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BLUFFRECESSIONANDSETBACKACT

TheBluff RecessionandSetbackAct (BRSA), enactedduring the1980sessionofthe
Pennsylvanialegislature,providesfor theestablishmentof setbacksto regulatenew
buildingconstructionin bluff recessionhazardareas(BRHAs).TheAct wasaresponse
to historiccatastrophiclossof homesto recessionof bluff facesalongLakeErie.

OneoftheobjectivesoftheAct is to identify areassubjectto bluff recessionwhich create
a significantthreatto structuresandsafetyandto planandregulatebuilding in areasof
identifiedhazards.Underthestatutoryschemeof theBRSA, DEPprovidestechnical
analysisidentifying areasproneto bluff recession,theEQBdesignatestheBluff
RecessionHazardAreasandmunicipalitiesadoptordinancesincorporatingsetbacksand
building requirementsto regulatebuilding anddevelopmentin designatedbluff recession
hazardareas.TheAct providestheDepartmentof EnvironmentalProtection(DEP)with
somepowers,but its primaryresponsibilityis to overseethemunicipalities’
implementationof theAct.

TheAct definesabluff as“Any highbankorboldheadlandwith abroad,precipitous
cliff face,overlookingalake.” A bluff recessionhazardareais definedin Section3 of
theBRSAas“An areaorzonewheretherateofprogressivebluff recessioncreatesa
substantialthreatto thesafetyor stability of nearbyorfuturestructuresor utility
facilities.”

TheAct providesDEPtheauthorityto conductstudiesto identify BRHAs. DEPmakes
recommendationsfor designatingBRHAs, while theEnvironmentalQuality Board
(EQB)hastheultimateresponsibilityfor thedesignationof hazardareasbaseduponthe
Department’srecommendationsandmunicipalcomments.

Thecurrentdesignationsof BRIjAs, codifiedat25 Pa.Code§ 85.26,arebasedona 1975
study titledShorelineErosionandFlooding— ErieCounty.

PETITIONTO CLAR!FYBLUFFRECESSIONHAZARDAREAS

In July 2001,Millcreek TownshippetitionedtheEQB, requestingclarificationof the
extentandlocationof BRHAswithin thetownship. Sincethelaststudyconducted
regardingBRHAs occurredin 1975,DEPagreedto conductanupdatedstudyof the
entirecoastline.
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STUDY- TENTATIVEDESIGNATIONOFBLUFFRECESSIONHAZARDAREAS

Pursuantto Section4 of theAct, DEP’sstudiesandotherinformationutilized to
recommendbluff recessionhazardareasincluded:

1. geographiclocationof potentialhazardareas,
2. evaluationof thebluff recessionhazardin relationto geophysicalprocessessuch

asrecessionanderosion-relatedphenomenaandexaminationof thecausative
factors,

3. reviewof existingandpotentialdamage,and
4. reviewofhistorical recessionrate.

DEPalsoevaluatedhistoricalandotherdatato determinewhich areasof thebluffs
showedsufficientindicationsof recessionorpotentialrecessionto warrantdesignationas
abluff recessionhazardareacreating“a substantialthreatto thesafetyorstability of
nearbyorfuturestructuresorutility facilities.”

DEPutilized thefollowing sourcesof datato conductits study in orderto make
recommendationsto tentativelydesignateBRHAs: areportcontractedthroughWetland
andCoastalResources,mc; highaltitudeaerialphotography;low altitudeoblique-angle
colorprints;andcontrolpoint measurementdata.

Wetlandand CoastalResourcesReport

Followinga Requestfor Proposals,WetlandandCoastalResources(WCR) wasawarded
a contractin late December2001for astudyof bluff recessionalongthecoastof Lake
Erie,the lossof materialalongbluff facescausedby thedirector indirectactionby one
or acombinationofgroundwaterseepage,watercurrents,wind generatedwaterwaves,or
highwaterlevels. The studyincludedtheidentificationofbluff recessionfeaturesand
themeasurementof th~~ rateofbluff recessionovertime, from aerialphotographs.
WCR’s final reportwassubmittedin June2003.

HighAltitudeAerial Photography

DEPutilizedhigh altitudeaerialphotographsoftheErieshoreline,datingasfar backas
1938whenavailable,whichWCR electronicallyorientedandanalyzedto determine
movementof bluff lines. In this analysis,samplingpoints(“transects”)on mapswere
markedat 100ft. intervals,andbluffline recessionateachtransectwasmeasuredwith the
aid of astereoscope.

LowAltitude Oblique-AngleColor Prints

Fortransectlocationswhereanalysisof thehighaltitude aerialphotographydid not
indicatemeasurablerecessionof thebluffline, low altitudeoblique anglecolor prints
werereviewed.Theseprintswereinspectedby DEPfor thepresenceof areasthat
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displayedsignsof recession,suchaslossofmaterial alongthebluff face,thatcould
createasubstantialthreatto thesafetyorstabilityof nearbyorfuturestructuresor utility
facilities.

ControlPointMeasurementData

TheDepartmentmonitors129establishedpointsalongtheErieshoreline.Forthemost
part,thesecontrolpointsarefixedmonuments(steelpins) in thegroundor semi-
permanentartifactssuchasexistingutility poles. Departmentstaffmakedirect
measurementsto thebluff line from thesecontrolpoints. Contractorshaveassistedthe
Departmentin thepastto measurerecessionratesfrom thesecontrolpoints.

METHODOLOGYTOIDENTIFYTHEBEGINNINGOREND OFABPJIA

On photosdepictingWCR’s analysisof highaltitudephotography,transectlocations
wereutilized to identify thebeginning/endof aBRHA. If analysisof atransectindicated
atransitionout of aBRHA, theBRIIA wasendedatthenext transect.In instanceswhere
abluff endedbetweentransects,theBRHA wasextendedto thenext transect,to ensure
the diagramscapturedtheendof thebluff.

STUDY- PRESENTATIONOFRESULTS

Following reviewof thedata,theDepartmentdocumentedits analysisandthe
recommendationsfor BRHAs in astudyreport. Thebasicpresentationutilizes
topographicmapsto indicategeographiclocationsof BRHAS.

To helprefineBRHA identificationin its draft study,theDepartmentindicatedits
tentativerecommendationson thehigh altitudeaerialphotographsanalyzedby WCR.
TheDepartmentalsoprovidedtablessummarizingcontrolpointmeasurementdataand
copiesof WCR’s report.

Becauseofthe largenumberof low altitudeoblique-anglecolor prints,theDepartment
did not reproducethem,but theoriginalswill beattheNorthwestRegionalOffice,
availablefor reviewin Meadvilleuponrequest.

NEXTSTEPS

The studyand recommendationswill besubmittedto affectedmunicipalitiesfor review
andcomment.DEPwill reviewcommentssubmittedby theaffectedmunicipalitiesand
considerif changesneedto bemadeto theproposedtentativedesignations.Upon
completion,DEPwill presentrecommendationsconcerningtentativedesignationsto the
EQB. EQBwill considerDEP’srecommendationsandmunicipalcomments,andmakea
decisionasto whetherto holdpublichearingsandmoveforwardwith regulatory
changes.
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