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CHAPTER  7  LAND  USE  PLAN 
 
 
It is the intent of this Chapter of the Comprehensive Plan to examine the issues 
facing Thornbury Township from a land use perspective.  The Township has 
been in existence for several centuries and has developed an existing pattern of 
land uses built up over that time period.  The goal of this Chapter is to reflect on 
the existing pattern of development, analyze the factors that have affected that 
pattern, identify issues which may affect the future and to project a sustainable 
pattern of growth.   
 
While this Comprehensive Plan addresses many aspects of Township activity, 
one of the major components of the Plan is to provide policies and a plan for 
managing growth.  Among the factors that are needed to reach such a plan are 
the natural conditions, current and projected demographics, mapping of existing 
land uses and the community’s growth intentions.  With the exception of the 
existing land use pattern which will be discussed in this Chapter, the other 
factors have been portrayed in previous chapters.  All of these elements need 
to come together in order to formulate a land use plan that the Township can 
use to guide and manage its growth. 
 
 
Planning Requirements 
 
The Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code (MPC) requires that a 
comprehensive plan provide a plan for land use.  Section 301.2 of the MPC 
states that the plan for land use may include provisions for the amount, 
intensity, character and timing of land uses, as well as for the preservation of 
prime agricultural areas, floodplains and other special hazard areas and similar 
uses.  The MPC also requires that the municipal comprehensive plan be 
consistent with the County Comprehensive Plan.   
 
 
Delaware County Comprehensive Plan  
 
For several years before the adoption of this Comprehensive Plan for 
Thornbury Township, Delaware County has been preparing an update to its 
own Plan.  The draft of that plan is still being reviewed at the time of this writing 
and not available for comparison.  As noted above, it is the obligation of the 
municipality to ensure that its Comprehensive Plan is consistent with that of the 
County.  In this case, that will not be possible.  It is recommended that when the 
Thornbury Township Plan is updated the first time after its adoption it should be 
reviewed for consistency with other plans. 

Chapter 7  7 - 1 



Thornbury Township 
Delaware County 

www.thornbury.org 
Comprehensive Plan 

Existing Land Use 
 
As noted above, the pattern of land uses in the Township has evolved over 
several centuries and is reflective of economic and social characteristics that 
have changed over that time.  Small concentrations of development centered 
around milling operations in the early years.  The villages of Glen Mills, 
Cheyney and Thornton were established community centers for employment 
and social activities.  The villages of Glen Mills and Cheyney were centered 
around the development of the railroad.  All three villages had general stores, 
post offices and churches.  The rural areas of the Township that had soils 
suitable for agriculture were cleared and put into agricultural production.  Grains 
produced in these fields often found its way to the mills for processing.  This 
agricultural economy grew and sustained a population for many years, until 
advances in transportation made Thornbury Township attractive for other uses.  
With the advent of a train system and a road system, came families who were 
not connected to the land.  Thornbury Township was an attractive place to live 
that was conveniently located near commercial, institutional and employment 
centers.  Improvements in the transportation network have made Thornbury a 
primarily residential place today, with the ability to commute from it to 
employment centers relatively easy.  There are non-residential uses to be found 
in the Township, which primarily serve the local community.  
 
Three exceptions to the pattern of residential households are found in the north, 
south and eastern sections of the Township.  These are three institutions, all of 
which provide housing for individuals.  The Delaware County Prison located on 
Cheyney Road is located in both Thornbury and Concord Townships, with its 
residential buildings all being in Concord Township.  Cheyney University is an 
educational institution, also located on Cheyney Road, with facilities in both of 
the Thornbury Townships of Chester and Delaware Counties.  The school 
occupies 275 acres, mostly in Chester County, of which approximately 45 acres 
are in this Township, with housing for about 600 students in its dormitories.  
Glen Mills Schools is located on Glen Mills Road and is a private rehabilitative 
institution for young men.  The facility contains 800 acres of land, which include 
areas for housing of residents and staff.  On the Glen Mills Schools property is 
a golf course of 275 acres which is open to the public.  Each of the three 
institutions cited here occupy significant land within the Township and provide 
housing for individuals with little or no involvement with the Township 
community.   
 
Figure 7.1, Existing Land Use, illustrates the current pattern of land uses within 
the Township.  The predominant existing land use in the Township is single 
family residential detached.  This use makes up the vast majority of the land 
area of the Township.  Institutional uses are also a major component of the use 

Chapter 7  7 - 2 



Thornbury Township 
Delaware County 

www.thornbury.org 
Comprehensive Plan 

pattern.  To a lesser extent, the land use picture also includes higher density 
housing, office, commercial and industrial uses.  Table 7.1, which follows, 
summarizes the amounts and percentages of the various land uses found in the 
Township currently. 
 

Table 7.1 
 

Existing Land Use 
 

  Land Use   Area (ac.)  Percentage 
 
  Agriculture   881.6   15.4 
  Delaware Co. Prison   76.9     1.3 
  Golf Course   225.5     3.9 
  Institutional   288.1     5.0 
  Lakes and Ponds    24.4     0.4 
  Mining    124.2     2.2 
  Open Space   344.3     6.0 
  Single Family Resid.         3415.5   59.8 
  Township Owned Land   45.2     0.8 
  Township Parks  180.7     3.2 
  Municipal Building      6.3     0.1 
  Vacant   102.3     1.8 
      ____   ____ 

5715.0 100.0 
 
   Source:  Township Records 
 
 
Township Zoning  
 
The adopted Thornbury Township Zoning Code and Zoning Map provides for a 
full range of development types.  Graphically, the Zoning Map appears similar 
to the Existing Land Use Map, but the two are each shown to illustrate the 
differences caused by the variety of uses permitted in some zoning districts.   
Figure 7.2 is the Township’s current Zoning Map.  Table 7.2 provides a list of 
the zoning districts in the Zoning Code and on the Zoning Map.  The total land 
area for the combined zoning districts does not include roadways 
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Table 7.2 
 

Zoning Classifications 
 

 Abbreviation  Title        Area (ac.)      Percentage 
 
 R-1  Residential 1    3225  56.7 
 R-2  Residential 2       431    7.6 
 R-3  Residential 3          51    0.9 
 PA  Planned Apartment          78    1.4 
 PRD-1 Planned Residential District 1   151    2.7 
 PRD-2 Planned Residential District 2     87    1.5 
 PRD-3 Planned Residential District 3   189    3.3 
 I  Institutional      861  15.1 
 I/R  Institutional / Residential    288    5.1 
 LI  Limited Industrial       77    1.4 
 C  Commercial        48    0.9 
 Q-1  Quarry 1        85    1.5 
 Q-2  Quarry 2        40    0.7 
 MHP  Mobile Home Park       69    1.2 
        _____          _____ 

5680 100.0 
 Source:  Township Records 
 
 
Future Land Use Issues 
 
The three institutions found in the Township pose a unique set of circumstances 
for the community, in that they occupy considerable land area and present a 
range of accessibility to residents.  The Delaware County Prison is highly 
restricted and its presence is primarily experienced through the open space 
around the facility and through an audible siren and phone notification system 
for breaches in security.  Glen Mills Schools has light security for its residents 
and is generally open to visitors.  The facility is architecturally notable and is an 
educational institution with considerable acreage, which it has always been   In 
the year 2000, the golf course was constructed and managed by the Schools as 
an occupational training facility for the young men housed there.  The public 
status of the golf course makes it a recreational asset to the community.  
Cheyney University is a complex of buildings, including dormitories, which 
accommodate students almost entirely from outside the Township.  The 
University brings cultural events to the area which are available to the general 
community.  In addition, its library is open to Township residents, another asset 
that would not exist otherwise. 
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These three institutions contribute to the community in varying ways, but it 
should be noted that all of them are exempt from taxation.  Therefore, their 
impact on the Township, which varies from subjective to overt effects, is 
primarily one of land consumption with little or no responsibility to the Township.  
Of the three, Cheyney University creates traffic as students and staff come and 
go from the campus.  This effect is much less evident at the other two 
institutions.   
 
There are two areas considered villages remaining in Thornbury Township; 
Glen Mills on Chester Creek and Thornton on Glen Mills Road.  Both of these 
historic centers of early development in the Township have been well 
maintained over the years and offer opportunities for perpetuation in new 
communities using standards that emulate the character of the villages.  
Several of those characteristics that are notable for village flavor are a mixture 
of building types and uses, close proximity of buildings, a pedestrian orientation 
and scale, and historic architectural style.  Given the approximately 75% 
development of the Township, the availability of land near the villages suitable 
for extension of them may be limited.  Nevertheless, the character of the 
villages is such that new development could be built in a village configuration 
elsewhere in the Township using elements of Glen Mills and Thornton as 
themes.   
 
Glen Mills and Thornton themselves are worthy of preservation and the 
Township should create conditions within its regulations that allow for the 
continuance of dimensional variations characteristic of historic villages.  It 
should also recognize the need to allow village buildings to be used for 
purposes not necessarily envisioned when they were built.  Adaptive and 
sensitive reuse of historic buildings has been found to be a successful means to 
preserving significant structures.  Throughout the Township, the preservation of 
existing historic structures and those worthy of preservation in the future should 
be subject to innovative preservation techniques. 
 
The quarry located south of Sweetwater Road and east of Chester Creek is one 
of the few truly industrial operations in the Township, making it unique.  This 
business is currently owned by Milestone Minerals, Inc. of Easton, PA.  
Although the extraction of mineral products is a relatively slow and on-going 
process, it will end at some point in time.  The Township should address the 
future use of the quarry site and its implications on the surrounding area.  It 
would seem to have potential for either residential or non-residential use, 
perhaps as planned residential community, a recreational area, a business 
park, a commercial center or a combination of two or more of these uses.  
While not in the immediate future, plans for the site’s reuse should not be 
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ignored when thought is being given to infrastructure development or long 
range transportation planning.   
 
Another land use issue is one that doesn’t directly relate to the future 
development of large tracts, but involves the resubdivision of existing large lot 
residential uses.  There are numerous residential lots in Thornbury Township 
that exceed the minimum prescribed lot size.  As land in the Township suitable 
for development becomes more scarce, small development proposals involving 
the resubdivision of large lots may become prevalent.  While not necessarily a 
threat to the integrity of existing communities, such a trend should be monitored 
for its impact on infrastructure and general compatibility with surroundings. 
 
 
Agricultural Preservation  
 
Thornbury Township is no longer the agrarian community it once was.  Farms 
that were a predominant land use have given way to residential communities.  
There are several active farming operations still remaining in the Township, and 
there are some large parcels on which residents may keep domestic animals.  
Two small farms are the Craig property in the southwest corner and the Clinger 
Farm near Thornton.  The issue of farmland preservation is a relative term in 
Thornbury Township, but one which should be given some attention.  Farming 
and residential communities have coexisted for many years and there continue 
to be no adverse conditions existing between them today.  The obvious 
pressure to convert farmland to housing is readily evident.  The Craig Farm is 
adjacent to Route 202,  and it has been zoned Mobile Home Park, Planned 
Apartments and Light Industrial.  This tract is planned to accommodate a 
significant portion of the future growth in the Township. 
 
Other than the Craig and Clinger farms, there are parcels in the Township that 
are larger than the minimum prescribed size that are used both for residential 
and agricultural purposes, as shown on Figure 7.3, Vacant Large Parcels.  
These parcels may be used for the keeping of animals or small agricultural 
plots.  They contribute to the image of agricultural uses and create a greater 
sense of open space than if the area were exclusively residential.  Although not 
available for typical open space uses like recreation, the visual qualities of such 
uses can be  a positive element in the community.   
 
The MPC requires that a portion of a municipality’s Comprehensive Plan be 
devoted to the preservation of agriculture.  Typical agricultural preservation 
techniques range from transfer of development rights to establishment of 
conservation easements to granting of deed restrictions.  As noted above, the 
Craig Farm has been rezoned for other future uses.  Elsewhere in the 
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Township, smaller agricultural uses should be retained through efforts to ensure 
compatibility of these uses within the surrounding residential land use pattern.  
To that end, the Township should ensure that all zoning districts permit 
agricultural uses.  Where there are opportunities for the Township to encourage 
small agricultural uses through Zoning Ordinance regulations relating to 
ancillary uses and home occupations, efforts should be made to create 
appropriate regulations.  Through the use of buffers, setbacks and minimum lot 
sizes, it should be possible to minimize conflicts between uses. 
 
 
Natural Resource Preservation 
 
Despite its many residential developments, one of the most obvious images of 
Thornbury Township is its rural character.  This character is the product of 
many different elements, acting together to create an image of wooded and 
rolling landscape, characterized by topography, biotic diversity, historic 
elements, scenic qualities and water courses.  The protection and retention of 
these resources is essential to the perpetuation of the Township image and 
character.   
 
There are enumerated goals and objectives found in Chapter 5 that address the 
need to preserve these natural resources.  Chapter 13, Implementation, 
contains specific recommendations relating to how each objective is to be 
accomplished.  In addition to recommendations are priorities for each action 
and responsible agencies or persons.  Collectively, these recommendations 
form a Resource Protection Plan, located in Chapter 9.  Generally, the 
emphasis is on identification and documentation in order to understand the 
nature and extent of each resource and how one relates to the other.  A case in 
point is the relationship between topography and soil retention.  Water courses 
have the ability to erode soils unless stormwater management strategies are 
employed.  Stream valleys, particularly Chester Creek, are valuable elements in 
the natural resources composite.  Creation and enforcement of regulations for 
steep slope development, retention of wetlands and floodplain management is 
critical to the preservation of this particular resource. 
 
Conflicts can arise when future growth within the Township is juxtaposed with 
the need to preserve resources.  Thornbury Township has an existing 
development pattern which is widely distributed throughout the municipality.  
The accommodation of future growth needs to be planned so as to be 
respectful of natural resources, those elements which create the kind of 
character which has attracted residents in the past and probably will in the 
future. 
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Land Use Plan 
 
The intent of the Land Use Plan is to portray in graphic and narrative form the 
important factors which will lead the Township as it considers future growth.  In 
addition to the need to preserve natural resources, the effective utilization of 
infrastructure will be instrumental to the creation of a growth management plan.  
The Existing Land Use Plan, Figure 7.1, is the origin of any plan to 
accommodate future development.  Lands that are not developed fall into 
categories such as natural resources, agricultural, public or private open space 
and vacant.  Assuming that the Township places high value on the retention of 
all of these lands except vacant parcels, future land use will be accommodated 
on land that is either currently vacant or could be redeveloped.   
 
It is recommended that the Township review its Zoning Ordinance and 
Subdivision and Land Development Ordinance for adequacy in preserving 
natural features, such as floodplains, wetlands and steep slopes.  The 
identification and protection of these areas will yield areas that are not 
constrained by these features.  Future land use plans will be built upon 
unconstrained lands that are either vacant or available for redevelopment.  The 
consolidation of protected natural feature areas and other open space areas 
into corridors should be a planning goal.  Such systems of open space are not 
only beneficial for recreational purposes, but also for the movement of wildlife 
within natural habitats.  
 
Figure 7.4, Future Land Use Plan, illustrates lands that are either developed or 
otherwise constrained, yielding areas that are to be considered for future 
development.  A key ingredient in future development will be the creation of 
open space.  The proposed open space areas should integrate with existing 
open space to form connected networks as described above.  The concept of 
open space integrated into development is a positive design principle which has 
been done successfully in recent years in Planned Residential Developments 
within the Township.  This open space concept should be encouraged, if not 
mandated, in new development.  Additionally, regulations affecting the 
preservation of natural resources need to be reviewed to ensure that they are 
being protected to the maximum extent possible. 
 
Just as it is important to encourage the connectivity of open spaces within the 
Township, the location of new development must coordinate with both existing 
development and existing and proposed infrastructure.  The review of new land 
development plans must consider how each plan will expand upon and improve 
the pattern of development in the Township.   
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Chapter 6, Population and Housing, identified the need for additional housing 
units based on population projections for five year increments to the year 2025.  
That process yielded a figure of 826 additional dwelling units needed during the 
planning period, or about 165 each five years.  It is reasonable to assume that 
non-residential development may also occur in the Township, in the form of 
retail services or employment centers.  In each case, the character of the 
Township and past development patterns would imply that any proposed non-
residential development be of a scale to complement the local community and 
provide services to it.  The Future Land Use Plan depicts areas that this 
Comprehensive Plan supports for future growth in various categories.  The Plan 
is meant to be a guideline to decision makers of the Township as they consider 
new proposals and plan for infrastructure to accommodate them. 
 
What is readily evident when considering where in the Township future growth 
will be located is that vacant parcels which are not subject to a current plan 
submissions are scattered and that the largest such parcel is approximately 18 
to 20 acres in size.  It is unlikely that vacant parcels alone will be able to provide 
for the anticipated growth of the Township during the 25 year period for which 
projections have been advanced.  It should be noted, however, that projections 
are periodically adjusted based on new census figures or interim estimates.  
Additionally, lands previously subdivided may be resubdivided, creating 
additional dwellings or previously developed lands may be redeveloped, such 
as in a “Brownfields” program.  Other opportunities for growth are found on 
parcels for which plans have either been approved but not built, or are still in 
the review process.  Those plans under review are enumerated as follows: 
 

Table 7.3 
 

Township Development Plans 
 
Plan Name   Type    Total Units  Status 
 
Dallet Tract    TH    81  Pending 
Blantyre   SF    11  Pending 
 
Thornbury Township has reviewed and approved plans for residential 
development that would not have been counted in the 2000 Census, but are in 
some stage of development.  These plans propose enough dwelling units to 
accommodate more than the needed and projected 165 units based on 
population projections for the first five years of the planning period.  The plans 
are summarized in the following table: 
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Table 7.4 
 

Approved Subdivision Plans  
 

Plan Name   Acres    Unit Type  Dwelling Units 
 
Cherry Farm   191.75 Single Fam. Det.  121 
      Attached    120 
Hawthorn   38.4  Single Fam. Det.      18 
Locksley Crossing  63.73  Single Fam. Det.     25 
Glen Mills Schools  10.33  Single Fam. Det.    57 
Greenbriar   59.61  Attached   207 
Patterson Tract          127.92  SFD      86  
Craig Tract           191.75  MH, Apts              - - - 
  
            Total Dwelling Units 634 
 
The above table represents a significant number of approved dwelling units that 
substantially satisfy the projected number of units needed in the immediate 
future, according to projections.  These plans were each a Major Subdivision 
Plan.  There were also 4 additional single family lots approved as part of 4 
different Minor Subdivision Plans.  
            
A third means of accommodating future growth is through redevelopment of 
lands currently being used for other purposes.  In Thornbury Township such 
opportunities are limited.  One location for potential reuse is the quarry located 
near Glen Mills.  Although the quarry is currently in operation, there is potential 
for long range planning for its redevelopment.  A beneficial aspect of the quarry 
location is its proximity to the village of Glen Mills and the potential for 
redevelopment to be done in a manner consistent in architectural character and 
scale with the village.  This Comprehensive Plan strongly recommends that the 
Milestone Minerals quarry site be considered for future redevelopment, as an 
extension of Glen Mills village as parkland. 
 
Another village oriented opportunity is that of Thornton.  Currently the Zoning 
Map of the Township categorizes the area around the intersection in Thornton 
as Commercial.  It is recommended that a detailed study be undertaken for the 
village that identifies those characteristics which make it unique, both 
architecturally and spatially.  There are parcels near the intersection that could 
be incorporated into a planned community, zoned specifically to perpetuate the 
local village character of Thornton.  One large parcel in this vicinity is the 
Clinger tract, currently in agriculture and located south of Thornton and west of 
the prison lands.  Should it become available for future development, it is 
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recommended that it be done in coordination with village development 
standards relevant to the village of Thornton. 
 
An area of the Township that is not subject to any current plan reviews but 
offers potential in the future are parcels located on the south side of 
Dilworthtown Road, immediately east of Route 202 and south of Penn Oaks 
Country Club.  Collectively, these parcels are across from a shopping center 
and next to a proposed Wawa convenience store and gas station.  While not 
large in acreage, this area has potential for medium to high density housing or a 
mixed use development. 
 
Figure 7. 4, Future Land Use Plan, graphically illustrates the foregoing concepts 
of areas that have potential to accommodate the Township’s growth.  These 
areas have the advantage of being located in different sectors of the Township 
and have the ability to balance the growth geographically.  It should be 
reinforced that two of the areas of future growth, near Thornton and Glen Mills 
proposed village areas, should be planned and implemented in accordance with 
design standards promulgated from the character of each of the two villages.  
Each area should be subject to architectural standards, oriented to pedestrian 
circulation and contain multiple residential and service uses. 
 
The three major institutions found in the Township, the Delaware County 
Prison, Glen Mills Schools and Cheyney University have also been shown on 
the Future Land Use Plan due to their magnitude and because of the potential 
for growth and change in each which is beyond the control of Thornbury 
Township.  Each institution has a physical presence in the community, with 
varying amounts of impact.  As growth occurs around these three institutions in 
the future, efforts should be made to create large buffer areas in scale with the 
magnitude of the institutions.  This can be done through the use of larger than 
normal setbacks and the location of open space.  The Township should 
continue to maintain close contact and coordination with each institution in 
order to be informed of and  plan for changes in their status. 
 
 
Summary 
 
The success of this Land Use Plan lies with the willingness of the citizens and 
officials of Thornbury Township to apportion anticipated growth to areas which 
can accommodate higher densities than have traditionally been seen in the 
Township.  In exchange for concentrated development should be the creation of 
additional open space which will connect to existing networks.  If random 
growth is allowed to occur, where individual projects do not relate to their 
context, many of the visual characteristics valued by residents will be lost.  
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Emphasis needs to be placed on promoting new development that contributes 
positively to the current land use pattern and enhances open space systems.  
Natural resources need to be protected and integrated into those open spaces.  
 
The following summarizes the ways in which this Comprehensive Plan 
proposes to accommodate growth in Thornbury Township during the planning 
period: 
 

• Development of approved plans and pending plans, such as the Cherry 
Farm and the Patterson Tract, now known as Tall Trees at Thornbury.  

 
• Redevelopment of select areas, such as the quarry near Glen Mills 

village and reuse of buildings and village-oriented expansion near 
Thornton. 

 
• Potential village development near Routes 926 and 352. 

 
• Infill with compatible development on vacant parcels found in various 

Township locations.  


