this does 
not happen without a cost. 
Both entities require City 
services, but contribute no 
direct taxes. This future land 
use category is established 
to encourage off campus 
developments that add value 
to Geneva college while 
benefitting the City’s tax 
base. High quality off cam-
pus development can help 
Geneva recruit students. 
This area is also a good can-
didate for revitalization as 
there are some underutilized 
buildings, but significant 
vehicular traffic. Part of this 
area is also a significant 
community crossroads as 
well, with good access to 
both residential neighbor-
hoods and the downtown.      

Policy Choices  

 Encourage private sec-
tor residential and com-
mercial development 
that serves Geneva Col-
lege in this area. This 
might include newly 
constructed off campus 

housing, and a carefully 
considered number of 
retail businesses.  

 Expansion of institu-
tional entities into this 
area would be prefera-
ble to other areas of the 
City, but should be al-
lowed only with a care-
ful analysis of cost ben-
efit ratios. Loss of cru-
cial property tax must 
be weighed against any 
benefits.  

 Prioritize further devel-
opment of community 
recreation resources in 
this area. If a new com-
munity swimming pool 
is financially feasible, 
this area should be ex-
plored as a site. This 
area would also be a 
possible candidate for a 
partnership between 

Geneva College and the 
City to develop some 
sort of outdoor amphi-
theater or other out-
door public festival 
space.   

Zoning Policies: The core 
area of Geneva College and 
the Beaver Falls School Dis-
trict should have the protec-
tion of Educational Institu-
tional Zoning designation. 
Such zoning should give 
these entities some freedom 
within their geographic core 
from unnecessary regulatory 
barriers. Areas around the 
cores should emphasis pri-
vate development, but 
maintain strict quality con-
trols to protect the institu-
tional setting and high quali-
ty of design.  
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Good planning For institutional uses can create op-
portunities for enlargement of tax base by private 
businesses that serve institutions.  



Planning For Commercial and Retail Developments  

The City needs to foster 
places for Commercial busi-
ness to flourish as this type 
of tax base will also aid the 
School District and even 
help Geneva College recruit 
students. In a similar fash-
ion to housing, there are 
many vacant an underuti-
lized commercial structures 
in the City. Map 3-3 divides 
commercial development 
into Active business, vacant 
commercial buildings, and 
vacant commercial lots. This 
can assist in micro level 
planning around the three 
designated Commercial 
business areas (The Down-
town, Retail Commercial 
Corridor and Heavy Com-
mercial areas). 

Downtown 

This area has been the his-
toric retail heart of the 
Community.  It has increas-
ing vacancies and deteriora-
tion of older buildings. In 
the midst of this there has 
been both individual revital-
ized buildings and new 
buildings developed with on 
lot parking and drive- 
throughs (fast food chains 
and a chain drug store). Un-
like many downtowns, there 
are few buildings with archi-
tectural or historical signifi-
cance (most significant 
buildings are owned by pub-
lic or nonprofit entities, 
such as the City Hall and 
the Library). The downtown 

is regarded with great affec-
tion by  most residents, but 
is hampered by excessive 
length (too long to comfort-
ably walk for the average 
shopper) and spot blight. 
This plan recommends a 
mixed approach to down-
town development that is 
receptive to both people 
and cars. Chain businesses 
which have chosen to build 
in the downtown have cre-
ated beneficial spillover to 
smaller businesses. This 
should be encouraged by 
policies that encourage rede-
velopment.  

Policy Choices: 

 Allow tax abatement for 
newly constructed 
buildings. 

   

 Use design regulations 
to ensure that new 
buildings can provide 
parking, but still fit 
among pedestrian ori-
ented older buildings. 

 Use the wide street and 
angle parking  for com-
munity events (car 
trunk yard sales)  

 Create a combination 
farmers market/food 
retail incubator in the 
downtown 

 Install outdoor business 
directories and wayfind-
ing signage.  

 

 

Page 26 Technica l  Land Use P lan  Chapter Three  

The most vibrant block or downtown business are those near  



Planning For Commercial and Retail Developments, continued  

 

 Find affordable vacant 
land within one block 
of PA 18 for outdoor 
amphitheater/ commu-
nity festival space.  

Retail Commercial Corri-
dor  

From a market standpoint, 
some of these areas have 
significant development 
potential for new retail, res-
taurants, and similar service 
business enterprises. They 
are all either adjacent to The 
Pa. Route 18 traffic corridor 
and/or a customer base in 
both residential neighbor-
hoods and Geneva College.  
The main concern in these 
areas is that business devel-
opment in these areas will 
harm downtown develop-
ment opportunities.  There 
is also a potential that exces-
sive commercial develop-
ment could create harm to 
neighboring residential uses. 
Careful land use policies can 
negate concerns in these 
areas. Policy options in-
clude:  

 Allowing commercial 
uses, but using design 
regulations to minimize 
impacts. These regula-
tions can ensure that 
retail development fits a 
residential context. A 
design manual can be 
adopted as an adjunct 
to zoning or land devel-

opment regulations.  

 Allow commercial uses, 
but do not subsidize 
them at the same priori-
ty as the Downtown. 

 Allow commercial uses 
by a carefully regulated 
process that emphasizes 
reassembly of small lots 
into larger ones, and 
creation of buffers.  

 Create limited commer-
cial zoning designations 
that only allow small 
scale commercial devel-
opments.  

Heavy Commercial/Light 
Industry  

This area in the southern 
part of the City was once 
part of the downtown. 
While a few older down-
town buildings remain, there 
are also many large scale 
commercial uses, such as a 
remodeling business, whole-
saler, and auto and motorcy-
cle dealers. This area pro-
vides the City with a signifi-
cant tax base, yet requires 
little with respect to public 
services. There is no need to 
subsidize business in this 
area, but the City should not 
create excessive boundaries 
to entrepreneurs in this dis-
trict.  

Policy Choices 

 Zoning in this area 
should encourage new 
construction, but not 

penalize retrofit of older 
buildings.   

 Both carefully defined 
light industry and large 
scale commercial devel-
opment can be accom-
modated here. 

 Downtown uses, such 
as restaurants, should 
not be encouraged here.  

 Conversely, light indus-
trial uses should not be 
permitted to front on 
the Seventh Avenue 
Corridor. While this is 
not a traditional down-
town pedestrian area 
anymore, poor develop-
ment on the main street 
could negatively impact 
the downtown.  

 Wayfinding signage 
should direct patrons of 
heavy commercial busi-
nesses to the down-
town.  
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Planning For Residential Development   

Land use planning is largely 
about balance between vari-
ous forms of development. 
Some communities need 
more areas of housing to 
meet the demands of re-
gional growth or provide 
forms of housing not previ-
ously available. Other com-
munities need commercial 
development to create a 
favorable tax base to public 
services ratio. Beaver Falls 
needs business develop-
ment, but it must also main-
tain a suitable infrastructure 
to keep its residents.  This 
can be a difficult task with 
limited budgets. Since each 
potential homebuyer is a 
potential “customer”, the 
task for a community is to 
learn what their customers 
want and provide those 
amenities in a cost effective 
manner.  

Nationwide real estate pref-
erence surveys show that 
homebuyers look at the 
amenities of each individual 
home, its cost, and proximi-
ty to their place of employ-
ment. Crime statistics are of 
great importance as well.  
Homebuyers with school 
age children look at the 
School District. For com-
munity amenities, the fol-
lowing are the highest prior-
ity:  

1.Highway access   

2.Walking/jogging/biking 
trails   

3.Sidewalks 

4.Parkland 

5.Playgrounds 

These top five national  
homebuyer community 
amenities are all present in 
Beaver Falls. In addition, 
younger homebuyers are 
often less enamored with 
newer houses in the sub-
urbs, and place higher pre-
miums on unique  commu-
nity heritage and walkability.  

In order to foster a rational 
public policy, that can take 
advantage of the City’s as-
sets, residential planning 
areas area divided into areas 
for preservation and areas 
for revitalization.   

Residential Preservation 
Areas  

These areas tend to have 
lower rates of deterioration, 
though spot blight remains a 
challenge. What these neigh-
borhoods need most is pro-
tection from land use con-
flict, whether by an industri-
al use or a large scale institu-
tion.  

Policy Choice:  

 Strong Protective Zon-
ing. These areas should 
have some form of zon-
ing that allow only the 
type of home predomi-
nate in the neighbor-
hood, and clearly com-
patible uses, such as 
churches.   
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The City has a number of residential neighborhoods where 
public policy should revolve around protecting current de-
velopment.  



Planning For Residential Development   

 Discourage conversion 
apartments, but allow 
newly construction 
apartments in select 
areas. The City could 
benefit from newly con-
structed apartments 
marketed towards 
young professionals or 
market rate senior citi-
zens.  

 Discourage or carefully 
regulate expansion of 
existing  industrial uses.   

Residential Revitalization 
Areas  

This title does not mean 
that all neighborhoods in 
these areas are deteriorated. 
In fact, there are both some 
very well maintained homes, 
and pleasant tree lined 
streets in these areas, as de-
picted in the photograph on 
the right. . The policy desig-
nation is that these are areas 
where public investment in 
residential neighborhoods 
has the greatest potential.  

Neighborhood deterioration 
in Beaver Falls has two 
main causes macroeconomic 
forces (the population loss 
and de-industrialization of 
Western Pennsylvania) and 
localized land use conflict 
(homes are often devalued 
when they area near high 
traffic streets, or industrial 
land uses). These areas are 
those where reinvestment 
for residential purposes 

should be prioritized.   

Policy Choices:  

 Development of a local 
housing rehabilitation 
program with grant 
funds 

 Development of home-
ownership programs 

 Demolition of vacant 
dilapidated structures 
followed by re-platting 
to give abutting home-
owners larger lots 

 Elm Street Grant Pro-
gram to revitalize side-
walks and streets  

 Tax abatement for resi-
dential investment  

Zoning Policy:  

These policies should be   
largely the same as Residen-

tial Protection Areas.  Single 
family residential protective 
zoning can encourage 
homeownership and invest-
ment. Allowing older homes 
to be split into numerous 
apartments changes density 
patterns and is a detriment 
to neighborhood stability.   

One particular challenge in a 
densely developed commu-
nity such as Beaver falls is 
land use conflict between 
residential neighborhoods 
and commercial or industrial 
development. As mentioned 
on the previous page, Bea-
ver Falls needs both resi-
dents and  business devel-
opment. Where possible 
buffering should be em-
ployed between businesses 
and homes. 
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It should not be implied that all homes or streets in Residential 
Revitalization Areas are deteriorated. These areas contain some 
fine homes but may lie near potential land use conflicts or deterio-
rated areas.   

“Allowing older 
homes to be split 
into numerous 
apartments 
changes density 
patterns and is a 
detriment to 
neighborhood 
stability”  
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Plan For Continuing 
Community Revitalization  

This chapter of the Com-
prehensive Plan presents 
recommendations to assist 
in  realizing the vision of 
community revitalization 
that the City has established 
throughout the planning 
process.  The local objec-
tives of  a thriving local 
economy, a conserved ac-
cessible river corridor, job-
generating business parks, 
and high quality residential 
neighborhoods will not hap-
pen without concerted ac-
tion. The land use plan and 
zoning can reserve land for 
intended uses and foster a 
place for investment, but 
they cannot make develop-
ment happen. Fortunately, 
the  City already has the 
most crucial asset needed 
for revitalization; a core of 
people who care and wish to 
see Beaver Falls thrive. They 
express this wish in tangible 
ways every time they invest 
in a new business,  or 
choose to buy a home in the 
City. This chapter of the 
Comprehensive plan is real-
ly  intended to assist those 
caring citizens in three tan-

gible manners. The first is to 
outline the development of 
new organization structures 
that can facilitate necessary 
revitalization activities. Lo-
cally controlled new organi-
zations can make it signifi-
cantly easier to undertake 
the actual physical and fi-
nancial work of revitaliza-
tion. The second purpose of 
this chapter is to list all the 
individual projects identified 
during the planning process.  

The simple act of writing a 
list can help the community 
remember the tasks before 
it. This process included 
prioritization of essential 
projects. Finally, this chap-
ter contains some notes of 
potential funding sources.  
This includes the potential 
for both self funding (within 
the community) and outside 
capital, such as grants.   
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Summary 

This Chapter of the 
Comprehensive Plan 
lists and described a 
number of crucial and 
priority actions and 
project to help imple-
ment the plan. It also 
outlines options for 
organizational struc-
tures  and possible 
funding to assist in re-
vitalization.  

These 7th Avenue business owners are also city  resi-
dents, and active in the civic life of Beaver Falls. Revitali-
zation is already occurring every time a young entrepre-
neur or family chooses to invest in the City. The purpose 
of the community revitalization plan is to support such 
individuals and provide a welcome place for investment to 



As mentioned in previous 
chapters, the Comprehen-
sive Plan was prepared by a 
Steering Committee com-
prised of the entire City 
Planning Commission, 
members of City Council, 
staff, and volunteers.  After 
completion of the land use 
plan, the Steering Commit-
tee had a number of brain-
storming sessions to discuss 
possible actions to begin 
actual revitalization.  A list 
of 62 possible projects was 
created. These projects were 
compiled throughout the 
planning process from 
meetings with citizens and 
local leaders,  as well as sug-
gestions by the consulting 
team.   

It should be noted that 
some of the 62 projects 
were options with major 
possible actions and others 
were independent. For prac-
tical purposes there were 
only about 50 unique pro-
jects. 

Discussion of the projects  
led to the conclusion that a 
small city with limited finan-
cial resources could not un-
dertake all the implementa-
tion work at once. When 
this fact was combined with  

the present limits on state 
and Federal Grant funded, 
the committee decided to 
prioritize. They decided to 
focus upon only a few criti-
cal priorities that were felt 

to be crucial. The three cho-
sen crucial priorities were 
to:  

1. Focus first on creating a 
new revitalization organiza-
tion that could solicit funds, 
and flexibly buy and sell 
land. (this organization can 
help other efforts). 

2. Focus on neighborhood 
revitalization, picking one 
neighborhood and creating 
a program for housing reha-
bilitation, blight eradication 
and streetscape enhance-
ments. 

3. Focus on completing the 
beginning efforts of the 
Beaver River Trail with 
greater River access, and 
trail completion.    

The Prioritization Process  

“Discussion of the 
projects  led to the 

conclusion that a 
small city with 

limited financial 
resources could not 

undertake all the 
implementation 
work at once. .”  
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Beaver Falls Priority Project Ranking 
 

Comprehensive Housing and Neighborhood Revitalization (ranked 1st) 

Create a New Organization to Flexibly Buy and Sell Land (ranked 2nd, but 
made first order as a tool for other projects) 

Improve River Access Trail and Conservation Planning (ranked 3rd) 

Public Market and Retail Restaurant Incubator (ranked 4th) 

Build a high quality Business Park (ranked 5th) 

Create a College Related Economic District (ranked 6th) 

Create a Cultural District around  Museum /Library Complex (ranked 7th) 

Create a System of  Upland Parks (ranked 8th) 



From the beginning of the 
planning process, one aspect 
of the City of Beaver Falls 
continually impressed the 
project planner: the number 
of citizens who cared about 
the creation of the compre-
hensive plan and wanted to 
see the city revitalized. As 
soon as any citizen found 
out about the plan, whether 
in a coffee shop, restaurant 
or on the sidewalk, they 
became excited about the 
chance to “Turn Beaver 
Falls around.”   

Among the most committed 
citizens have been those 
who serve  on the Planning 
Commission and volun-
teered to serve on the Steer-
ing Committee for this pro-
ject. The human talent that 
was assembled for this pro-
ject must not be lost! It is 
thus a key recommendation 
of this plan that the Steering 
Committee and Planning 
Commission keep meeting 
together and making recom-
mendations to Council as 
appropriate. This was a plan-
ning project. Without an im-
plementation committee, the 
document will sit on the 
shelf.  

Creating a New Interme-
diary Organization 

Implementing the commu-
nity revitalization plan will 
require some new organiza-
tion efforts and entities.  

Local government in Penn-
sylvania is chartered to pro-
vide basic community ser-
vice functions such as street 
maintenance, utilities, code 
enforcement and public 
safety. When a local govern-
ment tries to expand beyond 
this realm of community 
services into land develop-
ment or hand-on revitaliza-
tion, it is often hampered by 
the limitations under the 
Third Class City Code or 
Pennsylvania Municipalities 
Planning Code. For exam-
ple, if the City wanted to 
buy a deteriorated property, 
and resell it to a young en-
trepreneur they would be 
hampered by codes that 
require public property to 
be sold by public bid. The 
entrepreneur who might 
immediately develop could 
be outbid by a long term 
investor looking for a bar-
gain.  Also, while cities can 
accept gifts, they are again 
hampered by the disposition 
of such gifts. The City needs 
some entity that can flexibly 
buy and sell real estate and 
other assets for the benefit 
of the local economy. There 
are two common choices 
for such an organization, a 
redevelopment authority or 
a community development 
corporation.  

 The traditional answer to 
this organizational need in 
Pennsylvania was the rede-
velopment authority. Only a 

city or county may charter a 
redevelopment authority. 
The Authorities are a crea-
tion of the local govern-
ment, but have specific 
powers that general purpose 
government does not. To 
quote the Pa Department of 
Community and Economic 
Development publication 
on municipal authorities,  
“Redevelopment authori-
ties have the power to 
condemn properties in 
designated blighted areas 
under eminent domain, to 
clear the land and resell it 
to private interests for 
redevelopment. Any rede-
velopment proposal must 
be approved in advance 
by the local governing 
body. Each sale of land 
within a redevelopment 
area must also be ap-
proved by the governing 
body. Authorities may 
acquire blighted proper-
ties located outside a cer-
tified redevelopment area. 
Such properties must be 
certified to the authority 
by a blighted property 
review committee with 
representation from the 
governing body, the rede-
velopment authority, the 
planning commission and 
the chief executive officer. 
A 1988 amendment to the 
Urban Redevelopment 
Law authorizes redevel-
opment authorities to fi-
nance the purchase, con-

Crucial Project 1: Create A New Development and Revitalization  
Organization   

From the beginning of 
the planning process, 
one aspect of the City 

of Beaver Falls 
continually impressed 

the project planner: the 
number of citizens who 

cared about the 
creation of the 

comprehensive plan 
and wanted to see the 

City revitalized. 
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struction, rehabilitation, 
demolition or equipping 
of commercial or industri-
al development projects 
or residential housing 
projects. Redevelopment 
authorities also may make 
loans to owners, purchas-
ers or financial institu-
tions for these purposes. 
These projects are to have 
a reasonable likelihood of 
preventing, slowing or 
reversing the deteriora-
tion of a designated area. 
Redevelopment authori-
ties may issue bonds 
backed by a pledge of 
revenues or mortgages of 
real estate”.  

Revitalization through a 
redevelopment authority has 
had success in many com-
munities in Pennsylvania, 
but this organizational ap-
proach is not without prob-
lems.  The Authority Board 
is limited to five members, 
so participation by more 
citizens is limited.  While 
eminent domain is some-
times a necessary tool, it can 
be more expensive than 
willing buyer-willing seller 
transactions. Also, some 
believe that eminent domain 
has been misused by rede-
velopment authorities to 
benefit large business at the 
expense of small businesses 
who are sometimes forced 
to relocate.  

Because of these problems, 

some communities have 
opted to create a communi-
ty development corporation, 
or CDC, as an organization-
al approach. CDC’s are not 
an arm of local government, 
they are an independent, 
chartered, non profit organi-
zation. There are about 
4,600 CDC’s operating in 
the US today. They are in-
volved in housing rehabilita-
tion, blight eradication, new 
construction and business 
development. It is estimated 
that the nations CDC are 
responsible for 86,000 new 
or rehabilitated homes and 
over 18 million square feet 
or commercial development 
each year.  

As a non profit, a CDC has 
none of the power of a unit 
of government. It is a vol-
untary organization. How-
ever, as non profit, a CDC 
can receive donations of 
money or real estate from a 
local government. They are 
then free to rehab or resell 
this asset with greater free-
dom. They can also donate 
back to the City.  In many 
cases, a city official could be 
a member of a CDC board. 
Obviously, a CDC can only 
be really effective if it is 
working in cooperation with 
local government.   

The main advantage of the 
CDC lies in its non profit 
status.  It can accept gifts of 
money or real estate from 

individuals and business. 
Donors can gain a tax de-
duction for charitable con-
tributions. The base of a 
CDC can also be large. In 
addition to a board of direc-
tors, it can have member-
ship levels, and if successful, 
can employ full time com-
munity development profes-
sionals. CDC’s can also spin 
off into associated real es-
tate activities, such as land 
banks. This is discussed 
more fully under Crucial 
Project 2.  

The only limits upon a 
CDC’s activities are those 
within its charter and those  
related to  its tax exempt 
status. Some CDC’s have 
moved from housing into 
such diverse areas as senior 
care and literacy education.  

Nearby CDC’s include one 
created for the whole of 
Butler County, which has 
developed two business 
parks,  the Mount Washing-
ton neighborhood in Pitts-
burgh, Swissvale, and Mo-
nongahela on valley com-
munities including Charleroi 
and west Newton. Before 
the Comprehensive plan 
was compete, a number of 
interested citizens began 
exploring a CDC for Beaver 
Falls.  It will be essential 
that any future organization 
use priorities from this plan 
as a starting point, and co-
operate with City Officials 
in implementing projects .     

Crucial Project 1: Organizational Development , continued 

“Revitalization through 
a redevelopment 

authority has had 
success in many 
communities in 

Pennsylvania, but this 
organizational 

approach is not 
without problems.”  
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Of all the physical elements 
of a community, housing is 
the most important. Its ap-
pearance not only shapes 
how others view it but even 
more important how the 
community views itself.  
Quite properly, the one uni-
versal priority of the entire 
steering  committee was 
housing and neighborhood 
revitalization. Therefore 
housing deserves to be a 
primary focus for this Plan.  
Accepting this policy is step 
one, the second step is to 
realize it.  A successful 
housing program requires a 
long-term commitment. 
Also, the needs of the vari-
ous City sectors are differ-
ent. Yet, there is a common-
ality. Housing in most of the 
City’s neighborhoods is a 
mixture. In the better sec-
tors, such as College Hill, a 
few problems do exist. For 
the most part, there are sol-
id blocks and, even out-
standing dwellings in that 
area. In other areas, such as 
are found on the riverside 
of the Downtown,  good  
housing units can be found 
along with deterioration. 
The tools for stabilizing and 
improving  housing are 
available. This section will 
explore them.  

This portion of the  Plan is 
based upon the following 
major goals, namely: 

 Protect good neigh-

borhoods; encourage 
and protect market 
rate housing. 

 Facilitate the rehabili-
tation of sound homes 
in need of repair from 
deferred mainte-
nance. 

 

 Dilapidated homes 
and associated struc-
tures should be de-
molished, especially 

those in good neigh-
borhoods, or those in 
targeted “rehab” sec-
tors. Rehabilitation of 
sound housing must 
occur in the context 
of a targeted and ag-
gressive blight eradi-
cation to truly revital-
ize neighborhoods. 

 Discourage additional 
units of assisted hous-
ing in the City of Bea-
ver Falls as the com-

“The one universal 
priority of the 
entire steering  
committee was 
housing and 
neighborhood 
revitalization. ”  
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tized housing and residential neighborhood revi-
talization, especially blight eradication, to remove 
the structures that  destroy livable neighborhoods. 
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MAJOR GOAL: PRO-
TECT GOOD NEIGH-
BORHOODS; EN-
COURAGE MARKET 
RATE HOUSING 

There are two traditional 
methods a municipality in 
Pennsylvania implements its 
policies. These are usually 
the “carrot” or the “stick.” 
The City should consider 
the positive ideas first. 

Home Investment and 
Real Estate Tax Abate-
ments: If a homeowner 
adds a room, or makes a 
dramatic improvement, 
what is the thanks?—an 
increase in property assess-
ment. For example, a home-
owner adds a large room on 
his home and his assess-
ment increases $30,000. His 
reward is to pay about 
$3,500 annually in additional 
property taxes at the current 
millage rate in Beaver Falls. 
Over a 10-year period, that 
equals to a substantial 
$35,000. To promote im-
provements, consider abat-
ing these new taxes for a 
significant period of time. 
This process would result in 
a “reward” of several thou-
sand dollars. How? In Penn-
sylvania, local governments 
can implement the ReTAP 
program, which can forgive 
real estate taxes on the as-
sessable residential improve-
ments for up to ten years. 
ReTAP can use a variety of 

formulas. Some communi-
ties, such as York, use 100% 
abatement for ten years. 
Others opt for five years, 
though any number up to 
ten years could be used. In 
addition, some use a gradu-
ated approach, 100% the 
first year, 90% the second, 
etc. Once again, this factor 
can be fine-tuned. 

For implementation, the 
City must designate one or 
more “ReTAP” areas. Giv-
en the current taxing struc-
ture, City 32 Mills, County 
22.2 Mills, and School Dis-
trict 62 Mills, a successful 
strategy must include the 
County and Big Beaver 
School District as program 
partners. But to encourage 
new investment, ReTAP 
must offer a significant re-
ward. And, ReTAP can also 
be applied to new residential 
construction, as well as ad-
ditions. 

Develop a Homeowner-
ship Program: One of the 
cornerstones of community 
stability is homeownership. 
Traditionally, such commu-
nities are stable and attrac-
tive. Only about half of City 
houses are owner occupied. 
Increasing homeownership 
can help make the commu-
nity more attractive, as tradi-
tionally homeowners are 
more concerned about 
housekeeping and appear-
ance than are some renters. 

The City should endeavor to 
increase this ratio with two 
strategies suggested. 

Given the data found during 
the background report, it is 
obvious that the market 
place is not building new 
homes in Beaver Falls. The 
few that have been built are 
via special housing pro-
grams and not via private 
developers. Therefore, it 
may be necessary to “prime 
the market pump.” 

The Buy a Home in Bea-
ver Falls Program: This is 
purely an educational pro-
gram. It is suggested this 
effort be led by City Coun-
cil, its market, local real es-
tate offices, banks, and po-
tential homeowners. Both 
the FHA and the PHFA 
(Pennsylvania Housing Fi-
nance Agency) have mort-
gage programs. The PHFA’s 
Keystone Home Loan Pro-
gram is particularly attrac-
tive. And, its income limits 
are not onerous. In Beaver 
County, a family of four 
with an income of less than 
$88,200 per year can qualify, 
and single-family home pric-
es are capped at a generous 
$294,000. In a similar vein, 
FHA has attractive rates. 
Both programs have options 
for those who cannot meet 
20% down-payment stand-
ards. These programs 
should be widely publicized 
to both real estate offices 
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and potential home buyers.  

A companion effort could 
be captioned the Town and 
Gown Program: This pro-
gram would require cooper-
ation between the Geneva 
College, and local banks. It 
would involve assisting col-
lege faculty, staff or recent 
graduates to purchase family 
homes in the City by help-
ing with the down payment 
or otherwise facilitating 
home loans. The details can 
vary, but similar programs 
have seen modest success in 
other communities. This is 
not a new idea. For exam-
ple, in Oil City, in an effort 
to relocate artists to their 
City, the Art Council de-
vised a special mortgage 
program with the First Na-
tional Bank. That program 
induced 19 new families to 
their community. 

The aforementioned CDC  
can be a more direct in-
volvement in the housing 
market.  A Community De-
velopment Corporation has 
a broad base that it can op-
erate within. Land acquisi-
tion and residential develop-
ment are among its potential 
beneficial activities. CDC 
can also create land banks. 
Land banks have a special 
set of characteristics. These 
are delineated by Act 153 
(2012), just enacted Decem-
ber 4, 2012. Some items of 
interests: 

The “land bank” is a corpo-
rate body that can own, buy, 
improve, or sell real estate/
houses. 

Subject to certain limita-
tions, land banks can “quiet 
titles” and extinguish real 
estate tax claims (with an 
okay from the school dis-
trict). It may present a posi-
tive way to reuse repository 
properties. 

In combination with the 
CDC, this combined agency 
could buy land, clear title, 
develop, sell or lease resi-
dential property at or below 
market. Certainly, there are 
limitations and constraints, 
but this unique combination 
could be very beneficial for 
the City of Beaver Falls.  

Code Enforcement: The 
second strategy is to use the 
City’s police powers—the 
“stick.”  The most obvious 
is code enforcement. Good 
code enforcement is essen-
tial to maintain a good 
housing stock. A policy to 
make the Morado and Col-
lege Hill neighborhoods as 
target code areas is recom-
mended.  However, to ac-
complish this, the Code Of-
fice will need additional per-
sonnel. This matter is dis-
cussed later. With limited 
personnel and the long and 
often onerous code proce-
dures, the time from citation 
to demolition can be a long 

one. The photo  on page 34 
shows the problem when a 
dilapidated home sits next 
to an occupied dwelling. 

Zoning: The second police 
power is zoning. One of the 
primary purposes of zoning 
is to protect residential are-
as. This can be accom-
plished in a variety of ways. 
First is to prevent incompat-
ible uses within areas. Do 
not mix residential with tra-
ditional retail or such in-
tense uses as restaurants. 
Conversely, some areas 
along busy highways could 
benefit by allowing limited, 
low-intensity businesses. 
Just as important is to limit 
the density in traditional 
single-family sections. In 
Beaver Falls, predominately 
single-family areas should be 
protected by wisely restrict-
ing, or prohibiting, the con-
version of single-family 
units to apartments. A sec-
ond challenge, unique to 
“college towns,” is students 
using single-family homes as 
transient housing. Again, 
this option should be ad-
dressed via the zoning ordi-
nance.  

“Good code 
enforcement is 
essential to 
maintain a good 
housing stock. ”  
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HOUSING REHABILITA-
TION 

A key strategy to improve a 
community’s housing stock is 
to encourage the rehabilitation 
of existing homes. Two sepa-
rate approaches are recom-
mended. 

The HOME Program: This 
program is funded by the Fed-
eral government via the De-
partment of Housing and Ur-
ban Development (HUD). It 
operates as a separate HUD 
program, which local govern-
ments can access, as well as a 
Pennsylvania program enabled 
by regular allocation make to 
the States by HUD. Because it 
is funded by HUD, program 
beneficiaries must meet in-
come guidelines. Beneficiaries 
would be the home owner, or 
the tenants for rental pro-
grams. Excerpts from the 2013 
Low Income HUD Guide-
lines* are: 

1 Person $31,200 

3 Persons $40,100 

5 Persons $48,150 

*See HUD website for the 
complete income data. 

Applications can be made to 
HUD or to the State (via 
DCED). 

In Pennsylvania, this program 
is typically used for rehabilitat-
ing owner-occupied housing. 
Senior citizens are often good 
candidates. 

Grants are usually $300,000, 
which can “rehab” at an esti-
mated cost of $20,000 to 
$25,000 per unit some 12 to 15 

homes can be completed. This 
program has a three-year limit 
for completion. 

This is a complicated and com-
petitive program. Applicants 
for assistance must be  vetted 
for income eligibility and other 
qualifications, specifications 
for individual homes prepared, 
contractors qualified, then se-
lected, work started, inspected 
in process, and once complet-
ed, the final work approved. 
This is not an easy program to 
administer. 

Given the current workload of 
the Code Office, an outside 
contractor is recommended for 
this program. A contractor 
could be selected via the RFP 
process; however, nonprofit or 
governmental agencies can be 
selected without an RFP. The 
Lawrence County Community 
Action Agency  is a nearby 
nonprofit organization, which 
has a good track record in the 
program. Also, it has contract-
ed with various municipalities 
and counties in the Common-
wealth for this program. A 
second alternative would be to 
contract with the Housing Au-
thority of Beaver County, 
which administers the County’s 
“HOME” program. 

What should the priority areas 
be for the HOME program? 
The following are suggested. 
The first priority is to support 
two other Plan priorities. 
These are to enhance the gate-
way to the Beaver River (11th 
Street) and Downtown Revital-
ization.   

The following are suggested as 

the initial three priorities for 
the City: 

The 11th Street Corridor. The 
corridor is a logical lead to the 
Beaver River via the City ball 
fields and park area. It would 
include both sides of 11th 
Street east of the Downtown 
(7th Street) to the river and 
north to 15th Street. If feasible, 
some extension of the corridor 
along 11th Street (the corridor 
only) only, to the west of 
Downtown as far west as 9th 
Street is worthy of considera-
tion.  

The Mount Washington Area. 
Located to the immediate west 
of the NS and CSX rails, this 
area is included due to obvious 
need. Twelfth Street, in partic-
ular, has many structures in 
serious need of housing reha-
bilitation or even demolition. 
They do not present a very 
inviting “Gateway” to Beaver 
Falls.  

The third area would be a re-
turn to the Downtown neigh-
borhood, including those prop-
erties to the north of Priority 
Area #1. This would encom-
pass several blocks; its size 
should be rationalized based 
on HOME Program guide-
lines. 

CODE ENFORCEMENT 

The Code Office now consists 
of three persons. They answer 
complaints, operate the rental 
licensing program, do property 
inspections, and also will ad-
minister the recently adopted 
“Vacant Structure” ordinance. 
Due to the number of com-
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plaints and the complexity of 
enforcement procedures, the 
office is chronically under-
staffed. Two recommendations 
are made: 

Hire another certified code 
officer (Note: Certification is 
essential for successful en-
forcement procedures). 

Consider a “traffic ticket” ap-
proach for minor violations. 
The City of Reading recently 
adopted this approach, to ad-
dress minor code infractions 
without the burden of the 
lengthy proceedings required 
by the code. A second benefit 
is enforcement does not re-
quire a certified code officer. 

Poor physical conditions, 
housekeeping, and fire damage 
are some of the typical prob-
lems the Code Officers face. 

DEMOLITION AND 
BLIGHT 

Estimate of the number of 
residential structures requiring 
demolition in Beaver Falls 
range from 40 to 50 units. 
Blighted Commercial and in-
dustrial structures warranting 
demolition may total up to 100.  
These figures exceed both the 
financial capacity of the City to 
demolish same as well as typi-
cal average County assistance 
under their CDBG funds. A 
Comprehensive and aggressive 
program to deal with blight is 
warranted.  

 Pennsylvania has slowly been 
building an arsenal of tools 
with which to fight blight, 
since the passage of multiple 
Acts addressing this issue, in 
1998. Aggressive measures that 

further equip communities in 
this battle have been deployed 
in the last two years, in the 
form of Act 90 of 2010 and 
Act 153 of 2012. However, for 
many communities throughout 
the commonwealth, making 
the connection between the 
written words of these Acts, 
and the physical action they 
can now take to protect them-
selves from blight and those 
who cause it, has been a slow 
and arduous process.  

As one clause in the new land 
banking legislation, Act 153 of 
2012, reads, “Vacant, aban-
doned and tax-delinquent 
properties impose significant 
costs on neighborhoods, com-
munities and municipalities by 
lowering property values, in-
creasing fire and police protec-
tion costs, decreasing tax reve-
nues and undermining commu-
nity cohesion.”  

If the description of blight as 
an infliction that erodes the 
social, environmental and fi-
nancial value of a community 
can be captured in a single 
sentence, the above surely does 
so.  

How does a community get 
started in translating these 
tools into action?  

The Housing Alliance of Penn-
sylvania calls out the following 
Acts, prior to 2010, as being 
significant items in the toolbox 
to fight blight. Within these 
summaries are actions commu-
nities may take to fight blight, 
if they are not doing so already:  

Act 70 of 1998, the Municipal 

Housing Code Avoidance Law, 
makes multiple code convic-
tions a misdemeanor criminal 
offense. This is notable, as one 
can’t be jailed for summary 
offenses, and code convictions 
are summary offenses. Under 
this law, once a person accrues 
four summary code convic-
tions for the same violation at 
the same property, a 2nd de-
gree misdemeanor may be 
charged. A 1st degree misde-
meanor may be charged for 5 
or more summary convictions. 
These misdemeanor offenses 
are punishable by incarceration 
without first having to impose 
fines, or imprisonment may be 
ordered in addition to fines. 
This law applies to all proper-
ties subject to building, hous-
ing or property maintenance 
codes. The threat of imprison-
ment coupled with fines is a 
solid start at deterring un-
neighborly property practices.  

Act 135 of 1998, the 3rd Class 
Cities Escalated Code Citations 
and Penalties Law, allows for 
Third Class city code enforce-
ment officials (Beaver Falls is a 
third class city), to issue more 
than one citation per month 
when public health, safety or 
property is threatened. (One 
citation per month is the stand-
ard for code violations, in or-
der to give property owners or 
inhabitants time to abate the 
problem). If a code violation 
poses a threat to the property 
itself, public health, or public 
safety; a code enforcement 
official can issue a citation eve-
ry five days. For the first two 
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offenses, fines of $500 to 
$1,000 may be imposed. For 
the third and any future viola-
tions, fines of $1,000 to 
$10,000 may be levied, impris-
onment of up to 90 days may 
occur – or, both penalties of 
fines and imprisonment may 
be imposed simultaneously.  

Act 135 of 1998 also encom-
passes the Blight and Aban-
doned Property Conserva-
torship Law, which allows a 
court-appointed third party to 
act as a conservator when the 
property owner refuses to care 
for the property, or has died. 
An owner, lien holder, non-
profit, municipality, school 
district, resident or business 
owner within 500 feet of the 
blighted property may initiate 
the action by going to the 
court of  

common pleas and requesting 
conservatorship. The conserva-
tor may be appointed after 
giving due process to the own-
er/lienholders. They must de-
vise a court approved rehabili-
tation or demolition plan. If 
the conservator requires fi-
nancing to carry out the court-
approved plan, the court can 
approve a new first mortgage 
with priority over any other 
liens against the property ex-
cept governmental liens.  

This process, though, does not 
forever eliminate the owner 
from reclaiming the property, 
as the term “conservator,” 
implies; the owner may regain 
possession after reimbursing 
the conservator for the costs. 
If the owner does not redeem 
the property from conserva-

torship, the court may approve 
the sale of the property free 
and clear of any debt.  

Properties that can be taken 
into conservatorship are those 
that are vacant buildings with 
code violations and/or public 
nuisance conditions which are 
not legally occupied for a year, 
not marketed for 60 days, not 
part of a foreclosure action, 
and owned for longer than 6 
months.  

Acts 83 of 2000 and 235 of 
2002 permit a municipality 
(city), to adopt an ordinance 
that allows for exemption from 
property taxes for the assessed 
value of improvements to dete-
riorated properties in a 
“designated deteriorated neigh-
borhood.” The ordinance 
would permit a taxing body to 
devise its own schedule for 
abatement and set a 10 year 
limit on the length of the 
abatement.  

Act 99 of 2000 requires prop-
erty owners who buy property 
with known code violations to 
abate all lot problems within a 
year; and structure problems 
within 18 months. This in-
cludes properties with a code 
violation at the time of pur-
chase or transfer, and requires 
subsequent inspection of the 
property to assess violation 
abatement. The code enforce-
ment official initiates and exe-
cutes this process. Her or she 
has access to the property as an 
officer of the law, and can de-
liver a search warrant, in the 
same manner as a police of-
ficer. The act is enforceable by 

the municipality with fines 
ranging from $1,000 to 
$10,000.  

Under Act 113 of 2002, aban-
doned properties were added 
to the list of those that can be 
certified as blighted under Ur-
ban Redevelopment Law. An 
abandoned property is one 
which has been declared aban-
doned by its owner, or is va-
cant, an a lien for demolition 
costs remains unpaid after 6 
months, or the municipal liens 
and claims exceed 150% of the 
fair market value as established 
by the board of revision of 
taxes. Under this Act, the local 
municipality works in conjunc-
tion with the redevelopment 
authority to create or support 
an existing property develop-
ment review committee. Crea-
tion takes place upon an ordi-
nance put forth by city council. 
This blighted property review 
committee must contain a 
member of council, a repre-
sentative of the redevelopment 
authority, a representative of 
the appropriate planning com-
mission, and a representative 
from the executive branch of 
the city.  

Acts 161 and 163 of 2004 
amends previous acts that ad-
dressed how a property can be 
taken to tax sale, by allowing 
multiple properties per petition 
instead of only one. Act 5 of 
1998 and Act 83 of 2004 en-
sure that properties are only 
available for redemption by the 
owner prior to a tax sale, and 
not post-sale. Act 5 of 1998 
laid the groundwork on how 
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may purchase at a tax sale by 
ensuring that a landlord whose 
rental license has been revoked 
by any municipality within a 
county holding a tax sale is 
prohibited from purchasing 
property at a tax sale; as does 
Act 133 of 1998. In Acts 5 and 
133, the Tax Claim Bureau 
must qualify bidders for sale.  

Acts 12 and 18 of 2006 waive 
tax claims in exchange for the 
donation of a tax delinquent 
property. Acceptance of the 
property by a municipality or 
other taxing body is optional. 
Tax claim bureaus must also 
maintain lists of delinquent 
property owners, including 
their last known addresses, so 
that credit reporting bureaus 
can access the information and 
report property tax delinquen-
cies on credit reports.  

Act 35 of 2006 prohibits the 
transfer of a condemned prop-
erty to a private enterprise - 
unless the condemnee has con-
sented, it is transferred to a 
utility or railroad company, is 
removed as a nuisance, is an 
abandoned property, or will be 
remediated of blight. Public 
charities are not private enter-
prises by law, and can receive 
property taken by eminent 
domain.  

Another opportunity for the 
City of Beaver Falls to collabo-
rate with the Beaver County 
Redevelopment Authority is in 
an instance where a deceased 
individual has not appointed 
anyone to administer their es-
tate. When a person passes on 
and the property is only in that 
person’s name, a redevelop-

ment authority may administer 
the estate per Act 171 of 2006.  

Act 135 of 2008 builds upon 
earlier conservator allowances 
by enabling the person ap-
proved by the court to admin-
ister the rehabilitation or dem-
olition plan, to request from 
the court a sale of the property 
upon completion of that reha-
bilitation or demolition plan. 
The owner could regain the 
property if they reimburse the 
conservator for the cost. If the 
owner doesn’t come forward, 
the court may approve a sale of 
the property, free and clear of 
all liens. The owner receives 
any funds left after payment of 
all other costs.  

Third class city code makes it 
easy for nonprofit Community 
Development Corporations to 
purchase property owned by a 
municipality. A CDC need only 
approach a municipality about 
their interest in a property, and 
if they are involved in afforda-
ble housing or commercial and 
industrial redevelopment activ-
ities, the municipality may sell 
it to the CDC without having 
to advertise or engage in a pub-
lic bidding process.  

Third class city code also al-
lows for property owners in a 
Neighborhood Improvement 
District to pool money from a 
special property assessment for 
district improvements. This 
only happens in areas where a 
special property assessment is 
approved by property owners. 
The governing body of the 
municipality must adopt the 
NID by resolution or ordi-

nance. Once a NID is estab-
lished, it does require resources 
from a NID management asso-
ciation to administer programs, 
improvements and services.  

Similarly, Business Improve-
ment Districts may also be 
established to accomplish the 
same goal of improving a des-
ignated business district by 
pooling funds.  

THE NEWEST TOOLS 
TO FIGHT BLIGHT  

Act 90 of 2010 allows for the 
establishment of housing 
courts at the offices of district 
magistrates, with clinics to 
counsel code violators on their 
responsibilities and procedures 
to bring their properties into 
code compliance. These courts 
may be funded by grants, and 
are available to receive tech-
nical assistance from the 
statewide housing courts coor-
dinator. The Court of Com-
mon Pleas can establish a 
housing court to hear criminal 
and civil actions.  

Act 90 also enables municipali-
ties to deny certain govern-
mental permits and approvals 
to prohibit property owners 
from further extending their 
financial commitments and 
rendering themselves unable to 
correct their code violation, 
regulatory violation or tax de-
linquency. The record of a 
denied permit at the county 
level also limits the likelihood 
of other municipalities finding 
themselves in the position of 
addressing neglect and deterio-
rated properties. The violations 
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or delinquencies do not need 
to be in the same jurisdiction. 
The denial cannot apply to 
delinquent collection charges 
that are under appeal.  

A lien may be placed against 
the assets of an owner of prop-
erty that is in serious violation 
of a code, or is regarded as a 
public nuisance after a judg-
ment is entered by the court 
against the owner of a proper-
ty. The law ensures that the 
lien is not just placed against 
the building, as has been the 
case in the past.  

Additionally, a person who 
does not live in the area, or 
even the state, and has code 
violations filed against them 
may be extradited to the com-
monwealth to face criminal 
prosecution to the fullest ex-
tent of the law.  

An in personam action (legal 
actions against a person or 
persons) may be initiated for a 
continuing violation for which 
the owner takes no substantial 
step to correct within six 
months following receipt of an 
order to correct the violation. 
They can go after any and all 
assets owned by the offending 
property owner, not just the 
property that is in violation. 
Municipalities have traditional-
ly gone after only the property 
in violation (in rem actions).  

Where property is inherited by 
will or intestacy, the devisee or 
heir shall be given the oppor-
tunity to make payments on 
reasonable terms to correct the 
code violations or enter into a 
remediation agreement with a 

municipality to avoid subject-
ing the devisee’s or heir’s other 
properties to asset attachment 
or denial of permits on other 
properties owned by the devi-
see or heir.  

Land Banks, Pennsylvania’s 
New Tool to Fight Blight  

Why land banks?  

In all of the laws passed above, 
one can read between the lines 
and see the difficulty of deci-
phering who holds clear title to 
a blighted property, and how 
that property can be reclaimed 
and rehabilitated when the 
owner does not have the desire 
to do so. Obtaining clear title 
can be time consuming, be-
yond the resources of what 
municipalities may have; and 
laws have limited how they can 
acquire, manage and sell-off 
blighted and rehabilitated 
property. Prospective buyers 
are often repelled by the high 
cost for property that can be 
listed in excess of its worth.  

On October 25, 2012, Gover-
nor Corbett signed the Land 
Bank law – House Bill 1682, 
rendering it Act 153 of 2012. 
While this is good news for 
many communities in the com-
monwealth, it is an area where 
the City of Beaver Falls cur-
rently faces a challenge. Only 
single communities with a pop-
ulation of 10,000 or more can 
take advantage of what this 
legislation has to offer. Howev-
er, two or more municipalities 
with populations of less than 
10,000 can enter into an inter-
governmental cooperation 
agreement to establish and 

maintain a land bank.  

Legally, a land bank is a public 
entity that exists until terminat-
ed or dissolved.  

How can this land bank be 
created?  

An ordinance must be adopted 
by the municipalities entering 
in to the agreement to create a 
land bank. The ordinance must 
specify the name of the land 
bank, number of members on 
the board, names of the indi-
viduals to serve as initial mem-
bers and of the board and the 
lengths of terms they will serve 
– in addition to the qualifica-
tion, manner of selection or 
appointment, and terms of 
office of the members of the 
board; and the manner in 
which residents will have the 
opportunity to provide input 
into the land bank decision-
making process, along with 
policies regarding former own-
er-occupants who are occupy-
ing homes acquired by the land 
bank.  

These policies shall show a 
preference for keeping the 
former owner-occupants in 
their homes, whenever feasible. 
Once the governing body of 
the land bank jurisdiction cre-
ates a land bank, they file a 
copy of the ordinance with the 
department of state. After re-
ceipt of the ordinance, the 
secretary of the commonwealth 
issues a certificate of incorpo-
ration. If a county establishes a 
land bank, that land bank has 
the power to acquire real estate 
only in those portions of the 
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county located outside of the 
geographic boundaries of any 
other land bank established by 
another land bank jurisdiction 
located partially or entirely 
within the county.  

A school district can also par-
ticipate in a land bank pursuant 
to an intergovernmental coop-
eration agreement. The agree-
ment must detail how the 
school district is involved on 
the board of the land bank and 
is subject to approval by the 
school district.  

A land bank can receive grants 
and funding through the feder-
al government, the common-
wealth, a municipality, the land 
bank jurisdiction which created 
the land bank, and private 
sources. It can receive and 
retain payments for services 
rendered, for rents and lease-
hold payments received, for 
consideration for disposition 
of real and personal property, 
for proceeds of insurance cov-
erage for losses incurred, for 
income from investments and 
for an asset and activity lawful-
ly permitted under this Act.  

A taxing jurisdiction my au-
thorize the remittance or dedi-
cation of a portion of real 
property taxes collected and 
allocation of property taxes in 
accordance with the Act – 
commenceable within the first 
taxable year following the date 
of conveyance and continuing 
for a period of up to five years, 
not exceeding a maximum of 
50% of the aggregate property 
tax revenues generated by the 
property.  

Remittance or dedication of 
property taxes shall include the 
property taxes of the school 
district, but only if the school 
district enters into an agree-
ment with the land bank for 
remittance or dedication.  

A land bank may issue a bond 
for any of its corporate pur-
poses. The principal and inter-
est of a bond shall be payable 
from the land bank’s general 
revenue. The bond may be 
secured by a pledge of revenue 
from the federal government 
or agency, or commonwealth 
or commonwealth agency. The 
bond may also be secured by a 
mortgage of the property of 
the land bank. The bond and 
the income of the bond is ex-
empt from taxation by the 
commonwealth and its political 
subdivisions. The municipality 
and the commonwealth have 
no liability for the bond.  

Land bank money is invested 
at the discretion of the board 
in instruments, obligations, 
securities or property deter-
mined proper by the board. 
The board may design, devel-
op, construct, demolish, recon-
struct, rehabilitate, renovate, 
relocate, rent, and/or sell. They 
may fix the property, charge 
and collect rent, and charges 
fees for the use of real proper-
ty for the land bank and for 
services provided by the land 
bank. They may grant or ac-
quire license, easements, leases 
or options with respect to the 
real property of the land bank. 
They may also enter into part-
nerships, joint ventures, and 
other collaborative relation-

ships with municipalities and 
other public and private enti-
ties for ownership, manage-
ment, development and dispo-
sition of real property.  

A land bank does not have the 
power of eminent domain. The 
property of a land bank and its 
income and operation are ex-
empt from state and local tax-
es, except under select circum-
stances called out within the 
Act.  

A land bank can acquire prop-
erty from a municipality upon 
terms and condition as agreed 
to by the land bank and munic-
ipality. A municipality can also 
transfer property to a land 
bank according to procedures 
determined by the municipality 
as long as the property is locat-
ed within the jurisdiction of the 
land bank. A redevelopment 
authority located within a land 
bank jurisdiction may also con-
vey property to a land bank.  

A land bank can’t hold proper-
ty outside of its boundaries, 
but may accept donations of 
property within boundaries and 
extinguish delinquent claims 
for taxes. The land bank’s in-
ventory can be reviewed at any 
time by the public, and it can 
convey, exchange, sell, transfer, 
lease, grant, or mortgage inter-
ests. This may be accomplished 
in the form of monetary pay-
ment and secured financial 
obligations, covenants and 
conditions related to the future 
use of property, contractual 
commitments of the transferee 
and other forms of considera-

“A land bank can 
acquire property 
from a 
municipality upon 
terms and 
condition as 
agreed to by the 
land bank and 
municipality.”  
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Historic Home on the 11th Street 
Corridor.   

tion determined by the board 
to be in the best interest of the 
land bank.  

A land bank jurisdiction may 
establish a hierarchical ranking 
of priorities for the use of 
property conveyed by a land 
bank; including use for purely 
public spaces and places, af-
fordable housing, retail, com-
mercial and industrial activities 
and conservation areas. The 
priorities established may be 
for the entire land bank juris-
diction, or may be set accord-
ing to the needs of different 
neighborhoods, municipalities 
or other locations within the 
land bank jurisdiction - or ac-
cording to the nature of the 
land use plan.  

A land bank must consider all 
adopted land use plans and 
make reasonable efforts to 
coordinate the disposition of 
land bank property with those 
land use plans.  

The land bank is subject to 
public open meeting and right 
to know laws.  

If the land bank is to be dis-
solved, 60 calendar days writ-
ten notice be given to the land 
bank jurisdiction, published in 
the local newspaper, and be 
sent by certified mail to the 
trustees of outstanding bonds 
of the land bank, and approved 
by the land bank board – fol-
lowing the creation of an ordi-
nance by the governing body 
of the land bank jurisdiction. 
Once the ordinance is filed 
with the state, the land bank 
ceases to function, and assets 
will be transferred to the mu-

nicipalities in which the prop-
erty is located.  

If only one of multiple munici-
palities decides to withdraw 
from the land bank, it will not 
be dissolved, unless the inter-
governmental cooperation 
provides for dissolution in this 
event – and there is no land 
bank jurisdiction that desires to 
continue the existence of the 
land bank.  

The board may adopt supple-
mental rules addressing poten-
tial conflicts of interest and 
ethical guidelines for members 
of the board and land bank 
employees.  

The land bank will adopt poli-
cies providing for plans and 
agreements by which low in-

come owner occupant house-
holds may pay their delinquent 
taxes. Such plans and agree-
ments will take into account 
the household’s ability to pay 
and will be designed to pro-
mote continued occupancy by 
that household whenever feasi-
ble.  

The land bank shall annually, 
within 120 days after the end 
of each fiscal year, submit an 
audit of income and expendi-
tures, together with a report of 
its activities for the preceding 
year, to the department.  

Act 153 of 2012 went into 
effect on December 24, 2012.  
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Checklist 

 Are landlords with revoked rental licenses barred from purchasing property in the city? (Act 5 of 1998) 
 Is there coordination with the tax claim bureau to qualify bidders for sale? (Acts 5 and 133 of 1998) 
 Does the district magistrate enforce the maximum penalty allowable for code violations? (Act 70 of 1998) 
 Does the district magistrate enforce the maximum penalty allowable for four or more summary convictions? (Act 70 of 1998) 
 Does the county court system uphold local decisions as ruled upon at the magistrate level? (Act70 of 1998) 
 Is the interval at which citations are issued more frequent than once per month? (Act 135 of 1998) 
 Are citations issued as frequently as once every 5 days when public health, safety or property is threatened? (Act 135 of 1998) 
 Are the maximum fines levied for first, second, third and subsequent violations? (Act 135 of 1998) 
 Is imprisonment for up to 90 days considered for those with three or more violations? (Act 135 of 1998?) 
 Are conservators identified or sought out (must be within 500 feet of the property in question) when a property owner refuses to 

care for property, or has died? (Act 135 of 1998) 
 Is due process given to owners and lienholders before appointing a conservator? (Act 135 of 1998) 
 Is the Court of Common Pleas proactive in appointing a conservator? (Act 135 of 1998) 
 Is the conservator capable of devising an appropriate rehabilitation or demolition plan? (Act 135 of 1998) 
 Is the Court of Common Pleas proactive in approving a first mortgage with priority over any other liens against the property, except 

government liens? (Act 135 of 1998) 
 Has the City of Beaver Falls established a “designated deteriorated neighborhood” area or areas, with ordinance (s) to set a schedule 

(s) for abatement? (Acts 83 of 2000 and 235 of 2002) 
 Have all abandoned properties in the city been identified? (declared abandoned by its owner, vacant, liens for demolition costs un-

paid after 6 months, or municipal liens and claims in excess of 150% of the fair market value) (Act 113 of 2002) 
 Has a blighted property review committee been established in conjunction with the local redevelopment authority? (Act 113 of 

2002) 
 Does the City of Beaver Falls allow multiple properties per tax sale petition instead of one? (Acts 161 and 163 of 2004) 
 Does Beaver Falls accept the donation of tax delinquent property in exchange for the waiver of tax claims? (Acts 12 and 18 of 2006) 
 Does the city cooperate with the redevelopment authority when no person is appointed to administer the estate of a deceased per-

son? (Act 171 of 2006) 
 Are property conservators aware that they can request the sale of a property? (Act 135 of 2008) 
 Has Beaver Falls coordinated with a CDC to sell property? (Third Class City Code) 
 Has the city worked to establish Neighborhood Improvement Districts? (Third Class City Code) 
 Has the city worked to establish Business Improvement Districts? 
 Has a housing court been established in the office of the local district magistrate with technical assistance from the statewide hous-

ing court coordinator? (Act 90 of 2010) 
 Has the city pursued in personam actions against code violators? (Act 90 of 2010) 
 Has the city placed a lien against property owners’ assets, and not just the building, after 6 months of violations? (Act 90 of 2010) 
 Are out-of-area, out-of-state offenders extradited? (Act 90 of 2010) 
 Are code violations on purchased property abated by 12 months for land and 18 months for structures? 
 Has the city explored the option of creating a land bank in conjunction with a neighboring municipality? (Act 153 of 2012) 
 Has an ordinance been drafted that would detail the configuration of a land bank? (Act 153 of 2012) 
 Has the Big Beaver Falls School District participated in discussions regarding a potential land bank in the area? (Act 153 of 2012) 



Crucial Project 3:  Improve River Access, Complete the Trail and Create 
a Linear Park  

 

The land  use plan chapter 
discusses the potential im-
portance of the River as an 
underutilized resource to 
attract residents and invest-
ment. The Beaver River is 
Scenic, and present oppor-
tunities for area residents to 
fish, travel by boat canoe or 
kayak, or simply enjoy the 
serenity of moving water. 
The main impediment to 
this is that historic use of 
the river edge for rail lines 
hampers access. Fortunately 
for the City, this crucial pro-
ject priority is also a County 
priority, per the County 
Greenway Plan. See:  
http://
files.beavercountypa.gov/
PublicServices/
PlanningCommission/
PDFs/
Greenway_trail_plan.pdf 

This plan commends and 
supports the County Green-
way plan and hopes to serve 
as a catalyst for it imple-
mentation within the City.  

This plan is a careful study 
of the feasibility of both 
bicycle/pedestrian and wa-
ter trails throughout the 
County. To implement this 
important plan, Lawrence 
and Beaver County have 
created a shared greenway 
coordinator position as part 
of both Counties’ planning 
staff.  

Ideally, there should be nu-

merous  access points to the 
Beaver River within City 
limits. These should be well 
advertised through signage, 
well maintained, and  legally 
established. They should be 
able to serve as both boat 
launches and pedestrian 
access. Ideal sites would 
include:  

 Boat Access Point at 
the Northern boundary 
of the City. 

 Possible Pedestrian Ac-
cess near the Eastvale 
Bridge 

 Pedestrian Access near 
the Baseball fields  

 Boat Access and fishing  
near the Sewer plant 

 The Lawrence/Beaver 

County greenways coordina-
tor has indicated that the rail 
line owners (CSX) have in-
dicated some willingness to 
be flexible about  allowing 
access. While at-grade cross-
ing  may be necessary in 
some cases, the City can use 
signage to ensure safety. 
Some municipalities, such as 
Indiana Borough, have at-
grade crossings without 
cross guards on minor 
streets.  The extensive drain 
culverts might also be uti-
lized for pedestrian access.  
Another partner in this ef-
forts is the Pennsylvania 
Fish and Boat Commission.  
 

The Trail has already been a 
success. It is bringing citi-
zens into a previously ne-
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The recreational and scenic opportunities of the  Beaver River have been 
hampered by numerous rail lines.  (credit: Wikimedia Commons)  
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a Linear Park, continued  

 

glected area of the City. The    
only liability of the present 
trail is that it lacks a mean-
ingful terminus and direc-
tion.  In partnership with 
the Beaver River Rails to 
trails Association,  a plan-
ning study should be con-
ducted to assist in the 
northward extension of the 
trail. If defunct rail line 
rights of way are not availa-
ble, a new trail right of way 
can be reserved and held by 
an Official Map Ordinance.  

Under the Pennsylvania 
Municipalities Planning 
Code, The Official Map is 
not a road map. It is a map 
of areas that may need to be 
acquired in the future for a 
variety of public purposes, 
including,  

 Road Widening or Rea-
lignment 

 New Roads  

 Pedestrian Paths and 
Easements  

 Transit 

 Flood Control and 
Stormwater Manage-
ment  

 Parks, Playgrounds, and 
Open Space 

 “Support Facilities” 
implementing a com-
prehensive plan (Typical 
properties held by pub-
lic bodies such as sew-
age treatment, water 

well fields, etc.)  

For any property subject to 
an official map, all local re-
quest for permits or approv-
als are deferred by the mu-
nicipality until it decides if 
acquisition is warranted.  
The municipality may take 
up to 180 days to make such 
a determination, but is un-
der no obligation to make 
the acquisition at the end of 
the determination period. 
The official map is a power-
ful planning tool to reserve 
the location of future public 
rights of way, and the com-
pletion of trails in the City is 
important enough to make 
use of this approach.   

 

Over time, trail completion, 

“A new trail right 
of way can be 
reserved and 
held by an 
Official Map 
Ordinance”  
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Phase I of the Beaver River Trail was the first successful step in 
taking advantage of the riverfront areas of the City.   

when combined with River 
Access could make further 
recreational investments 
possible. This area could be 
home to a riverfront park 
for public events. An exten-
sion and River crossing to 
the South would connect 
Beaver Falls to the Ohio 
River Trail. An eventual 
northward extension would 
lead trails to Koppel and 
L:awrence County. The pe-
destrian lanes on both the 
New Brighton and Eastvale 
bridges make river crossings 
by bikers possible. While the 
City supports all of these 
long term projects, comple-
tion of its own trail, which 
was the first in the County, 
should be a priority.   
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Creation of A Public Market 
with indoor food court incu-
bator, indoor/outdoor farm-
ers market and outdoor ven-
dor space 

Open air markets can be suc-
cessful, but are limited by 
Western Pennsylvania Short 
Growing Season. A sheltered 
market house, combined with a 
food incubator could build 
business for produce venders 
and create new businesses in 
the City  

Costs-$10,000-$400,000  

Grant Funding: Average to 
very likely 

Possible Component Ac-
tions 

 Create an expanded Food 
to Farm Cooperative be-
tween area farmers and 
City consumers.  

 Buy and Rehabilitate a 
Building for Indoor Space.  

 Build a new Public Market 
House.   

 

Create a College Oriented 
Development District Be-
tween the Downtown and 
Geneva College 

There may be a unique oppor-
tunity to create spinoff devel-
opment from the intellectual 
capital of Geneva College stu-
dents, faculty and graduates. 
The area south of the College 
and North of the Downtown 
could host business that might 
want to use graduates or in-
terns, or startups by graduates. 
It would also be a possible 
location for newly constructed 

off campus housing, though 
conversion apartments should 
be discouraged.  

Costs: Vary Widely 

Grant Funding: At one point, 
Pennsylvania funded a pro-
gram called Keystone Innova-
tion Zones for campus related 
development. If the aforemen-
tioned program is funded 
again, it would be  useful 
source to make this project 
happen.  

 Possible Component Ac-
tions  

 Encourage carefully 
planned private off-
campus housing  

 Lobby State for New In-
novation Zone  
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Open air markets can be successful, but are limited by Western 
Pennsylvania Short Growing Season. A sheltered market house, 
combined with a food incubator could build business for pro-
duce venders and create new businesses in the City (Photo Cred-
it Beaver County Farmers’ Markets Facebook Page )  

 Special Tax Breaks for 
business to locate in the 
area that need graduates 
with Geneva skills 

 Build a Multi-Tenant Of-
fice/Research Building  

 Create a Loan Program 
for Graduate Entrepre-
neurs  

 

Create a Business Park in 
the Vicinity of 37th 
Street/Pa Route 251  

Feasibility analysis has been 
done for a clean waste to Ener-
gy Incinerator as a City capital 
improvement. Such a facility 
could also generate power and 
become the centerpiece of a 
business park. The difficult 
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aspect of this project is that 
nearly every community in 
Western Pennsylvania wants to 
establish a business park, so 
this form of development is 
fiercely competitive.  Also, the 
economics of Waste to Energy 
are rapidly changing due to 
increased local availability of 
natural gas. These factors may 
make this a long term project.   

Costs-$500,000-$5,000,000 

Grant Funding: The Waste to 
energy project may be very 
difficult to fund at present as 
state initiatives are encouraging 
use of natural gas. There is 
some funding for business park 
site development, but it  is very 
competitive.  

 

Create a Cultural District 
around Library Complex 

The library is a local regional 
asset. There are also some art 
related enterprises in down-
town, such as the Center for 
Creative Expression. What the 
downtown lacks is a single 
defining focal area.  A cultural 
district is not so much a zoning 
district, but an effort to market 
assets as  a focal point for the 
downtown. What is needed is a 
multiplicity of reasons for peo-
ple to go into the area.   

Costs: $30,000-$500,000 

Grant Funding: 10-50 percent 
fundable  

Component Actions  

 Build/expand a Down-
town Amphitheatre near 
Library  

 Conduct a Market Study 

for potential improve-
ments and visitation  

 

 Clear the most Deteriorat-
ed Buildings and Create a 
Larger Central Park/Town 
Square  

 

Create an Upland Conserva-
tion Park System in the hills 
around the Mount Washing-
ton neighborhood.  

This area is underdeveloped, 
but has outstanding views. 
There are areas of steep slope 
that would be difficult or dan-
gerous to develop. A conserva-
tion Park system could create a 
ribbon og green around two 
sides fo the City and replace 
blighted vacant buildings with 
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The Carnegie Library is a local asset and also houses other cul-
tural attractions. It might become a focal point for downtown 
investment, and the center of a mini “cultural district”  

trees.   

Costs: $30,000-$100,000 

Grant Funding: 50-75 percent 
fundable 

Component Actions:  

 Create and maintain Walk-
ing Trails    

 Create a Mountain Biking 
trail   

 As an alternative to new 
parks, the City could 
simply  and keep upland  
land for conservation and 
forestry, but not develop 
public access. Municipali-
ties in Pennsylvania may 
hold Forest Reserves and 
sell timber.    
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Beaver Falls lies in a diffi-
cult competitive environ-
ment to promote new devel-
opment and revitalization. It 
lies in a County that has 
seen a population decline in 
every Census since 1980. 
Many other Beaver Valley 
communities, face similar 
problems or demographic 
decline and loss of industry. 
A person relocating to Bea-
ver County has a chouice 
between Monaca, Conway, 
or numerous other commu-
nities. Their choice will be 
driven by  stable attractive 
neighborhoods as much as 
the choice of an individual 
home.  One way that the 
City can attract new resi-
dents and businesses is to 
continue to offer high quali-
ty basic public services. This 
will require some thoughtful 
investment in both equip-
ment and staffing.   

Administration and Staff-
ing 

The City of Beaver Falls has 
a full time, professional, 
administration. This admin-
istration has proved its value 
by keeping the City in “the 
black” in spite of forewarn-
ings of economic shortcom-
ings, and with a limited real 
estate tax base. As the City 
moves into greater financial 
stability, some staffing in-
creases are in order. The 
scale of neighborhood and 
housing revitalization need-

ed will be a daunting task. 
This warrants some increase 
in the staffing of the Code 
Office. The second staff 
investment would be to 
consider the possibility of a 
full time grant professional. 
Limited state and Federal 
budgets are making outside 
funding more competitive. 
While a grant professional 
may not be able to directly 
fund their own position, 

they should be able to com-
pletely offset the costs of 
the position by helping fund 
other capital improvements.    

Capital Improvements 
Programming 

Given the fiscal constraints 
of Beaver Falls, the pur-
chase of large vehicles and 
equipment has been post-
poned over the years. How-
ever, equipment does wear 

Page 49 Technica l  Land Use P lan  Chapter  Four   

It is a significant benefit that the City has been able to 
maintain professional Fire  Protection.   
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out, and some type of pro-
gram to both identify and 
prioritize future needs is 
warranted. The best tool is a 
Capital Improvement Pro-
gram (CIP).  The program 
will not increase tax reve-
nues, but can act as a warn-
ing when key pieces of large 
equipment will need to be 
replaced.  Forewarned, the 
City can then look at op-
tions, be they rental, grant 
programs or bond financed 
purchases. It will also serve 
as an objective rational for 
any type of grant request.  A 
draft of a possible CIP is in 
the appendix. The purposes 
of such programs are to: 

 Define what represents 
a capital purchase by 
type and cost. 

 Solicit capital needs 
from each City depart-
ment. 

 Estimate current costs 
of needs as well as esti-
mating future opera-
tional and maintenance 
cost. 

 Develop a prioritization 
rationale. 

Streets Department 

This title is somewhat of a 
misnomer, as this depart-
ment functions as a de facto 
public works operation. In 
addition to streets, it also is 
responsible for storm sew-
ers, sanitary sewers 

(collection only), public 
parks, and building mainte-
nance. 

Recommended Plan Activi-
ties by Department: 

Streets: Develop a repaving 
program, prioritized. 

Purchase of a new small 
dump truck (3 tons). 

Storm Drains: Analyze the 
problems on 4th Avenue, 
just south of the Eastvale 
Bridge. 

Walnut Bottom Run: The 
periodic flooding of Walnut 
Bottom Run causes backups 
into the storm sewer system. 
Any meaningful remediation 
will likely cost many mil-
lions of dollars. 

Step One: Complete a hy-
drological study with specif-
ic project(s) recommenda-
tions. 

Step Two – Funding Search: 
Examine the potential of 
significant assistance from 
State or Federal programs. 

Step Three: After funding is 
secured, begin project(s). 

Sanitary Sewer 

Continue and complete the 
“TV” imaging of sanitary 
sewage collection system. 
Develop a priority list of 
projects for slip lining and 
initiate same.  This opera-
tion may also identify other 
problems with the system 
that then can be specified 

and periodically addressed.  

Parks 

With limited funding, the 
main emphasis should be 
upon River and Trail recrea-
tion. However, the City still 
needs playgrounds. In gen-
eral, continue the current 
level of maintenance at all 
parks, and should develop a 
usage profile of City parks.  
This would involve observ-
ing parks for a period of 
time to determine who 
many people use the park, 
and there age structure. Giv-
en the limited City person-
nel this could involve both 
the Recreation Commission 
as well as being a possible 
cooperative function with 
Geneva College students. 
Analyze usage. Determine 
facility gaps.  The following 
recommendations are from 
a general review of the 
parks. A dog park might be 
warranted. Specific Park 
Needs: 

Rhue Park: Mothball or re-
purpose. 

Mount Washington: Consid-
er devolution to low mainte-
nance  Conservation Park 
Park or other re-purpose.  

8th Street Playground: 
Needs a general renewal. 

Public Safety 

Fire:    The Beaver Falls Fire 
Department serves both the 
City and  Eastvale, but it is 

The present City 
administration has 
proved its value by 
keeping the City in 
“the black” in 
spite of 
forewarnings of 
economic 
shortcomings, and 
with a limited real 
estate tax base.   
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also called out to fires in 
five other communities. 
Because of this coverage, 
adequate personnel levels 
are important. The Depart-
ment has paid full-time and 
part-time employees.  It also 
relies upon about 20 volun-
teers.  These volunteers are 
critical given the demands 
upon the Department.   An 
active ongoing recruiting 
programs for these volun-
teer firefighters is important 
and a recommendation of 
the Plan.  

The physical needs of the 
Beaver Falls Fire Depart-
ment are modest—repairs 
to the aerial truck at an esti-
mated cost of $30,000.  This 
should be budgeted in the 
near future.  

Police: A good, active police 
force is a big plus in any 
urban area. Beaver Falls is 
fortunate with a competent, 
professional force. The fol-
lowing are Plan recommen-
dations for the department: 

 Extend the video cam-
era program. 

 Annually replace one 
police car. 

 Replace protective vests 
on a 5-year schedule. 

 Add a police officer 
when budgets or grant 
sources allow. 

 Include Police in build-
ing demolition priorities 

relative to public safety. 

Water Pollution Control 
Plant 

Beaver Falls is indeed fortu-
nate. They provide regional 
sewer service in a true part-
nership with the “sewer us-
ers.” This mechanism works 
well! It also helps to develop 
programs, projects, and 
keeps the facility in compli-
ance with DEP/EPA stand-
ards.  This is a beneficial 
arrangement all too rare in 
Pennsylvania and should 
continue. The only long 
term need is to reduce infil-
tration and inflow among 
the contributing communi-
ties including the City (see 
prior comments under 
Streets Department).   

 

Grants and Funding 

Grants and funding are con-
stantly evolving. This is why 
the addition of a grant pro-
fessional is a plan recom-
mendation. Almost any rea-
sonable project is at least 
partially fundable by a Fed-
eral, State, or private foun-
dation grant. The problem is 
that funding changes on a 
yearly basis, and any infor-
mation in this document 
will be soon outdated. As of 
this writing (Spring 2013), 
there are several funding 
sources that should be ag-
gressively sought or consid-
ered.   

 

Neighborhood Assistance 
Program  (NAP) Tax 
Credit This is not actually a 
grant, but a tax credit pro-
gram administered by the 
PA Department of Commu-
nity and Economic Devel-
opment (The same state 
agency that partially funded 
this plan). NAP  works by 
creating a partnership be-
tween successful local busi-
ness and communities. 
Funds can be used for blight 
eradication, housing rehabil-
itation, and many other 
community purposes. There 
are related special priority 
spinoff programs through 
DCED as well.   

http://www.newpa.com/co
mmunity/community-
services/neighborhood-
assistance-program 

 

For NAP, The City could 
partner with any local busi-
ness, including banks. The 
City of Butler just embarked 
upon a $1,000,000 blight 
eradication program 
through NAP funding, in 
concert with two area 
banks.  

 

HOME/CDBG Competi-
tive Program These pro-
grams are also administered 
by DCED and were dis-
cussed under crucial pro-
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jects in this chapter. More 
information is available at:   

http://www.newpa.com/co
mmunity/community-
housing-and-
development/home 

 

Community Conservation 
Partnership II Program 

This is an omnibus series of 
grant programs that are ad-
ministered by the Pa De-
partment of Conservation 
and Natural Resources 
(DCNR). The intent is to 
offer a full range of funding 
opportunities for recreation 
and conservation, planning, 
land acquisition, and devel-
opment projects. Some spe-
cial priority is given to pro-
jects related to trails, and 
those that build upon plan-
ning projects funded by 
DCNR. More information is 
available at:  

 
http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us
/brc/grants/c2p2programg
uidance/index.htm 

Greenways, Trails and 
Recreation Program 
(GTRP) This is a new pro-
gram funded by impact fees 
from unconventional gas 
drilling. Funds are adminis-
tered by DCED, and offer a 
50 percent funding source 
for trail related projects. See:  
http://www.newpa.com/fin
d-and-apply-for-
funding/funding-and-

program-finder/greenways-
trails-and-recreation-
program-gtrp 

 

Watershed Restoration 
and Protection Program 
(WRPP) This is another 
new program funded by 
Marcellus gas impact fees. It 
is meant to reduce nonpoint 
source pollution (such as 
stormwater runoff and lo-
calized flooding) See: 

 

http://www.newpa.com/fin
d-and-apply-for-
funding/funding-and-
program-finder/watershed-
restoration-and-protection-
program-wrpp 

 

Municipal Assistance 
Program (MAP) The pro-
gram that paid for a portion 
of the Beaver Falls Compre-
hensive Plan and Zoning 
Ordinance updates, can also 
fund other projects. One 
consideration might be the 
MAP program’s funding of 
shared services. This would 
perhaps create at least par-
tial funding for shared costs 
of additional Code Enforce-
ment staff with a neighbor-
ing community. See: 

http://www.newpa.com/fin
d-and-apply-for-
funding/funding-and-
program-finder/municipal-
assistance-program-map 

 

PA Department of Envi-
ronmental Protection This 
state agency has various 
program. Most municipal 
oriented programs area 
aimed at watershed en-
hancement and water quality 
protection.  See:  

http://www.depreportingse
rvices.state.pa.us/ReportSer
ver/Pages/ReportViewer.as
px?/Grants/GrantLoans 

This list does not include an 
ever changing number of 
foundation grants. While 
these private source grants 
do not fund most govern-
ment activities, they can 
provide crucial seed money 
for a CDC. The Pa House 
also produces an annual 
grant summary for the state.  

http://www.pahouse.com/Docu
ments/PA_Grant_&_Resource_D
irectory_2011.pdf 
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Monitoring Progress    

When the initial draft of this document was presented to the planning commission and steering commit-
tee they asked for a summary that might suggest  how progress towards revitalization might be measured. 
One addition towards that end was the inclusion of a checklist about the most complicated aspects of this 
plan, neighborhood revitalization. (This important checklist is found on Page 44)  

Planners sometimes establish “indicators” as a means to measure planning progress.  An introductory ar-
ticle in Wikipedia states that “Community indicators are "measurements that provide information about past and cur-
rent trends and assist planners and community leaders in making decisions that affect future outcomes". They provide insight 
into the overall direction of a community: whether it is improving, declining, or staying the same, or is some mix of all three. 
In essence, indicators are measurements that reflect the interplay between social, environmental, and economic factors affecting 
a region’s or community’s well-being.  As such indicators can be revisited on an annual or semiannual basis.  

This list is meant to only function as a starting point, and will only be useful for the next 2-5 years. As real 
projects progress, local leaders may wish to add additional project specific indicators. 

Land Use Planning Indicators:  

Adoption of  Zoning Ordinance to implement Comprehensive Plan  

Adoption  of LERTA districts and other property tax abatement ordinances   

Tracking positive development trends:  

 Demolition of blighted structures  

 New businesses or expansion of existing businesses 

 Rehabilitation of housing and new homeowners   

 No net increases in non taxable property  

Organizational Development Indicators:   

Is the Steering Committee continuing to meet on a regular basis?  Do members feel like the meetings are 
resulting in meaningful recommendations to City Council? Has regular meeting become a catalyst for re-
vitalization in some other way?   

Has an intermediary organization, such as  a development authority or community development corpora-
tion been formed that can work as an auxiliary  to  the City Government?    

Has the positive community energy began in the planning process been translated into even small pro-
jects?  

Physical Revitalization Indicators  

Establishment of a localized housing rehabilitation program  

Realization of public access to the Beaver River  
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