Budget & Policy Brief

PLANNING FOR GROWTH: DESIGNING ATTRACTIVE &
AFFORDABLE COMMUNITIES

Laying the groundwork for efficient land use, open space, affordable housing, a more integrated
transportation system, and improved air quality

Highlights
Utah’s Growth Challenge
$20 million to pursue the acquisition
of Tabby Mountain as a state forest
$25 million for regionally significant
parks and open space grants to help
encourage good land use planning
while
addressing the public’s
concerns with losing Utah’s quality
of life in the midst of increasing
growth
$17 million ($15 million one-time
and $2 million ongoing) to affordable
housing programs
$3 million ($1 million one-time and
$2 million ongoing) for technical
planning assistance grants
$2.6 million for the LeRay Mcallister
Critical Lands Conservation Fund

From the time the wagon trains arrived in the Salt Lake Valley in 1847,
Utah has dealt with the challenges of growth. People continue to flock
to Utah in search of economic prosperity, natural beauty, and quality
communities. Over the past 20 years, Utah has added over a million new
residents. This is an average growth of over 50,000 new residents a year,
which is the equivalent of a city roughly the size of Murray. This growth
helps fuel the economic engine of the state, provides opportunities for
rising generations to remain close to family, and allows for many of the
amenities that add to our quality of life.
Growth also increases demands for government services such as reliable
transportation systems, clean air and water, and attractive and affordable
communities. Understanding the interrelationships between land use,
housing, transportation, water, air quality, and revenue structures is
crucial as the state and local communities adapt to continued growth in a
fiscally responsible manner.
To ensure a high quality of life, Utah communities, regional planning
entities, and the state must continue to responsibly address the impacts
of future growth. For example, since 2007, Utah’s vehicle miles traveled
(VMT) have increased by approximately 22 percent. However, according
to the US Census Bureau, average commute times over the past 10
years have remained relatively stable at about 22 minutes statewide.
This feat has been achieved through strategic investments in both transit
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Policy Institute, since 1991 housing prices in Utah have
increased faster than all but three states –Colorado, Oregon,
and Montana. Over the past 26 years, the average annual
increase in housing prices has been 5.7 percent. If that rate
of increase continues for the next 26 years, a median priced
home in the Salt Lake and Provo-Orem metropolitan areas
will be $736,600 in inflation-adjusted dollars. Such housing
price increases will not only make it difficult to attract and
retain needed talent, it will also create a challenge for rising
generations to remain close to home. While local zoning
controls provide a necessary check on inappropriate and
potentially costly developments, they must also be agile
enough to respond to changing market conditions.

and roadways. However, as growth expands farther away
from economic centers, additional pressure will be added to
Utah roads. The Wasatch Front Regional Council (WFRC)
estimates that, without proper forethought and planning,
average auto travel times will grow approximately 71 percent
by 2050 in the WFRC region. With the planned investments
in the current draft long-range transportation plan, auto
travel times only grow by about 36 percent.
One possible response to future transportation needs is to
rely solely on adding new highways and additional lanes.
But this approach is just one of many strategies. Providing
transportation choices by enhancing active transportation
networks, expanding and improving transit networks, and
investing in technology that improves the transportation
system are also key strategies. Further, we can reduce
congestion and demand for road capacity by better allowing
market-driven housing to be developed close to economic
centers and by creating job centers in appropriate areas
closer to existing housing and transit infrastructure. Simply
changing the mix and location of housing and jobs can bend
the cost curve of transportation and other infrastructure
while decreasing negative impacts on air quality.

Responding to these challenges is a tall order. As growth
pressures and market forces increase the demand for more
complex mixed use and transit-oriented developments
in urban areas and as unprecedented growth moves to
small towns on the urban fringe, communities will need to
reevaluate how to accommodate new growth in a manner
that aligns with their community character. Existing zoning
policies that may have served a community well for decades
could be insufficient to respond to the needs of today. In
many cases, the communities facing the greatest growth
pressures are the least equipped to respond as limited staff
resources are strained by the demands of rapid growth.
In such cases, additional support and resources may be

Allowing market forces to help shape how our communities
grow and develop will also be critical to ensuring a supply of
housing Utahns can afford. According the Kem C. Gardner
FIGURE 1:

Population data from the Kem C. Gardner Policy Institute and the
Governor’s Office of Management and Budget
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needed to ensure that communities’ planning efforts can
provide the highest quality of life for Utah residents.

level provides the best chance of creating a future with a
high quality of life and the lowest possible tax burden. For
instance, ongoing efforts to link local land use and regional
transportation provide a more integrated approach that
reduces congestion, considers ways to improve economic
development, and enhances community character.

Finally, quality communities are more than just quality
developments. As Utah becomes increasingly urbanized,
care must be taken to preserve access to open space in
each community. While Utah benefits from vast tracts of
public lands and miles of open space throughout much of
the state, 75 percent of Utah residents live in the four most
populous counties on less than one percent of the state’s
total land.

The Governor’s Life Elevated 2020 initiative outlines key
strategies to accommodate growth while maintaining
a high quality of life. These include continuing to
invest in transportation choices–including transit and
active transportation options–and encouraging growth
within market-driven, mixed-use centers that leverage
existing infrastructure and improve residents’ access
to opportunities. To accomplish these strategies while
maintaining local authority, the Governor proposes
implementing the following tactics:

Unlike rural parts of the state, these counties are largely
privately owned and development pressures have
decreased the amount of agricultural lands and accessible
open space close to home. In some areas, access to public
lands relies on easements across private land. Regional
land use and parcel data collected over the past 30 years
suggest the footprint of developed land along the Wasatch
Front has increased by over 135,000 acres–an estimated
increase of more than 75 percent (see Figure 2). In the St.
George area, the change has been even more dramatic
with an estimated increase of over 250 percent since 1991–
an amount consistent with their population growth during
that time (see Figure 2).

•

While many Utahns enjoy the ability to find frequent solitude
and world-class outdoor recreation within a few hours’
drive, more can be done to ensure Utahns will continue to
have access to solitude and recreation opportunities within
their community. As Utah becomes increasingly urban, the
Governor recommends increased state support to ensure
close-to-home open space and outdoor recreation access.

Proposed Solutions

•

Utah will likely continue to experience significant population
growth. Our challenge will be to chart a course that
accommodates our growing population while maintaining
and improving our quality of life. Both state and local
land use and policy decisions impact growth patterns
and contribute to the economic, fiscal, and environmental
successes and challenges of the state as a whole.
However, the greatest impact on the quality of life for Utah
residents typically comes through land use decisions at
the local level. Supporting effective land use decisions at
the local level with collaboration at the regional and state
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Provide technical assistance. As the state adapts
to a growing population, many of our communities
face unprecedented changes, including becoming
increasingly urbanized. This urbanization, if well
planned, opens up opportunities for vibrant centers
that provide access to housing, jobs, and services
in close proximity to existing transportation options.
However, conducting the market analysis, engaging
community residents, planning for infrastructure,
and ultimately implementing these often complex
projects presents a challenge for some growing
communities who may lack the expertise and
resources to adapt to a changing market. The state
should partner with local governments and regional
planning organizations to provide resources
tailored to the communities’ needs while respecting
their unique values, character, and identity.
Flexibility in the TIF and TTIF. Prioritize solutions
that connect people to the places that matter
to them–regardless of transportation mode–
by providing flexibility in the Transportation
Investment Fund (TIF) and Transit Transportation
Investment Fund (TTIF). Under SB 136 (2018
General Session), prioritization of new capacity
projects funded through TIF underwent a significant
transformation that should improve how our
transportation systems interface with surrounding
land uses. While these initial modifications have
been a significant positive step, increased flexibility

•

is needed to allow TIF and TTIF dollars to be used
for targeted investments in active transportation
projects that enhance mobility and quality of life.
Examples include stand-alone first and last mile
connections to transit stations and walking/biking
paths that support efficient travel and connect
people to Utah’s great outdoors.

Open space. As the Wasatch Front and other
parts of the state experience further densification
and infill in strategic centers, the state should
leverage and expand programs, such as the
Outdoor Recreation Grant program and the LeRay
McAllister Critical Land Conservation Fund, to
preserve open space and develop parks and

FIGURE 2:

CHANGES IN DEVELOPED LAND

Geographic data from the Division of Water Resources Water Related Land Use layer, County Assessor Land Information Records, and the Utah
Automated Geographic Reference Center (AGRC)
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•

trails that provide access to outdoor recreation
near urban centers. For instance, the state can
leverage other public and private funding sources
to fund conservation easements on lands with
high conservation value throughout the state and
assist in creating regionally significant parks and
recreation areas for communities that are making
an effort to accommodate growth by facilitating
market-driven development and mixed-use
centers. Finally, the state can enhance statewide
quality of life and provide a model of prudent
public lands management by purchasing and
permanently preserving Tabby Mountain as a state
forest–ensuring the multiple current uses and
future public access are preserved while securing
critical wildlife habitat and migration corridors. The
Governor recommends reserving $20 million from
the General Fund and identifying other existing
state and private funding sources to pursue the
acquisition of Tabby Mountain.
Focus state investments. Focus state
investments where they will provide the highest
return on investment based on community land
use plans and development patterns that link
transportation, economic development, and
housing to opportunities such as jobs, schools,
recreation, and entertainment. The state should
focus its investments in ways that reduce
infrastructure costs, favor a desirable mix of jobs
and housing, and serve regional centers. For
example, state economic development strategies
can encourage businesses to locate in areas with
adequate transportation infrastructure and job/
housing imbalances. State and local economic
development agencies should encourage locationefficient economic development policies that
further state and regional transportation and land

•

•

use goals.
Coordinate state, regional, and local planning.
Optimize existing and future transportation
infrastructure by working with local governments to
explore opportunities for infill and redevelopment
along existing transportation nodes and corridors.
Ensure easy access to transportation choices
such as public transportation, biking, and walking.
Support options that lead to greater housing
affordability. As the market adapts to shifting
consumer demands, diminishing land availability,
and increasing labor and material costs, many
residents struggle to find affordable housing
options. Increased housing costs will require
adaptation from consumers, local governments,
and the development community to allow the
market to supply a range of housing options that
meet rising demand in a sustainable way and do not
diminish quality of life in the long term. To ensure
the most vulnerable residents’ immediate needs
are met, the Governor recommends a $17 million
($15 million one-time and $2 million ongoing)
allocation to affordable housing programs through
the Olene Walker Housing Fund. Ultimately, land
use patterns need to adapt to the increasing
demands for a range of market-driven housing
options that will allow the rising generation to call
Utah home.

Transportation and land use are inextricably linked. As
Utah continues to adapt to a rapidly growing population
and thriving economy, more collaboration and coordination
are needed to integrate state and regional transportation
planning and funding with local land use decisions in a way
that maintains and enhances Utah’s unmatched quality of
life and fiscal health.
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