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Recreational and Open space Resources

Residents of the Lehigh Valley have grown accustomed to high 
quality local and regional parks and pastoral natural settings. 
The cities of Allentown and Bethlehem and a number of smaller 
municipalities have long been committed to their park systems and 
preservation of open spaces. Protecting the natural environment 
and creating public parks are a Lehigh Valley tradition resulting 
in outstanding places like the Trexler Nature Preserve in Lowhill 
and North Whitehall townships, Little Lehigh Parkway in the City 
of Allentown and Salisbury Township, Hugh Moore Park in the 
City of Easton, Cedar Creek Parkway in the City of Allentown and 
South Whitehall Township and the Monocacy Complex in the City 
of Bethlehem.

In 2000, the Lehigh Valley Green Future Fund was created to 
explore the possibility of park and open space bond issues in 
each county. The group, composed of local civic leaders and 
government officials, recommended that each county adopt a $30 
million bond issue. The monies from the bond would be used to: 
1) acquire important natural areas, 2) create and improve parks, 3) 
enhance trail and greenway networks, and 4) preserve agricultural 
lands. In 2002, nonbinding referendums were put on the ballot and 
were strongly supported by voters in each county (70% in Lehigh 
and 64% in Northampton). These results, combined with the LVPC 

public opinion survey outcomes, provide a clear vision of what the residents value about the Lehigh Valley — the long-term preservation of its natural and 
cultural heritage.

Parks and Other Outdoor Recreation

In response to recommendations made by the LVPC, Lehigh and Northampton counties started major countywide park programs in the late 1960s. The 
counties and the LVPC have been actively involved in park planning, acquisition and development ever since. In 1971, the LVPC completed the first Regional 
Recreation and Open Space Plan (updated in 1980). Subsequently in 1997 LVPC staff prepared the report Lehigh County Parks — 2005 for Lehigh County and 
in 2002 wrote Northampton County Parks — 2010 for Northampton County. These reports serve as the official park plans for the two counties.

The amount of land in parks and other outdoor recreation has increased substantially since the LVPC completed the first recreation and open space plan for 
the Lehigh Valley (Map 11). Between 1970 and 2005, outdoor recreation acreage in the two counties increased by 80% (110% in Northampton County and 
60% in Lehigh County). During the same 35-year period, the amount of parkland owned by the two counties increased 200%, and municipal park acreages 
grew by 130%. Other significant increases observed were largely due to acquisitions by the conservancies, and state and federal governments. 

Cedar Creek Parkway
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Another large contributor to the outdoor recreation acreage of the Lehigh Valley is golf course development. Accounting for over 4,000 acres, the Lehigh 
Valley golf courses are a significant component of the regional recreation inventory. With 18 public courses throughout Lehigh and Northampton counties 
and another 40 public courses spread from Bucks County to the Poconos, the region accommodates players of all abilities and budgets. Since the 1990s, 
a new trend in golf course development has emerged: golf course communities, where the golf presence is reduced to one of many amenities offered in 
residential neighborhoods. This trend is resulting in the conversion of hundreds of acres of recreation land into residential development. A healthy parks 
and recreation system is reliant upon the provision and maintenance of adequate space and facilities to meet the needs of current and future populations. 
The conversion of county and municipal recreation land and open space to other uses should be avoided.

Although community and ecological needs vary geographically, a standard set of criteria is useful to determine the health of a region’s park and open space 
system. One measure comes from the National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA). The NRPA suggests that a core park system have 6.25 to 10.5 acres 

TYPE SERVICE AREA DESIRABLE SIZE (acres) ACRES/1,000 POPULATION (A)

Mini-Park Less than ¼-mile radius. 1 acre or less 0.25 to 0.5 A
Neighborhood Park/ Playground ¼ to ½-mile radius to serve a 

population up to 5,000 (a 
neighborhood).

15+ acres 1.0 to 2.0 A

Community Park Several neighborhoods. 1 to 2 
mile radius.

25+ acres 5.0 to 8.0 A

Regional/Metropolitan Park Several communities. 1 hour 
driving time.

200+ acres 5.0 to 10.0 A

Regional Park Reserve Several communities. 1 hour 
driving time.

1,000+ acres: sufficient area to 
encompass the resource to be 
preserved and managed.

Variable

Linear Park No applicable standard. Sufficient width to protect the 
resource and provide maximum 
use.

Variable

Special Use No applicable standard. Variable depending on desired 
size.

Variable

Conservancy No applicable standard. Sufficient to protect the 
resource.

Variable

CLOSE-TO-HOME SPACE RECOMMENDATION = 6.25-10.5 A/1,000

REGIONAL SPACE RECOMMENDATION = 15-20 A/1,000

NRPA RECOMMENDED CLASSIFICATION SYSTEM
FOR LOCAL AND REGIONAL RECREATION OPEN SPACE

LOCAL/CLOSE-TO-HOME SPACE

Source: Park, Recreation, Open Space and Greenway Guidelines , National Recreation and Park Association

REGIONAL SPACE

SPACE THAT MAY BE LOCAL OR REGIONAL AND IS UNIQUE TO EACH COMMUNITY
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of developed open space for recreation per 1,000 population. This is local/close-to-home space that includes Mini-Parks, Neighborhood Parks/Playgrounds 
and Community Parks. Additionally, the NRPA recommends another 15 to 20 acres per 1,000 population in regional space which includes Regional/
Metropolitan Parks and Regional Park Reserves. NRPA standards classify all parks into the five aforementioned categories based on use characteristics and 
recommend a minimum acreage relative to population size for each category.

Based on the NRPA 6.25 acres minimum recommendation for local/close-to-home space, both Lehigh and Northampton counties currently have enough 
acreage to meet needs through the year 2010. In 2005, the Lehigh Valley as a whole had 7.3 acres of local/close-to-home recreation space per 1,000 persons. 
Nonetheless, not every municipality meets the minimum guidelines, and there are several that have no applicable local/close-to-home space to meet the 
acreage recommendations. The following table provides an overview of the local, close-to-home recreation space needs of the Lehigh Valley: 

LEHIGH COUNTY
Acreage Additional 2010(4) 2010
Need (3) Acreage Acreage Need Additional

Estimated Based on Need Based on Acreage Need
2005 Total Acres/ 6.25 Ac./ 6.25 Ac./ 6.25 Ac./ 6.25 Ac./

Municipality Population(1) Acreage 1000 Pop. 1000 Pop. 1000 Pop. 1000 Pop. 1000 Pop.
Alburtis 2,203 14.5 6.6 13.8 (0.7) 13.5 (1.0)
Allentown 106,992 787.0 7.4 668.7 (118.3) 666.6 (120.4)
Bethlehem 19,360 79.6 4.1 121.0 41.4 118.9 39.3
Catasauqua 6,553 32.1 4.9 41.0 8.9 41.2 9.1
Coopersburg 2,570 51.9 20.2 16.1 (35.8) 16.1 (35.8)
Coplay 3,371 18.0 5.3 21.1 3.1 21.2 3.2
Emmaus 11,351 78.5 6.9 70.9 (7.6) 70.7 (7.8)
Fountain Hill 4,595 19.1 4.2 28.7 9.6 28.8 9.7
Hanover Twp. 1,915 29.7 15.5 12.0 (17.7) 12.1 (17.6)
Heidelberg Twp. 3,412 35.5 10.4 21.3 (14.2) 21.9 (13.6)
Lower Macungie Twp. 26,199 215.8 8.2 163.7 (52.1) 146.1 (69.7)
Lower Milford Twp. 3,839 23.9 6.2 24.0 0.1 24.5 0.6
Lowhill Twp. 2,121 6.4 3.0 13.3 6.9 14.1 7.7
Lynn Twp. 4,257 63.5 14.9 26.6 (36.9) 28.0 (35.5)
Macungie 3,111 61.6 19.8 19.4 (42.2) 19.0 (42.6)
North Whitehall Twp. 15,897 145.4 9.1 99.4 (46.0) 108.9 (36.5)
Salisbury Twp. 13,828 159.5 11.5 86.4 (73.1) 84.9 (74.6)
Slatington 4,413 12.7 2.9 27.6 14.9 27.7 15.0
South Whitehall Twp. 18,937 188.9 10.0 118.4 (70.5) 123.1 (65.8)
Upper Macungie Twp. 16,598 141.5 8.5 103.7 (37.8) 109.6 (31.9)
Upper Milford Twp. 7,388 59.2 8.0 46.2 (13.0) 44.8 (14.4)
Upper Saucon Twp. 13,935 68.0 4.9 87.1 19.1 83.7 15.7
Washington Twp. 6,934 53.7 7.7 43.3 (10.4) 45.5 (8.2)
Weisenberg Twp. 4,700 0.0 0.0 29.4 29.4 30.0 30.0
Whitehall Twp. 25,954 126.1 4.9 162.2 36.1 158.6 32.5
LEHIGH CO. 330,433 2,472.1 7.5 2,065.2 (406.9) 2,059.7 (412.4)

ALL LOCAL, CLOSE-TO-HOME RECREATION SPACE

Existing
Local/Close-to-Home

Space(2)
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Acreage Additional 2010(4) 2010
Need (3) Acreage Acreage Need Additional

Estimated Based on Need Based on Acreage Need
2005 Total Acres/ 6.25 Ac./ 6.25 Ac./ 6.25 Ac./ 6.25 Ac./

Municipality Population(1) Acreage 1000 Pop. 1000 Pop. 1000 Pop. 1000 Pop. 1000 Pop.
Allen Twp. 3,660 21.9 6.0 22.9 1.0 24.7 2.8
Bangor 5,305 40.4 7.6 33.2 (7.2) 33.6 (6.8)
Bath 2,768 35.1 12.7 17.3 (17.8) 17.4 (17.7)
Bethlehem 53,535 345.6 6.5 334.6 (11.0) 327.1 (18.5)
Bethlehem Twp. 23,562 98.5 4.2 147.3 48.8 150.6 52.1
Bushkill Twp. 7,880 77.6 9.8 49.3 (28.4) 51.1 (26.5)
Chapman 234 1.5 6.4 1.5 (0.0) 1.5 (0.0)
East Allen Twp. 4,992 71.4 14.3 31.2 (40.2) 33.4 (38.0)
East Bangor 995 25.0 25.1 6.2 (18.8) 6.5 (18.5)
Easton 26,267 154.7 5.9 164.2 9.5 164.2 9.5
Forks Twp. 12,853 72.1 5.6 80.3 8.2 65.9 (6.2)
Freemansburg 1,973 17.7 9.0 12.3 (5.4) 13.2 (4.5)
Glendon 364 0.2 0.5 2.3 2.1 2.3 2.1
Hanover Twp. 10,253 88.0 8.6 64.1 (23.9) 68.3 (19.7)
Hellertown 5,615 107.3 19.1 35.1 (72.2) 35.0 (72.3)
Lehigh Twp. 10,579 68.3 6.5 66.1 (2.2) 72.1 3.8
Lower Mt. Bethel Twp. 3,312 35.7 10.8 20.7 (15.0) 21.2 (14.5)
Lower Nazareth Twp. 5,654 39.3 7.0 35.3 (4.0) 44.0 4.7
Lower Saucon Twp. 11,043 68.2 6.2 69.0 0.8 68.3 0.1
Moore Twp. 9,328 106.1 11.4 58.3 (47.8) 62.1 (44.0)
Nazareth 6,023 51.6 8.6 37.6 (14.0) 38.3 (13.3)
Northampton 9,699 53.3 5.5 60.6 7.3 60.3 7.0
North Catasauqua 2,863 3.5 1.2 17.9 14.4 18.3 14.8
Palmer Twp. 18,510 145.7 7.9 115.7 (30.0) 114.9 (30.8)
Pen Argyl 3,670 28.0 7.6 22.9 (5.1) 22.8 (5.2)
Plainfield Twp. 6,055 20.9 3.5 37.8 16.9 42.9 22.0
Portland 573 6.4 11.2 3.6 (2.8) 4.1 (2.3)
Roseto 1,662 6.8 4.1 10.4 3.6 10.3 3.5
Stockertown 756 4.8 6.3 4.7 (0.1) 4.3 (0.5)
Tatamy 1,044 9.7 9.3 6.5 (3.2) 7.0 (2.8)
Upper Mt. Bethel Twp. 7,130 15.9 2.2 44.6 28.7 44.5 28.6
Upper Nazareth Twp. 5,313 13.2 2.5 33.2 20.0 36.7 23.5
Walnutport 2,136 11.0 5.1 13.4 2.4 12.8 1.8
Washington Twp. 4,702 41.2 8.8 29.4 (11.8) 32.3 (8.9)
West Easton 1,170 2.8 2.4 7.3 4.5 7.2 4.4
Williams Twp. 5,709 58.9 10.3 35.7 (23.2) 33.5 (25.4)
Wilson 7,753 28.5 3.7 48.5 20.0 48.0 19.5
Wind Gap 2,827 33.9 12.0 17.7 (16.2) 17.6 (16.3)
NORTHAMPTON CO. 287,767 2,010.7 7.0 1,798.5 (212.2) 1,818.2 (192.5)
LEHIGH VALLEY 618,200 4,482.8 7.3 3,863.8 (619.1) 3,877.9 (604.9)
( ) = acreage surplus
(1) - July 1, 2005 U.S. Census Bureau Data.
(2) - Local/close-to-home space includes mini-parks, neighborhood parks/playgrounds, and community parks and is based on 2005 data.
(3) - Acreage need is based on the National Recreation and Park Association suggested minimum guideline of 6.25acres/1,000 population.
(4) - 2010 Acreage need is calculated using Lehigh Valley Planning Commission population forecasts.

Existing
Local/Close-to-Home

Space(2)

ALL LOCAL, CLOSE-TO-HOME RECREATION SPACE (cont'd)
NORTHAMPTON COUNTY
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The NRPA classification system also accounts for regional space and space that may be local or regional and is unique 
to each community. This regional space includes areas of natural or scenic value that is utilized for outdoor recreation 
such as picnicking, fishing and swimming. It also includes areas designated for nature oriented outdoor recreation 
such as nature study. These areas generally have 80% of the land mass reserved for conservation with the remaining 
acreage used for recreation. In 2005, the Lehigh Valley had over 4,700 (4.7 acres/1000) acres in regional parks; however, 
both counties were below the NRPA minimum suggested guideline of 15 acres of regional space per 1,000 persons. The 
two counties will need another 5,200 acres in regional parks by the year 2020 to meet the minimum guideline. Recent 
proposals by both counties would reduce the deficit by several thousand acres — acquisitions in the greater Minsi Lake 
Corridor and the development of Weaversville County Park in Northampton County along with the proposed use of 
the Trexler Nature Preserve as a multiuse park in Lehigh County.

Space defined by the NRPA to be unique to each community and may be used to meet local recreational needs includes 
linear parks, special use areas and conservancy lands. These lands include natural and built trails, privately owned 
conservatories, golf courses, and rod and gun clubs. The NRPA recognizes the unique nature of these recreation areas 
and does not specify service area, size or acreage standards. The Lehigh Valley has over 9,700 acres (approximately 
4,500 acres in private ownership) of parks and other outdoor recreation lands designated as special use. 

It was noted earlier that trails are the most important recreational feature associated with greenways. From rail-trails 
and canal towpaths to hiking trails and bikeways, the Lehigh Valley has over 148 miles of existing linear parks within its 
border (Map 12). Fifty-three of those miles are part of the nationally significant Appalachian Trail (AT). The AT is a 2,175-
mile long footpath stretching from Maine to Georgia that runs the length of both counties along the Kittatinny Ridge 
and is the best known trail in the area. Another 31 miles of the existing trail system is found along the D&L Trail. The 
Delaware and Lehigh National Heritage Corridor, a State Heritage Park and National Heritage Corridor, is hard at work 
acquiring additional lands to complete the 165-mile footpath from Bristol Borough to Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. A 
number of other trail projects are in different stages of planning or development, including: 

•	 An	extension	of	the	Ironton	Rail-Trail	west	to	the	village	of	Ironton	in	North	Whitehall	Township
•	 An	extension	of	the	Slate	Heritage	Trail	west	from	Slatington	Borough	to	the	Village	of	Slatedale	

in Washington Township
•	 A	rail-trail	along	the	west	side	of	Bushkill	Creek	in	Palmer	Township
•	 A	rail-trail	extension	from	the	Bushkill	Creek	in	the	City	of	Easton	to	Jacobsburg	Environmental	

Education Center in Palmer Township, Forks Township, Tatamy Borough, Stockertown Borough 
and Plainfield Township

•	 An	extension	of	the	Palmer-Bethlehem	Bikeway	in	Wilson	Borough	and	West	Easton	Borough
•	 A	rail-trail	from	the	Village	of	Cementon	in	Whitehall	Township	north	along	the	west	side	of	the	

Lehigh River to Carbon County (to be part of the D&L Trail)
•	 A	 1.75-mile	 rail-trail,	 to	 be	 designated	 as	 the	 South	 Bethlehem	 Greenway,	 in	 the	 City	 of	

Bethlehem
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The LVPC completed its first comprehensive inventory of parks and other outdoor recreation sites in 1970. The first major update to the inventory did not 
occur until 1989; however, since that time, the LVPC staff has been monitoring changes to the outdoor recreation sites inventory on a yearly basis. This 
report contains data, organized by ownership and classification, for each municipality throughout Lehigh and Northampton counties. The inventory is 
widely used by municipalities, counties and local land trusts in their land planning and acquisition strategies and will continue to be updated by the LVPC 
in the coming years.

Open space

Open space can be characterized as publicly or privately owned, undeveloped (left in a natural state) land adding ecological, scenic or recreational value 
to an area. Typically the land contains significant natural, cultural or scenic features that warrant protection. Open space enhances a community’s aesthetic 
character and quality of life. The need for open spaces increases as the communities of the Lehigh Valley continue to grow. Uncontrolled growth leads to 
limited open space and the depletion of the existing natural resources. Important natural areas should be preserved as part of parks and open space areas 
whenever possible.

Open Space Preservation

The largest contiguous areas of public open space in the Lehigh 
Valley include significant natural areas owned by the state, such 
as the Jacobsburg Environmental Education Center in Bushkill 
Township and various Pennsylvania State Gamelands throughout 
Lehigh and Northampton counties. Federal and state land 
holdings comprise 40% of the total outdoor recreation acreage in 
both counties. Over the years, Lehigh and Northampton counties 
have been diligent in their efforts to increase county owned 
park and open space acreages. Examples of their efforts include: 
the Trexler Nature Preserve acquisitions in Lehigh County which 
added considerable acreage to the State Gameland holdings in 
Lowhill and North Whitehall townships and the greater Minsi 
Lake Corridor acquisitions in Upper Mount Bethel Township by 
Northampton County. Additionally, both counties have adopted 
funding programs to further this effort, the Green Future Fund 
in Lehigh County and the 21st Century Open Space Initiative in 
Northampton County.

Jacobsburg Environmental Education Center
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Agricultural Preservation

Lehigh and Northampton counties have some of the best farmland in Pennsylvania. Although farms are not natural 
landscapes, they can complement greenways by providing open space and adding to the pastoral scenery that 
residents treasure. In the Lehigh Valley, agricultural land is being converted to housing, commercial and industrial uses 
at a rate of four square miles per year. It is evident that most agricultural parts of the Lehigh Valley are under intense 
development pressure. The 1999 LVPC public opinion survey shows that over 90% of the voters favored preserving 
farmland. These voters have consistently and strongly supported open space and farmland preservation bond issues.

Farmland preservation efforts, focusing mainly on agricultural easement acquisition by the counties, in this region 
have been picking up momentum. An agricultural conservation easement is a legal restriction on development that 
limits the use of land to agricultural purposes. Under the agricultural easement program, the property owner sells 
rights to develop land for nonagricultural purposes to the county. The property owner continues to own the land 
and farm it. Lehigh County started acquiring easements on farms through the Agricultural Conservation Easement 
Program in 1991. Northampton County acquired its first agricultural conservation easements in 1993. As of August, 
2006, 259 farms with a total of 24,125 acres (37 square miles) have been preserved in the two counties with assistance 
from the Pennsylvania Agricultural Conservation Easement Purchase Program (Map 13). The LVPC recommends the 
preservation of approximately 25% of the land in Lehigh and Northampton counties for agriculture. With only 20% 
of that goal accomplished, it is clear that the counties and municipalities have a long way to go if they intend to 
preserve a significant amount of land for agriculture in the future. Both Lehigh and Northampton counties have made 
a substantial financial commitment to continue these programs. 

While the Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture is not as centrally involved in the greenway initiative as other state 
agencies, they support partnership opportunities through the Pennsylvania Greenways Program. Pennsylvania’s 
farmland protection program is designed to “protect the agricultural economy of a community by protecting agricultural 
land from development.” Pennsylvania’s Agricultural Conservation Easement Program also helps local counties and 
municipalities to protect viable agricultural lands through the purchase of development rights on farm properties. 
Landowners within designated agricultural security areas can apply to sell perpetual conservation easements to the 
county where the land is located. Agricultural security areas have been designated in both counties on 93 square miles 
of land. In order to qualify for the agricultural easement program, land must be in an agricultural security area which is 
created under voluntary agreements between the property owner and the municipality.

Municipalities can preserve farmland through regulatory and stewardship approaches. For example, local zoning 
controls can exclude uses other than agriculture in rural areas. Additionally, the many farms that have woodlands or 
are located along streams contain important natural resources. Farmers can be encouraged or required to not plow 
land or raise livestock within a certain distance of streams. Wooded corridors along streams, unmowed grass inside 
swales, and woodland along slopes all contribute to the connectivity function of greenways.
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