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GNAR
communities

• Gateway
…to a state or national park, national forest, 
recreational area, protected cultural heritage site, or 
other prominent public lands

• Natural Amenity 
…landscape and natural assets make these places 
desirable for recreation, tourism, and leisure, or 
generally as places to live

• Region
…with these attributes
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An opportunity 
for the Zion 

region…

…and a 
challenge





An opportunity 
for the Zion 

region…

…and a 
challenge

• Pressure on parking and transportation systems

• Impacts on other infrastructure—from 
restrooms to water treatment facilities

• Pressure on emergency management and 
safety services

• Concern about affordability of housing—for 
residents and employees

• Concerns about community character and 
quality of life

• Environmental and recreational amenity 
degradation



Zion Regional 
Collaborative





• Community character

• Affordable housing

• Traffic/congestion/parking

• Economic development/diversification

• Role of tourism & tourism marketing

• Employee attraction/retention

• Infrastructure & public services

• Environmental impacts

• Visitor experience

• Climate change vulnerability/adaptation

• Social-cultural-political dynamics

• Local-regional-state-federal relationships

Big city 
problems in 
small rural 

towns…

and some 
unique 

challenges



THE GNAR INITIATIVE

AT THE UNIVERSITY OF UTAH



Research

Education

Capacity 
building



Education



Sandstone National Park Scenario
Initiating Regional Planning Collaboration

Sandstone National Park preserves nearly one million acres 
of the Great Sandstone Desert…In the last five years, annual 
visitation to Sandstone National Park has nearly doubled, 
putting great strain on the National Park and the 
communities and public lands along the corridor leading into 
it. ..You are a professional neutral facilitator with Great 
Desert University. Your office has been approached by the 
mayors of the three towns to organize a working group to 
address the issues facing the region…
Consider the following questions as you prepare to facilitate 
the first meeting of the working group.
1. Who will you interview before the first working group 

meeting, and what information do you want to get?
2. Which stakeholders should be invited to this first 

meeting? Why?
3. How should the group decide what issues are most 

important to address?

Sandstone National Park Scenario
Collaboration in Complex Systems 

You serve as the Western Region Director of Protect Our 
Parks, a national non-profit organization focused on 
preserving national parks and the areas around them. A few 
months ago, you were invited to participate in a 
professionally facilitated meeting that brought together 
key stakeholders from the region around Sandstone 
National Park…You were happy to be included in this 
regional conversation since you are very concerned that 
increasing visitation will impact the environment in and 
around the park, as well as the community character and 
recreation opportunities that make Sandstone National 
Park so special….
Consider the following questions as you prepare for the 
next meeting.
1. What are some key considerations the group should be 

thinking about as it tries to effectively and sustainably 
address regional challenges? 

2. How might you help the group think more holistically 
about regional challenges (including about sources of 
complexity and uncertainty) and how to address them? 



Research



Research

Education

Capacity 
building

• Development of a database of GNAR communities in 
the western United States

• Interviews with public officials and community leaders 
in over 20 GNAR communities

• Survey of ~900 communities in GNARs

• GNAR community planning workshop course

• Further developing our Small Town and Resort Town 
Planning specialization at the U of U

• Developing lessons learned from the ZRC (and now 
the Bonner Regional Team) 

• Tools and resources for the online GNAR community 
toolkit

• Partnering with others to provide trainings, peer-to-
peer learning opportunities, etc.



Some 
preliminary 

findings 
from our 
research

• Transportation and housing 
affordability/workforce housing concerns were 
mentioned by all but one interviewee

– These are often critical issues in developed 
GNAR communities

• Western GNAR communities appear to follow a 
similar development trajectory

– Need to better understand this

– Understanding this will help communities “get 
ahead” of their issues and effectively plan and 
respond

• Considerable need for and interest in additional 
tools, resources, and capacity building to assist 
these communities in tackling the challenges and 
opportunities they are experiencing



The online 
toolkit









The GNAR online toolkit will be launched this fall at:
gnar.utah.edu

Ideas or questions? Contact:
gnar@utah.edu



Some 
broader 
impacts

The project/initiative has thus far:

• Funded and/or engaged 12+ graduate students

– Some have graduated and gotten public official jobs in 
GNAR communities

• Leveraged more than $300,000 of grants and 
gifts 

– From more than 10 sources, ranging from communities 
to the Utah Office of Tourism to the National 
Association of Realtors

• Catalyzed and supported two ongoing regional 
collaborative planning efforts in GNARS

– The Zion Regional Collaborative

– The Bonner Regional Team





The 
GNARly

road ahead

Next steps



Thanks to NITC and all of the other organizations that have made this 
research, education, and capacity building work possible



QUESTIONS? 

THOUGHTS?

IDEAS?

Danya.umore@law.utah.edu
gnar@utah.edu
http://gnar.utah.edu (eventually)
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