
   

 Case Study: Growth Management Tools 
Park City, UT 

Key Takeaways 
This case study examines Park City’s vision for growth and related land use policies. The findings are 
based on a review of the general plan, city ordinances, and an interview with the Community 
Development Director. Here are the key takeaways: 

• A few simple, mutually reinforcing tools (zoning, open space preservation, and environmental 
ordinances in Park City) can be more effective than a more complicated tool in directing new 
development. 

• Growth is a regional issue and requires interjurisdictional coordination to productively manage. 

Introduction 
Park City, Utah, is an iconic Rocky Mountain ski town. It has long been a recreation and vacation 
hotspot, with almost 60 percent of current housing units being used as seasonal vacation homes that 
are unoccupied most of the year. The population of Park City is roughly 8,000, and it has an elevation 
of 7,000 feet. It is located in Summit County, Utah, and is about a half-hour drive from the Salt Lake 
City metropolitan area.  

Park City has been grappling with growth management and development pressures for four 
decades. To balance development with its goals of “protecting undeveloped lands and growing 
inward” and to “conserving and preserve a network of open space,” Park City has utilized a number 
of key land use planning strategies. As described below, some of these strategies have been 
particularly successful, whereas others have been less important or less effective.  

Successful Land Use Planning Strategies 
According to Park City officials, a number of key land use planning strategies have been particularly 
impactful and successful in helping the city balanced growth and development with its vision of, as 
laid out in its general plan, maintaining its “small town” feel and “natural setting.” These strategies are 
categorized here under the categories of: zoning for targeted densities, approaches for protecting 
open spaces, and environmental ordinances. These strategies are mutually reinforcing. 

Zoning for targeted densities 
Park City’s zoning was developed strategically to limit densities for new peripheral development and 
provide for more density in existing centers. Most of the city’s single-family neighborhoods are zoned 
for third-acre lots, or three residential units per acre, while the medium-density zones are five units per 
acre and up. Park City aims to promote redevelopment and limit sprawling development by 

http://www.parkcity.org/departments/community-development/planning/general-plan
http://parkcity.maps.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?webmap=aa328e9cfdfb4cbeb8e8a542addf9a03


   

providing a mix of lot sizes, decreasing minimum 
lot sizes, and allowing for more medium density 
development.  

Approaches for protecting open space 
Park City’s elected officials and professional staff 
have long been committed to protecting the 
city’s open space. The map on the previous page 
shows permanently preserved land in Park City. 
This land was preserved using the following tools: 

Conservation easements and deed restrictions: 
Conservation easements place a legal restriction 
on a property to prevent development and are 
bought by an external party or donated by the 
landowner. Deed restrictions are implemented by 
Homeowner Associations and restrict the land use 
or design of a property. 

Land acquisition: Much of the protected land was 
purchased and preserved by Park City Municipal 
Corporation (the city government). These 
purchases are funded by a resort sales tax and 
municipal bonds. 

Conservation subdivision design: Conservation subdivisions can preserve more open space and 
reduce grading and infrastructure costs relative to traditional subdivision design. They achieve this by 
clustering development in a certain area of a property, while leaving the rest as natural or 
landscaped open space. A couple of conservation subdivisions have already been completed in 
the region, and Park City promotes the use of conservation subdivision design by requiring new 
developments to preserve 60 percent of the land. The below image from the general plan shows the 
difference between a traditional and conservation subdivision. Each option has the same number of 
units. 

 

Conservation subdivision. The map on the left shows a traditional development of single-family lots. 
The map on the right shows how these single-family homes can be clustered on smaller lots to 

preserve shared open space. Source- Park City general plan. 
 

http://parkcity.maps.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?webmap=0f0d39a8337842fdb2e599b7891fb68b
http://parkcity.maps.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?webmap=55d48a883e574095917dd79571b2884e


   

Zoning: Park City has designated Protected Open Space and Recreation Open Space districts that 
do not allow residential or commercial development. The purpose of both zones is to preserve 
sensitive lands and provide for public enjoyment. The Recreation Open Space Zone can include 
public parks and golf courses, while the Protected Open Space Zone is intended to preserve lands in 
a more natural state. 

Environmental Ordinances 
Park City uses a variety of environmental ordinances to protect wildlife corridors, steep slopes, areas 
of high ecological value, and prominent viewsheds. The “sensitive lands” overlay zone also aids in the 
ecological protection efforts. This overlay zone can be designated on top of an existing zone to 
create added restrictions protecting steep slopes, wetlands, and other sensitive areas. Planned 
developments that leave the “sensitive lands” overlay zone untouched are eligible to receive a 10 
percent density bonus. 

Supplemental Strategies 
In addition to the above land use planning strategies, Park City also uses the below approaches to 
manage growth and fulfill the city’s vision. 

Developer Pays for Infrastructure and Services 
Park City requires the developer to pay for the additional burden on infrastructure and services from 
new development. This prevents improvements for new development from being subsidized by the 
existing tax base. 

Annexation 
Park City has incrementally annexed surrounding areas and has additional plans to do so. 
Annexation expands the City’s boundary and gives the municipal government more control over the 
annexed land area. This enables them to direct development to promote City values and preserve 
wildlife corridors using the previously listed strategies. 

Less Successful Strategies 
Local, market-based strategies for managing growth such as Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) 
have been gaining momentum as a progressive and equitable growth management strategy but 
aren’t always as easy to implement or as transparent as they might seem. Discussed in detail in the 
general plan, Park City is no longer pursuing a TDR program. 

Transfer of Development Rights 
A TDR is a voluntary incentive program that allows landowners to sell development rights from their 
land to developers interested in increasing the density of a development on another property. Selling 
development rights puts an easement on the property to prevent further development and provides 
compensation to landowners, while directing new development to more desirable areas by 
increasing the allowable density. 



   

 

Transfer of Development Rights 

Park City has abandoned the pursuit of a TDR since the general plan was written in 2014. Unclear 
values of the credits reportedly led to confusion for sellers and particularly buyers, limiting its 
effectiveness and generating administrative burden. It also proved difficult to designate “receiving 
zones”. 

Lessons Learned  
Park City’s experience shows that, when it comes to managing growth, a few simple, mutually 
reinforcing tools can be more successful than a more sophisticated tool. While they can be effective, 
Park City’s TDR program proved to be too complicated and unclear to achieve the desired results, so 
the City dropped it and continued to rely on the existing set of strategies that has been evolving for 
decades. Progressive elected officials, and a budget with which to purchase land, have also been 
integral to Park City’s success in limiting sprawling development. 

Regardless of Park City’s efforts, a large development is planned in adjacent Wasatch County. This 
will have broad reaching impacts on surrounding infrastructure, services, and ecosystems. At the end 
of the day, growth management is largely a regional concern requiring interjurisdictional 
collaboration to truly be successful. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared by Cody Lutz, MCMP candidate, with guidance from Dr. Danya Rumore (fall 2017)    
Special thanks to Bruce Erickson, Park City Director of Community Development 
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https://ski.curbed.com/2016/5/23/11740246/deer-valley-jordanelle-deer-cove-development
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