

CHAPTER 5. Regional Challenges
The region is facing several environmental and recreational challenges. SMP has identified five such challenges that are currently an area of high priority for the South Mountain region. After reviewing initial findings with the South Mountain Partnership’s mission, five key regional challenges were identified: sustainable development, water quality and quantity, loss of resources, public health, and recreation. 

Sustainable Development Challenge
Sustainable development focuses on balancing growth with the preservation of natural, cultural, and recreational resources to maintain the South Mountain region’s quality of life. Metrics show a mix of positive and negative trends for this complex challenge. Preserved land increased by approximately 6% since 2010, and preserved farmland also increased, both receiving “thumbs up” ratings. However, forested land declined by about 1,650 acres, resulting in a “thumbs down.” Farmland saw a slight decline of nearly 1%, earning a “thumbs sideways,” while orchards decreased by about 440 acres and received a “thumbs down.” Air quality improved, with fewer days exceeding PM 2.5 standards. 

The region continues to experience strong development difficulty due to its proximity to major transportation routes such as Interstate 81 and the Pennsylvania Turnpike, as well as access to East Coast markets. Between 2011 and 2019, approximately 17,088 acres were converted to developed land. Additional data from county proposals reinforces this trend, with nearly 6,000 acres proposed for development in Cumberland County and over 10,000 acres in York County in 2022. While development puts pressure on regional resources, the challenge lies in managing growth in a way that balances development with the preservation of the region’s landscape and character. 

Water Quality and Quantity Challenge
Water quality and quantity are closely linked challenges involving both the condition of water resources and how water is managed across the landscape. Increasing extreme precipitation events contribute to flooding and erosion. Stormwater runoff carries pollutants from agricultural, urban, and transportation sources, degrading water quality and affecting aquatic ecosystems. 
A key metric shows that nearly 2,400 miles of streams, or about 48% of the region’s total stream network, are classified as impaired, resulting in a “thumbs down” rating. Wetlands, which play a critical role in filtering water and reducing flooding, account for approximately 2,340 preserved acres, less than 9% of total wetlands, and also receive a “thumbs down.” Riparian buffers, which help stabilize stream banks and improve water quality, total about 5,630 miles but have experienced a slight decline, leading to another “thumbs down.” Additionally, extreme precipitation days have increased significantly, with 78 days recorded from 2011 to 2020, more than doubling the previous decade. These trends highlight increasing stress on water systems across the region. 

Loss of Resources Challenge
The loss of farmland, forest, habitat, historic and cultural resources represent a major challenge for the South Mountain region. These resources are central to the region’s identity and quality of life, yet they continue to be impacted by development and land fragmentation. In some instances, farmland is designated for development to balance growth, but this creates ongoing tension between preservation and expansion. 

Concerns have also been raised about the fragmentation of the lands surrounding Michaux State Forest, which may contribute to further forest loss over time. While some counties have established short-term farmland preservation goals, long-term targets for farmland and open space remain unclear. Forest loss appears to be occurring in scattered patterns across individual properties rather than in concentrated areas. Public open space currently lacks historical comparison data and is rated “thumbs sideways.”

The region contains approximately 6,100 identified historic resources, including buildings, structures, and sites. However, this increase from earlier counts reflects improved record-keeping rather than an actual increase in resources. As a result, this metric is also rated “thumbs sideways” and serves as a baseline for future evaluation. 

Public Health Challenge
Public health challenges in the region include both physical and mental health concerns. Community Health Assessments indicate that 35–39% of residents did not engage in physical activity within the past month, contributing to issues such as obesity. Mental health concerns have also increased, particularly following the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Environmental conditions further influence public health. Increasing extreme heat and precipitation events pose risks, including heat-related illness, flooding, and the spread of disease. While air quality trends show improvement, the limited number of monitoring stations and broader regional pollution concerns remain an issue. Additional data suggests the surrounding region experiences frequently elevated pollution levels, reinforcing the ongoing risk to public health. Both extreme heat and extreme precipitation trends have increased over time, resulting in “thumbs down” ratings. 

Recreation Challenge
The South Mountain region contains extensive recreational resources, but challenges remain related to access, connectivity, sustainability, and increasing demand. Trail systems have seen only slight growth since 2013, resulting in a “thumbs sideways” rating. In some areas, trail networks are fragmented or lack connections to nearby communities, while others face overuse or inefficiencies in layout. 

Access to recreation varies across the region. Only 33% of residents are within a 10-minute walk of a park or trail, resulting in a “thumbs down.” In contrast, nearly 80% are within a 10-minute drive of a trailhead, earning a “thumbs up.” Access to water-based recreation is more limited, with approximately 45% of the population within a 10-minute drive also receiving a “thumbs down.” Improving access and connectivity remains critical, as recreation also supports public health and quality of life.

