
Thriving… or 
Surviving? 

Exploring GNAR(ly) challenges in Western 
Gateway Communities.

Jake Powell
Utah State University
Extension Specialist

Landscape Architecture and Environmental Planning 



Presentation Overview
Episode 

1
Introductions

2
The GNAR Initiative

3
GNARLY Challenges

4
Challenging Conversations

5
Resources



The GNAR Initiative



GNAR?



Who is GNAR?

Gateway
…to a state or national park, national forest, BLM 
recreational area, protected cultural heritage site, or 
other prominent public lands
Natural Amenity
…community and economic development is closely tied 
to landscape and natural assets utilized for recreation, 
tourism, and outdoor-based leisure
Region
…part of a larger region with similar attributes AND/OR 
a region surrounding a resort-like community



Who is GNAR?

• Small town
• 150-25,000 people

• Proximity to natural amenities
• Within 10 miles of a national park, state 

park, national forest, lake, scenic river, etc., 

• Not in an urbanized area 
• Further than 15 miles from an urbanized 

area by road



Communities (1,522)

Who is GNAR?

• 1522 GNAR 
communities 

• 821 incorporated 
cities

• 701 Census 
designated places

• 30.6% of Mountain 
West communities 

• 61.1% of “small” 
Mountain West 
communities



What is GNAR?
Park City, Ut



What is GNAR?
Moab, Ut



What is GNAR?
ASPEN, cO



What is GNAR?
Tahoe, Ca



What is GNAR?
Telluride, Co



What is GNAR?

Somewhere, UT



GNAR-ly issues
Springdale, UT



GNAR(ly) Challenges

• Database of western GNAR communities

• Interviews with public officials in 25 
western GNAR communities, ranging from 
more to less developed

• Survey of public officials in western GNAR 
communities

Research 
Structure



GNAR(ly) Challenges

Big city 
problems 
in small 
rural 
towns…

• Affordability and availability of housing
• Traffic/congestion/parking
• Short term/Long term rentals
• Climate change vulnerability/adaptation



GNAR(ly) Challenges

Big city 
problems 
in small 
rural 
towns…

• Insufficient or overwhelmed infrastructure and public 
services

• Environmental and natural amenity impacts

• Climate change vulnerability/adaptation

• Employee attraction/retention

• Loss of community character

• Economic vulnerability and need for diversification

• Questions about the role of tourism and tourism 
marketing

• Reduced quality of visitor experience

• Unique social-cultural-political dynamics

• Challenging local-regional-state-federal relationships

• Seasonal economy

and some 
unique 
challenges…



GNAR(ly) Challenges

Survey 
Details

Survey was sent out to 1278 communities
• Completed by 333 public officials in 263 communities

• Average population of represented communities was 8,649

On average, these communities:
• Are growing  (7.17% average growth rate between 2010-2016)
• Had a median income of $49,414 in 2016 (as compared to a national 

average of $57,617)
• Are seeing higher than the national average rates of housing unit and 

rental unit growth
• Are becoming more popular places to visit:

• 82% of respondents said the number of tourists visiting their 
communities increased in the last 10 years

• 42% said this increase was substantial



GNAR(ly) Challenges

GNAR 
Evolution

• Certain issues seem to come to the fore as GNAR communities 
develop

• Communities often quickly go from not being concerned about 
short-term rentals to being quite concerned, sometimes due to 
acute shortages of long-term rental stock

• Tensions between residents and tourists seem to appear once 
tourism reaches a certain level – or if the community attracts 
certain kinds of tourists

• Certain kinds of GNAR communities tend to have certain kinds 
of issues (and don’t have other issues)

• Geographic constraints tend to exacerbate housing issues, but also 
tend to prevent concerns about sprawl

• Transportation issues are a predominant concern in some, but not 
all – more in highly developed GNAR communities



GNAR(ly) Challenges

Identity 
Crisis

A lot of GNAR communities say they don’t want to be like:
• Vail, Aspen, or Breckenridge, CO
• Jackson, WY
• Moab, UT

Or to be:
• “A tourist trap”
• A big city

• Many say they want to maintain their “small town-ness”

On the other hand, some are concerned about becoming:
• “An abandoned small town”



GNAR(ly) Challenges

Innovation

GNAR communities are innovating and experimenting
• “Pop-up” intersection treatments and experimental traffic 

calming measures
• E-bike share programs
• Tiny house ordinances

And they want to learn from each other and share their lessons 
learned



GNAR(ly) Challenges

Help 
Wanted!

GNAR communities want assistance with their planning, 
development, and sustainability issues
• Strong interest in:

• Model ordinances
• White papers on key topics
• Case studies and lessons learned
• Best practice guidelines for GNAR communities
• Help with charrettes and design workshops
• Models for regional collaboration
• Information about different funding options
• Forums (in person, webinars, etc) for peer-to-peer learning and 

sharing innovative ideas

• 95% said an online toolkit to support planning in GNAR 
communities would be helpful



GNAR-ly issues
Springdale, UT



GNAR-ly issues

~4.5 
Million 
Visitors in 
2017-2019



GNAR-ly issues

~4.5 
Million 
Visitors in 
2017-2019



GNAR-ly issues

~4.5 
Million 
Visitors in 
2017-2019



GNAR-ly issues



GNAR-ly issues



GNAR-ly issues



A GNAR-ly Response





A GNAR-ly Response



A hub for connecting people and 
resources to help GNAR 
communities thrive and protect 
the things that make them 
special



What are the challenges?
What are the opportunities?
What are communities doing to prepare and respond?

Getting students out working in GNAR communities
Engaging students in research and developing tools
Training for public officials and community members in GNAR communities

On-the-ground planning, urban design, and collaboration assistance
Online toolkit
Tool and resource development
Peer-to-peer learning forums

Research

Education

Technical 
Assistance



Universities
Research
Extension

Planners 

Federal 
Officials

Non-Profits
&
NGO’s

City 
Officials

Designers





Hub

Interdisciplinary

Regional Scale



GNAR-ly-Er issues

COVID-19



GNAR-ly-ER issues



GNAR-ly-ER issues



GNAR-ly-ER issues



Challenging Conversations



Conversations 

•Planning



Conversations 

•Resilience
•Planning



Conversations 

•Planning
•Resilience

•Connection



Resources



Toolkit Page
GNAR Compass Tool

Linking University Programs – GNAR Research network
The GNAR Network – A GNAR Community Peer to Peer Network

Fall 2020 Amenity Migration Webinar Series
Spring 2021 Housing Affordability and Short Term Rentals Webinar Series
NITC Research Project

Tools

Connections

Education



Arches NP



Arches NP



Moab, UT



gnar.usu.edu
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