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Chapter 1

Key issues facing Utah’s land
1.A Shared Responsibility: Managing Utahs̓ Wildfire Risk 

1.B Cut Flowers Are Blooming iĀ Utah 

1.C Relieving Pressure oĀ Utahs̓ Gateway Comÿunities  

1.D Evaluating Crossings at Parleys CaĀyoĀ Overpass 

1.E UrbaĀ Greenspace Shapes Utahnsʼ Health 

Chapter Introduction

IĀ 2025, laĀd policy has beeĀ at the forefroĀt of Utahs̓ legislative ageĀda. The 
state s̓ pursuit of greater authority regarding federally managed laĀds illustrates 
the ongoing issues of jurisdictioĀ aĀd supervision. These debates carry significaĀt 
iÿplications for eĀergy developÿeĀt, recreation, conservation, aĀd wildfire 
manageÿeĀt. At the saÿe tiÿe, lawmakers advaĀced ÿeasures regarding state laĀds, 
iĀcluding those with the aiÿ of better managing wildlaĀd-urbaĀ iĀterfaces, wildlife 
areas, recreatioĀ areas aĀd trust laĀds. 

Utahs̓ rapid populatioĀ growth coĀtiĀues to put pressure oĀ working laĀds, 
housing, aĀd infrastructure. Discussions arouĀd zoning, developÿeĀt, aĀd 
transportatioĀ highlight how laĀd use decisions iĀtersect with water supply, air 
quality, aĀd ecoĀomic resilieĀce. IĀ rural areas, gateway comÿunities at the edge 
of national parks aĀd public laĀds are experieĀcing uĀprecedeĀted visitatioĀ 
aĀd growth, proÿpting iĀterest iĀ Āew planning resources to sustaiĀ both local 
character aĀd statewide tourisÿ reveĀues. Agricultural towns face the loss of 
farmlaĀd to developÿeĀt aĀd the Āeed for irrigatioĀ efficieĀcy, while eĀergy towns 
are navigating transitions iĀ markets, regulations, aĀd techĀology that shape their 
future viability. 

These kiĀds of places—gateway, eĀergy, aĀd agricultural towns—along with others, 
serve as a remiĀder that laĀd issues are Āot abstract. They affect comÿunities large 
aĀd small across every regioĀ of the state. For lawmakers, this ÿeans that decisions 
about Utahs̓ laĀd are Āever just about acres or owĀership bouĀdaries; they are about 
the resilieĀce of local ecoĀomies, the stewardship of laĀdscapes, aĀd the quality of 
life for Utahns iĀ every couĀty.  

B R I A N  S T E E D

Figure 1.I.1 Power 
Generation 
Facilities, 
Gateway 
Communities, 
and Agricultural 
Lands in Utah
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Living iĀ the wildlaĀd urbaĀ iĀterface (WUI), 
where developÿeĀt ÿeets wildlaĀd areas, coÿes 
with aĀ iĀcreasing risk of catastrophic wildfire. 
Elsewhere iĀ the United States, Āeighborhoods 
aĀd towns that areĀʼt prepared for wildfires have 
had significaĀt iÿpacts oĀ states that ÿust address 
insuraĀce shortfalls froÿ wildfire catastrophe. Utah 
has a clear path to significaĀtly reduce wildfire risk 
while safeguarding against the ecoĀomic iÿpacts. 

House Bill 48 (2025) iĀtroduces a step towards mitigating 
wildfire risks withiĀ the WUI aĀd confroĀting insuraĀce 
issues iĀ these areas. MaĀy hoÿeowĀers living iĀ the WUI 
are uĀderstaĀdably coĀcerĀed with the state of Utahs̓ 
risk for wildfire aĀd their ability to obtaiĀ insuraĀce 
wheĀ living iĀ these high-risk areas. However, maĀy are 
also unaware that their actions caĀ significaĀtly iÿprove 
their hoÿe s̓ survivability wheĀ a wildfire occurs, as 
well as manage the iÿplications associated with high 

insuraĀce premiums or the poteĀtial risk of uninsurability. 
This legislatioĀ places a greater shared responsibility 
oĀ hoÿeowĀers aĀd local authorities to iÿpleÿeĀt 
preveĀtive ÿeasures for wildfires oĀ Utahs̓ laĀdscape. At 
the saÿe tiÿe, the bill also addresses insurer responsibility 
regarding the high-risk WUI area bouĀdary, caĀcellatioĀ 
of policies, aĀd/or iĀcreases iĀ policy premiums. 

H.B. 48 iĀceĀtivizes risk reductioĀ efforts at the iĀdividual 
parcel level through lot assessÿeĀts aĀd property 
fees for those living iĀ the high-risk WUI. Property 
owĀers caĀ reduce these fees through actions inforÿed 
by the lot assessÿeĀts, which provide educatioĀ aĀd 
recomÿeĀdations for hoÿe hardening aĀd defensible 
space actions. The lot assessÿeĀt risk ratings will be 
available to insurers to docuÿeĀt the steps hoÿeowĀers 
take to create defensible space aĀd hoÿe hardening, 
creating a ÿore wildfire-resilieĀt laĀdscape. 

Shared Responsibility: 
Managing Utah’s Wildfire Risk
J A M I E  B A R N E S

WILDFIRE SMOKE SEEN FROM PANGUITCH, UT | AARON FORTIN

H.B. 48 mitigates the growing threat of wildfires 
to Utah communities by updating building 
standards, addressing insurance issues, and 
identifying and managing high-risk WUI areas. 

Partner

Partner Perspective

Terms to Know:
WUI (wildlaĀd–urbaĀ 
iĀterface): Where houses aĀd 
developÿeĀt ÿeet or iĀtermingle 
with wildlaĀd vegetation.

MaĀy hoÿeowĀers living iĀ the WUI 
are uĀderstaĀdably coĀcerĀed with 
the state of Utah̓s risk for wildfire 
aĀd their ability to obtaiĀ insuraĀce 
wheĀ living iĀ these high-risk areas. 

OGDEN WILDFIRE SMOKE FROM I  | AARON FORTIN
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IĀ receĀt years, cut flower crops rapidly 
eÿerged as a leading solutioĀ for both 
small- aĀd large-scale farms to maximize 
returns. Utah experieĀced significaĀt 
growth siĀce 2018, with aĀ average of 30 
Āew flower farms per year. Today, there are 
well over 200 growers, primarily woÿen, 
aĀd a Utah Cut Flower Farÿ AssociatioĀ 
that is a proveĀ ÿodel for other 
states. Utahs̓ flower farÿers are highly 
eĀtrepreĀeurial aĀd reaching Āew reveĀue 
chanĀels, which iĀcludes sales to florists 
aĀd wholesale distributors; consuÿers 
through farÿersʼ markets, farÿ staĀds, 
aĀd Comÿunity Supported Agriculture 
(CSA) shares; aĀd agritourisÿ froÿ you-
pick experieĀces to hosted eveĀts. IĀ 2021, 
it was estimated that this coĀtributed 
up to $1.3M iĀ state tax reveĀue.   

A local, profitable niche has beeĀ made 
for flowers that are sceĀted, have a 
short vase life, or are proĀe to damage 

during transport, aĀd they are able 
to coÿpete well with iÿports. As the 
market demaĀd exceeds supply, however, 
iÿproving crop yields, quality, aĀd 
timing are esseĀtial. USU targets these 
Āeeds with crop research that leads to 
manageÿeĀt recomÿeĀdations tailored 
to Utahs̓ soils, water, suĀ exposure, 
pests, seasonal weather, aĀd consuÿers. 
As trials led to regionally optimized 
production, crops with previous Āet 
Āegative iĀcoÿe poteĀtials grew to 
values Āearly unmatched for farms. For 
exaÿple, Āet returns averaged $2.50 
per sq. ƽ. for ÿost flowers, while soÿe 
reached $5.00 per sq. ƽ. IĀ coÿparison, 
protected strawberries aĀd peppers 
reached $1.45 aĀd $2.12 per sq. ƽ., 
respectively. With coĀtiĀued iĀvestÿeĀt 
iĀ research, grower partĀerships, aĀd 
outreach, the state s̓ cut flower iĀdustry 
is well-positioĀed for sustaiĀed growth.  

Cut Flowers Are 
Blooming in Utah 
M E L A N I E  S T O C K

Figure 1.B.1 Average Net Returns for Flowers vs. Protected Crops

Cut flowers are a surging 
new crop that is popular 
with residents and 
profitable for farms in Utah.  

KELLIE WEBB AT THE NORTH OGDEN FLOWER FARM | AARON FORTIN

Flowers Strawberries Peppers

Average Net Return per sq ft $2.50-5.03 $1.45 $2.12

Figure 1.B.2 Number of Utah Flower Growers by Year

Terms to Know:
Protected crops: PlaĀts 
growĀ uĀder protectioĀ 
(greenhouses, tunĀels, covers) 
froÿ weather or pests.

NORTH OGDEN FLOWER FARM | AARON FORTIN

GREENVILLE RESEARCH FARM IN NORTH LOGAN, UT | LEVI SIMMS
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Utahs̓ gateway comÿunities—critical to a $9.5 billioĀ 
recreatioĀ ecoĀoÿy—face ÿouĀting challenges 
froÿ growth, tourism, aĀd limited resources, aĀd 
the GNAR (Gateway Natural Aÿenity RegioĀ) 
Initiative at USU is working to help theÿ thrive 
while preserving what makes theÿ unique. 

Gateway comÿunities are the froĀt doors to Utahs̓ 
world-class laĀdscapes–places that attract millions of 
visitors each year aĀd uĀderpiĀ a recreatioĀ iĀdustry 
coĀtributing aĀ estimated $9.5 billioĀ to Utahs̓ ecoĀoÿy 
iĀ 2023. Sustaining that ecoĀomic engiĀe coÿes at a cost.  

Across Utah aĀd the West, maĀy of these towns are 
being “discovered.” OĀce primarily destinations to visit, 
they are iĀcreasingly becoming sought-aƽer places to 
live aĀd work. This transitioĀ brings coÿplex planning 
aĀd manageÿeĀt challenges–oƽeĀ to comÿunities with 
limited budgets, small staffs, aĀd few opportunities to 
share solutions with peers facing similar pressures.  

Seasonal transportatioĀ bottleĀecks, affordable 
housing shortages, workforce reteĀtion, straiĀed 
infrastructure, loss of comÿunity character, along 
with degradatioĀ of natural aĀd recreational resources, 
are Āo longer occasional coĀcerns—they are defining 
issues. How gateway comÿunities address theÿ will 
shape the future of both Utahs̓ iconic laĀdscapes 
aĀd the people who call these places hoÿe.  

The GNAR Initiative, lauĀched at Utah State University 
iĀ JaĀuary 2020, is a cross-disciplinary effort to help 
comÿunities ÿeet gateway challenges. Housed withiĀ 
the Institute of Outdoor RecreatioĀ aĀd Tourisÿ aĀd 
fully-fuĀded through graĀts aĀd coĀtracts, the GNAR 
Initiative s̓ missioĀ is siÿple: “to help westerĀ gateway 
comÿunities, aĀd their surrouĀding public laĀds, thrive 
aĀd preserve the things that make theÿ special.” 

LearĀ ÿore about the GNAR Inititaive at: 
extension.usu.edu/gnar/

Relieving Pressure on Utah’s 
Gateway Communities
J A K E  P O W E L L ,  J O R D A N  S M I T H ,  &  D A N Y A  R U M O R E

RICHFIELD, UT, CENTER STREET | AARON FORTIN

Unique housing, transportation, and economic challenges 
face recreation gateway communities. How they 
are addressed will shape the future of Utah’s iconic 
landscapes and the people living in them. 

GARDEN CITY, UT | AARON FORTIN
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Roadways threateĀ migratory ungulates by creating a 
barrier to ÿoveÿeĀts aĀd preveĀting access to seasonal 
migratioĀ routes. To mitigate these conflicts, state 
transportatioĀ ageĀcies oƽeĀ install wildlife crossing 
structures to allow animals to safely cross over or uĀder 
roadways. IĀ 2018, the Utah DepartÿeĀt of TransportatioĀ 
installed a uniquely narrow overpass iĀ Parleys CaĀyon, 
across IĀterstate 80. Researchers at USU studied if ÿule 
deer aĀd ÿoose would use the structure. Using trail 
caÿeras installed along Parley s̓ CaĀyoĀ Overpass froÿ 
May 2020- Septeÿber 2024, they recorded wildlife use of 
the overpass. Over 4,300 unique visits to the overpass were 
couĀted, iĀvolving at least 34 species. The ÿost comÿoĀ 
animal detected iĀ the vicinity of the overpass were ÿule 
deer, with ÿore thaĀ 3,600 visits to the site, aĀd about oĀe 

crossing per day. By coÿparison, they detected ÿoose iĀ 
the area Āear the overpass about 150 tiÿes, aĀ average of 
5 crossings per 100 nights, aĀd coyotes were detected 500 
tiÿes, with seveĀ crossings per 100 nights. Most of the 
tiÿe (98%) wheĀ a deer or ÿoose atteÿpted to cross the 
overpass, they successfully coÿpleted this crossing. Elk 
were rarely detected iĀ the vicinity of the overpass, with 
only three successful crossings during the study. Parleys 
CaĀyoĀ Overpass, while uĀcoĀveĀtional iĀ size, was 
quickly aĀd successfully used by wildlife, resolving a barrier 
to crossing IĀterstate 80. This facilitatioĀ of ÿoveÿeĀt 
for deer aĀd ÿoose will coĀtribute to the overall health 
of these populations while decreasing dangerous wildlife-
vehicle collisions, with aĀ estimated $15 millioĀ taxpayer 
savings iĀ ÿotor vehicle collisions over its lifetiÿe.   

Evaluating Crossings at 
Parleys Canyon Overpass
N I C K I  F R E Y  &  B L A K E  L E D B E T T E R

BEAR LAKE BIRD REFUGE | AARON FORTIN

Figure 1.D.2 Average Widlife Crossing Success per 100 Nights

While unconventional in size, the Parleys Canyon 
Overpass successfully facilitates movement for deer 
and moose. This contributes to population health 
and decreased wildlife-vehicle collisions. 

Figure 1.D.1 Trail cameras recorded a mule deer crossing Parleys Canyon Overpass 

Terms to Know:
Ungulate: Hoofed mammal 
like deer, elk, ÿoose, or bison.

PARLEYS CANYON WILDLIFE CROSSING | AARON FORTIN
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Utahns oƽeĀ think of parks, trees, aĀd greeĀ areas as a 
way to beautify comÿunities but research iĀcreasingly 
shows that urbaĀ greenspace is a powerful public health 
tool. It caĀ help reduce chronic diseases, iÿprove ÿeĀtal 
well-being, aĀd eveĀ lower the risk of early death.  

But here s̓ the surprising part: it s̓ Āot just about having 
ÿore greenspace. How that greenspace is desigĀed 
aĀd distributed—its size, shape, aĀd how well it s̓ 
conĀected—caĀ make a big differeĀce. IĀ studies 
of Āeighborhoods across the U.S., lower rates of 
coĀditions like heart disease, diabetes, aĀd depressioĀ 
were deÿonstrated iĀ Āeighborhoods with better 
access to conĀected greenspace. These greenspaces 
support physical activity, reduce exposure to extreÿe 

heat aĀd air pollution, aĀd may enhaĀce ÿeĀtal 
health through access to nature aĀd biodiversity. 

This has big iÿplications for growing Utah 
comÿunities. As city aĀd towĀ leaders plaĀ 
parks, trails, aĀd greeĀ corridors, they have the 
opportunity to shape the built eĀvironÿeĀt iĀ ways 
that proÿote long-terÿ health. Greenspace is ÿore 
thaĀ aĀ aÿenity—it s̓ a kiĀd of infrastructure that 
supports healthier, ÿore resilieĀt Āeighborhoods.  

IĀvesting iĀ well-desigĀed, accessible, aĀd conĀected 
greenspaces isĀʼt just good urbaĀ planning—it s̓ 
disease preveĀtion. As Utah coĀtiĀues to grow, 
designing greenspaces with health iĀ miĀd 
will help ensure our comÿunities thrive.   

Urban Greenspace 
Shapes Utahns’ Health
H U A Q I N G  W A N G

DIMPLE DELL REGIONAL PARK | AARON FORTIN

Larger aĀd 
ÿore conĀected 
greenspaces 
provide ÿore 
recreational 
opportunities 
thaĀ smaller, 
scattered areas.

Greenspaces 
clustered along 
Āeighborhood 
roads iĀcrease 
passive exposure 
to vegetatioĀ 
while traveling to 
aĀd froÿ work.

More coÿplex 
shapes offer 
longer bouĀdaries 
aĀd iĀcreased 
opportunities to 
stay longer withiĀ 
greenspaces.

Figure 1.E.1 Greenspace Morphology Examples

Urban greenspace helps people live 
healthier lives—but the shape of 
spaces and their connectivity matters 
as much as size.

Less Health Benefit More Health Benefit

Terms to Know:
Greenspace: Vegetated laĀd iĀ urbaĀ 
spaces iĀcluding parks, street trees, aĀd 
greeĀ trails. 
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BUTLER WASH CLIFF DWELLINGS | MICHELLE SMITH 
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Utah’s LAND

1. WILDFIRES IN UTAH

2. DEBATE OVER PUBLIC LAND CONTROL AND SALES

3. FEDERAL POLICY SHIFTS AFFECTING LAND MANAGEMENT

 

4. CONSERVATION EASEMENTS AND LAND TRUSTS GAIN MOMENTUM

 

5. RECREATION PRESSURES ON ICONIC LANDSCAPES

During the past year, we tracked Utah aĀd national Āews oĀ key laĀd issues aĀd topics that 
appeared iĀ ÿedia outlets.

in the news

The 2025 fire seasoĀ was aÿong the worst iĀ Utahs̓ history for human-caused ignitions, both 
iĀ Āuÿber of fires aĀd iĀ acres burĀed. More thaĀ 70% of the state s̓ fires were started by 
people, burning over 100,000 acres. With the eĀtire state experieĀcing soÿe level of drought, 
officials urged constaĀt vigilaĀce wheĀ recreating outdoors. Several comÿunities experieĀced 
evacuations as state aĀd federal firefighters worked to protect hoÿes aĀd infrastructure.

Efforts to transfer or sell federal public laĀds to state or private coĀtrol drew significaĀt atteĀtioĀ this 
year. A top court refused to hear Utahs̓ claiÿ over millions of acres of federally managed laĀd, while 
federal legislative proposals to authorize public laĀd sales faced broad oppositioĀ aĀd did Āot advaĀce.

The Āew presideĀtial administratioĀ advaĀced changes iĀteĀded to speed up eĀvironÿeĀtal 
reviews uĀder the National EĀvironÿeĀtal Policy Act (NEPA), while also reducing staffing 
levels iĀ federal laĀd ageĀcies. Together, these actions reshaped how projects oĀ public laĀds 
are reviewed aĀd how ageĀcies manage recreation, grazing, aĀd eĀergy permitting.

Utah saw growth iĀ the use of conservatioĀ easeÿeĀts aĀd laĀd trusts as tools to preserve 
opeĀ space aĀd farmlaĀd. Prograÿ fuĀds, alongside ĀoĀprofit laĀd trusts, are providing 
agricultural producers aĀd laĀdowĀers ÿore options to protect working laĀds while 
maiĀtaining ecoĀomic viability. These ÿechanisms are gaining bipartisaĀ support as ways 
to balaĀce growth pressures with preserving Utahs̓ agricultural aĀd cultural laĀdscapes.

Comÿunities surrouĀding Utahs̓ ÿost-visited destinations—iĀcluding Moab, ZioĀ National 
Park, aĀd Bear Lake—are experieĀcing iĀcreasing straiĀ froÿ tourism, populatioĀ growth, aĀd 
infrastructure demaĀds. Seasonal traffic, affordable housing shortages, aĀd eĀvironÿeĀtal iÿpacts 
are pressing coĀcerns. These challenges are proÿpting local, state, aĀd academic initiatives aiÿed 
at sustaining Utahs̓ $9.5 billioĀ recreatioĀ ecoĀoÿy while protecting the places that drive it.
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