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WWashington County

General Plan of 2010

Section I.

Introduction:

The preparation of this Plan is neither a beginning nor an end to planning in Washington County.
Rather, it is a step to coordinate and extend the excellent work that has been done in the past and
to help in avoiding some of the pitfalls that uncoordinated policies and ordinances leave open.

Planning has already been done in this area by many public agencies relative to the land over
which they hold jurisdiction. The National Forest, Bureau of Land Management, National Park
Service, School and Institutional Trust Lands Administration, and Shivwits Reservation all have
plans for their respective land holdings which represent some 85.5% of the land area in the
county. These plans must be related to, and coordinated with, the future development of the
remaining 16.5 % of the privately held land.

Planning in Washington County actually began with the first pioneer settlers being sent to this
area for colonization, and the laying out of many of the original settlements in the county.
Washington County was originally created by the territorial legislature of Utah on February 3,
1852. Soon thereafter, the first settlement was created at Fort Harmony, which also became the
first county seat of Washington County.

In 1964 the County Commission organized a group of citizens to address various conditions in
the county and to give their recommendations relative to existing land use and future growth, in
such areas as residential and commercial development, industrial growth, agriculture, open
space, recreation, roads and highways, etc. It is interesting to compare their recommendations
with the comments from Vision Dixie and to see the similarities between the two studies
separated by over 40 years of time.

In 1970, the County hired a consulting firm from Salt Lake City, Planning & Research
Associates, to prepare the first formal “Master Plan” for the county. (Since changed by the
legislature to General Plan) This planning study involved several parts, including two reports,”
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Population and Economic Study,” and “Planning Goals and Policies,” both of which were a part
of the Master Plan, in addition to the Master Plan report itself.

In 1997, a study was undertaken by the county called “A Coordinated Plan for the Urbanizing
Areas of Washington County.” This study was also adopted as a part of the county General Plan.
It basically combined all of the General Plans of the cities and towns in the lower part of
Washington County, along with a discussion of the various planning facets of these combined
plans. Jeff Winston and Associates from Colorado, was retained to oversee this planning project.

In 2006, the same consultant was retained to help undertake a planning project called Vision
Dixie. This effort brought together a large number of the citizens of the county to identify the
various concerns that they had relative to future planning in the county and to make
recommendations as to how they would like to see things develop in the future. This report
included a comprehensive economic and housing study done by “Strategic Planning Group,
Inc.,” from Jacksonville, Florida.

When it was completed, the Vision Dixie report was adopted by the county, essentially making it
a part of the county General Plan. A summary of the Vision Dixie principles is included in the
section of the General Plan adopted in 2009. Most of the cities and towns in the county have
also adopted these development principles. Because they represent, in large measure, the
customs and culture of the county, they are not that much different from goals and policies
adopted in 1964 and again in 1971. Things that are important to people do not change in spite of
dramatic changes in population. The things that brought people to Washington County years ago
are still many of the same things that bring them here today. The challenge is to develop the
General Plan in such a manner that it will continue to make Washington County a desirable place
to live for years into the future by protecting the same customs and culture that has historically
brought people to this part of Utah.

Background and History:

Located in the southwest corner of the State of Utah, Washington County - also known as Utah’s
Dixie - has a low altitude, and a warm, dry climate. Its scenic resources make it attractive to
visitors and travelers using the highways and freeways through the area. Zion National Park’s
spectacular scenery was formed by the Virgin River; a part of the Colorado River Basin, Snow
Canyon, with its beautiful Redrock canyon was part of Dixie State Park. While the first
settlement of Washington County was at Fort Harmony, the earliest pioneers were sent to the
area by Brigham Young to grow cotton for the territory. The first experimental crop was planted
in the spring of 1855. Two years later, the town of Washington was established, and the only
cotton mill in the northern states, or territories, was established. The “cotton mission” was
strengthened by the arrival in 1861 of 300 families led by George A. Smith and Erastus Snow,
two important leaders of the Latter-Day-Saints, or “Mormon” Church. The city of St. George,
now the county seat, was named after George A. Smith. A number of pioneer buildings still
stand throughout the region, and have been restored including the Opera House, Art Museum,
the Pioneer Museum, and a number of pioneer homes.



The growth of the county has been reflected in the development of its educational institutions.
The first schools were in wagon boxes before houses were begun. Four regional schools were
built with the first at the town of Virgin. In 1901 a central school was built offering two years of
high school. The St. George Stake Academy was founded in 1911 and originally included only
one building. That institution has grown into Dixie State College, located on the site of the
original wagon settlement of St. George. It is a State College offering a number of four-year
degrees with the potential of much further growth and expansion in the future.

The School District now maintains 7 high schools, with many other schools constructed to house
various groups of lower grades. The Washington County School District is one of the larger
school districts in the State. Education is only one example of the extent to which growth and
development has taken place in the county since its early days.

The gradual improvement of roads has been another index on Washington County’s growth.
Early roads took courage to use and imagination to find. One mile-long stretch through deep
sand was maintained for a time as a toll road. Gullies were so bad in places that wagons had to
be lowered piecemeal, and then raised over cliffs by ropes. The maintenance of existing roads is
still an important part of development in the county. With the completion of the Interstate 15
Freeway in 1973, the St. George Valley has been on the main route connecting cities from the
north and east to the Los Angeles basin. It is a major transportation route in this part of the
United States.

Washington County has a great degree of variation in its physical geography. In the lower
reaches of the Beaver Dam Wash, the elevation is only about 2,000 feet above sea level. In the
north-central part of the county, the Pine Valley Mountains reach heights in excess of 10,000 feet
in elevation. As a result of these extremes, the climate in the county also has some rather
extreme temperature changes from one season to another. Many of the higher elevations are a
part of the Colorado Plateau while the lower areas are associated with the Mojave Desert.

Therefore, the development of the General Plan for the county must take into account the
differences in land forms ranging all the way from wilderness areas in some parts of the county
to complex urban centers in other areas where schools, parks, shopping centers, industrial parks,
and places for people to live are mixed closely together. For example, from Springdale on the
east to lvins on the west, Washington County is almost completely one contiguous incorporated
area, even though it is made up of many incorporated cities and towns, each one with its own
individual character and physical makeup. The county policy for at least the past forty years has
been to encourage development, wherever possible, to take place in one of the cities or towns
where public services are available for development. This policy, overall, has been very
successful. Washington County has never been in a position to compete with cities and towns to
provide urban services. That policy continues in large measure today.

The Basis For Planning:

The basis for this update of the General Plan is contained in the many plans and studies that have
taken place over the years previous to this time, both on the County level, and by other agencies
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both public and private. It is impossible to adequately address all of this information in the
update of the General Plan, though most of it has been reviewed and considered in the
development of this 2010 update. Students of planning are invited and encouraged to familiarize
themselves with the contents of these reports and studies inasmuch as they do provide much of
the basis for the information presented herein.

Technical authority for developing a General Plan comes from enabling legislation passed by the
Utah State Legislature and included in Article 17-27a of the Utah Code which states in part, “It
shall be the function of a County Planning Commission to make and adopt a General Plan for the
physical development of the unincorporated territory of the county.” This effort has been going
on for many years.

Later planning brought the development of implementing ordinances to bring about the
recommendations of the General Plan including such ordinances as the Zoning, or Land Use
Ordinance as it is now called, a Subdivision Ordinance, special ordinances to guide special types
of development such as steep hillsides, or unstable soils, flood plain or flood control ordinances,
plus land management plans of the federal agencies, all having a bearing on what happens to
development in Washington County. All of these plans and ordinances must be related to and
coordinated with the overall General Plan for Washington County.

The General Plan is a guide for orderly development. It attempts to organize and coordinate the
relationship between land, resources, people and facilities to protect the health, safety, and
welfare of the residents of the county. It sets the direction for growth and change. The General
Plan expresses in written words what the county wants to look like in the future, and it
establishes policies for achieving those goals. It should be studied, reviewed and modified as
warranted by new trends and new ideas and conditions. However, the plan must be more than an
empty gesture as viewed by the people of the county. It is a statement of public policy and must
be adhered to until there is shown a viable reason for modification or change. Because the plan
is flexible does not mean that policy statements, objectives, or relationships between people and
land should be ignored.

Growing out of the concern of interested people, developed with their help and adopted by their
public leaders, it will remain meaningful only as long as that interest remains as a strong force in
upholding the principles and standards set forth herein.

The Master Plan and Action:

Effectuating the General Plan is the responsibility of both public and private groups. The
General Plan has no legislative authority to cause things to happen. If adopted as an ordinance it
must be amended before anything may be changed, but does not legislate change. The General
Plan provides the roadmap to follow. Vehicles of implementation must be started and put into
operation before any of its recommendations can be realized.

The General Plan may call out the need for a number of precise studies to be prepared dealing

with specific development situations. The Plan may recommend a detailed park or recreation

study to determine the precise design of the recreation area, or it could be a feasibility study to
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determine the location of a large public facility. Some proposals will take the continued support
of public officials to reach fruition. All of these things may have their beginning as a
recommendation of the General Plan.

Other vehicles of implementation take the form of Ordinances. These may include:
The Zoning or Land Use Ordinance:

The General Plan is not a zoning plan. It should, however, bear a relationship to all
future land use actions taken by the land use authority. The General Plan indicates land use as it
ideally should develop over a long period of time. Many recommendations may not be justified
in terms of population or economic growth at the present time. The land use ordinance should
not immediately change the zone on all property identified for future development by the
General Plan. Such changes can be initiated, over time, by an individual, a group, or by a public
body.

The Subdivision Ordinance:

Regulations for the subdivision of land, like zoning, stem from specific state laws which
place upon local public officials the responsibility of guiding their development. In order that
uniformity of requirements may be placed upon all developers, and in order that developers of
land can know beforehand those things that are expected of them, such ordinances become
necessary. The subdivision ordinance gives the public body the needed guidance in coordinating
development of land areas and provides for locating highways, utilities, public facilities such as
schools, etc., between the various developments. This ordinance should be revised and amended
in light of the recommendations of the General Plan.

Field Trips:

The Plan recommends that field trips be organized, as necessary, to review proposals
coming before the land use authority at their regular meetings. A member of the staff should
accompany land use authority members on each field trip.

News Coverage:

Representative newspapers, radio, and television, should be encouraged to attend land use
authority meetings and to report these meetings to the public. Members of the public should be
encouraged to attend.

Interpreting the Plan:

It is essential that the graphics of the General Plan Maps convey the same meaning and
that their interpretation in formulating of policy be consistent.



Land Use Areas:

The outlines of land use areas are, in some instances, definite and straight, and in other
instances, flexible and free form as shown on the Map. A curving, or free form line, indicates a
flexible boundary between two classes of land use. On the other hand, a straight, definite line
which is co-terminus with the edge of a well defined physical boundary, such as a street, or other
fixed and observable line, indicates a definite boundary for the district.

Public Facilities:

Existing public facilities such as schools, libraries, fire stations, etc., are shown on the
Plan Map in their present location. Public facilities which are proposed in areas where the land
has not been purchased are shown in a general symbol in the approximate location within their
service area where they would best be located to serve the people of a given district.

A Look Back, and a Look Into the Future:

In 1970 the Master Plan suggested that significant growth could be expected in the following 20
years. A specific quotation stated, “The entire region composed of southwestern Utah, northern
Arizona, and southern Nevada is poised on the threshold of phenomenal growth. Many
prominent planners have compared it to the Palm Springs and Phoenix areas of 20 years ago.”

Little did those people know? The 1970 population was officially 13,669. The 1990 population
was projected to reach 23,000. In reality, the official 1990 population was 48,560. The 1970
projection of rapid growth only missed by 25,560 residents and the official 2000 census
increased the population to 90,354, for an additional increase of 41,794. At this point it is safe to
say that Washington County has been discovered.

The 2010 census will likely not be available prior to the General Plan update being completed.
Estimates suggest that the 2010 population will be in the range of 160,000 to 170,000 residents.
That is a significant increase over the 1970 population of 40 years ago.

There are many who have suggested that Washington County should curb all future population
growth. If that had happened even ten years ago, think how many good people would have been
denied the opportunity to live in this county in the last 10 years? If a decision was made to limit
population, how would it be done? Would a lottery to issue building permits be best? What
number should be issued? Would we consider auctioning off a certain number each year to the
highest bidder? Considering that there are fewer permits issued in the unincorporated area of the
county than in most of the incorporated cities, how would this be controlled, inasmuch as the
county has no control over how many permits each city could issue?

It is the recommendation of the General Plan that the correct approach to issuing building
permits is through natural economic forces. There are peaks and valleys to a free market system
of building activity. With good planning, and with the application of good planning principles,
the only fair and equitable way to advance growth in the private sector is to allow natural
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economic forces to drive the number of permits issued by the county in any given year. Over our
long history this seems to have served the county well.

There has been much concern over the critical need for work force housing. If housing permits
are limited by strict land use controls, work force housing may be stymied by sharp increases in
residential values as can be seen in other areas where this has been tried. In these instances, only
the wealthiest can afford to come to the area. The General Plan recommends that natural forces
and good planning decisions be used to oversee the future growth of the county. The recent
Vision Dixie Principles have been created to help guide future development. This approach has
served well in the past, and will continue to do so in the future.



Section 1.

General Information regarding Public Lands in Washington County:

This section of the General Plan deals with general information relating to the public lands in
Washington County. Following this general review of public land issues is a more detailed
review of each specific public agency of major importance to Washington County, including the
Bureau of Land Management, the Dixie National Forest, Zion National Park, and the Utah
Institutional and Trust Lands Administration. Other public agencies of significant influence in
Washington County include the Environmental Protection Agency, and Army Corps of
Engineers, U.S. Fish and Wildlife, the Federal Aviation Administration, and the U.S. Department
of Transportation. The agencies of significant influence and other public agencies may be
incorporated into the General Plan in greater detail, at a later date.

Access to and across public lands is vitally important for resource management and
development. Washington County will exercise its right to participate in the planning and
decision-making process associated with public lands to the extent allowed by law. The County
shall be granted ““cooperating agency” status and federal agencies shall coordinate with the
county in the preparation of federal land and resource management plans and associated
Environmental Impact Statements (EIS’s) that may affect the County by the outcome or process.
Under federal law, counties have the right to be involved in public lands planning before the
general public has the opportunity to be involved and before a preferred alternative is selected.

Washington County encourages the Agencies to develop biological resources management plans
and provide for the enhancement of native plants, fish, game and non-game species, promote
fishing and hunting on public lands, and provide a private property compensation program for
certain damages created by such programs. Species that are designated as special status,
threatened, endangered, sensitive, candidate or indicator under the federal or state Endangered
Species Act, on lands in Washington County should be based on sound scientific evidence and
local input. Local input should be included in developing biological resource management plans.
To the extent allowed by law, Washington County should have cooperating agency status and
agencies should coordinate with Washington County to address potential impacts of any action
that would impair private lands, alter the customary use and private property interests in the
public land, or potentially impact the local economy, or before eliminating, introducing or
reintroducing any species onto public lands

The Bureau of Land Management:

The Bureau of Land Management is the largest single property manager in Washington County.
It is the goal of the county to work closely with all of the Public Agencies in the management of
their areas of responsibility for the overall good of the county. Whatever happens on the limited
private land in the county impacts the public lands, and what happens on the public land impacts
the private land. A close inter-relationship, as has been shown by previous experience, is even
more important to continue into the future.



Continued development of recreation facilities on BLM land is encouraged by the General Plan.
Continued approval of BLM land for recreation and public purpose use is also recommended.
Some BLM land has been identified for disposal for development purposes. The General Plan
recommends that the County and the BLM work in close contact together to determine when
these disposal lands may best be absorbed into the private development lands in the county.
Where land is disposed of for private use, there is a need for public facilities to provide the
necessary services to this land. Public facilities are often supported and maintained by property
taxes. Where the public lands have not paid those taxes, some adjustment should be made to
avoid a subsidy of public lands by private property owners.

The National Forest:

Most of the Pine Valley Mountain area and most of the northern part of the county is included in
the Pine Valley District of the Dixie National Forest. Detailed plans should be encouraged to
determine the full potential of public recreation and camping facilities that could be developed in
the Forest. Present camping facilities are used to capacity during the summer camping season.

There are still tracts of private land inside of the forest boundary. Efforts should continue to
trade those lands out of the forest in selected areas where they could be used for other purposes.
The Plan recommends that efforts to facilitate such trades be continued.

National Forest land should continue to be used as multiple use land in that it should be available
for livestock grazing, horseback riding and hiking, hunting, forest product gathering including
wood and pine nut harvesting in proper locations, the cutting of Christmas trees where proper,
and visitor experience on the forest including travel, and the use of trails throughout the forest
system. The national forest land inside of Washington County is a valuable multiple use asset to
the county and the residents and visitors that use the land.

The Dixie National Forest has just concluded the work on a multiple year update of the forest
plan. This plan has just recently been adopted by the National Forest Service. The county is
generally very supportive of this plan and encourages its implementation. The county
appreciates having been involved with the Forest Service in the update of this plan. The Forest
Service should ensure that watershed protection, which may include the need for mechanical and
other methods of access and intervention as a primary focus.

The National Park:

Zion National Park is a major tourist attraction in Washington County. With an average visitor
count of over 2,000,000 visitors annually, the county benefits greatly from having the Park in
this county. The Park Service has continued to update their facilities to make them more
attractive to the traveling public. The shuttle transportation system, installed several years ago,
has proved to be an outstanding method to move the visitors through the park during peak visitor
periods and the General Plan encourages its continued use and expansion as necessary. Efforts
should also be made to expand tourist facilities within the park in order to allow visitors to see as
much of the Park as possible. Planning efforts should continue to determine how best to

9



accommodate the numbers of visitors and to make their visit to the Park a memorable
experience.

Institutional and Trust Lands Administration:

When Utah was granted statehood in 1899, the United States Government granted 1/9 of the
public land in Utah as school trust lands for the purpose of supporting public schools. Additional
acreage was added for 11 other beneficiaries. The total amount of land in Utah was over
7,000,000 acres of land. Over half of that amount has been sold off.

The various beneficiaries have been active in selecting lands in Washington County over the
years, especially after Washington County became recognized as a good place to invest in land in
the early 19608. The county has remained as a popular place for land development since that
time, and much of the development that has taken place has been on land that was previously
transferred to the State, or on lands that have been selected by the various entities from BLM
land elsewhere in the county.

As a result of the federal government action, the state is filled with a checkerboard pattern of
state trust land in most of the counties. The original designation provided for 4 sections of land
in each t