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Today: Gateway Communities
• “Small towns with big city problems”
• Results from NITC funded final report
• Useful sources of public data
• Raise awareness of these challenges 

and opportunities in gateway 
communities.

• Provide resources for further 
connections



“Gateway Communities”
• Gateways to natural amenities

• A wide range of small rural communities in the 
western U.S. 

• Many national parks/federal/public lands
• Distant from urbanized areas

• 500-25,000 population

• 15 miles from an urbanized area

• Within 10 miles of:
• National Park/Monument
• National Forest
• State Park
• Wild and scenic rivers
• Reservoirs and lakes
• Ski resorts

• N= 1,857 census designated places
• Represents a range of community types



Covid 19 and gateway 
communities:
• Anecdotal mass migration to 

gateway communities
• “Zoom towns”
• High income earners moved 

to “affordable” rural 
communities for their natural 
amenities

• Additional pressure on 
housing and transportation



Small towns, big city problems:
• Lack of affordable housing
• Displaced workforce
• Limited city budgets and staff
• Traffic, crowding, and long 

commutes
• Environmental degradation
• Change/loss of community 

character



Our research:
• Supporting these communities with 

data, strategies, and outreach
• Better understand the 

interconnected issues of housing, 
transportation, and land use issues 
in these types of communities

• Are these local or regional issues?
• Can we measure the impacts Covid 

19 had on gateway communities?



What we’ve done:
• Questionnaire of public 

officials in gateway 
communities

• Four case studies
• Analysis of publicly available 

secondary data
• Community 

workshops/informal public 
official interviews

• Previous NITC supported 
surveys and interviews



Questionnaire
• Public official e-mail addresses
• 42 questions (Qualtrics)
• https://uarizona.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe

/form/SV_bvYNCMR1Pr0PRhc
• Sections:

• Screening
• Community challenges
• Housing
• Transportation
• Planning Strategies

Scan here to see the online survey

https://uarizona.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bvYNCMR1Pr0PRhc


Questionnaire

• 1,857 identified gateway communities
• 1,153 public official e-mails
• 235 completed questionnaires
• 11 states
• 151 cities and towns
• 42 counties
• One regional organization
• Two tribal organizations
• 13 “other”
• Response rate= 17.6%



Who took the survey?

• 73% represented city/town 
government

• 20% represented county 
government

• Regional, tribal, and other 
government represented the rest. 



Secondary Datasets
• 1,857 communities
• Census data

• Housing
• Demographics
• Employment
• Rates of change

• Commuting data
• Land cover data
• Proximity to amenities



Case Studies
• Student led
• Trained students in a Spring 

2022 course (University of 
Utah)

• Partnered students with 
community members/leaders

• Conducted interviews
• Collected planning documents
• Wrote and presented the case 

studies



Community workshops
• Gateway and Natural Amenity 

Region Initiative (Utah State 
University)

• Initiated the project with 13 
informal interviews with 
potential case study 
communities

• Three workshops throughout 
the project to share and get 
feedback on our approach and 
results.  



Our findings
• Challenges
• Housing
• Transportation
• Commuting



Provision of basic infrastructure is 
challenging
• Over 20% of respondents 

indicated each of these factors as 
very or extremely challenging

Case Study: Moab, Utah
• Busy weekends, new hotels, and 

high water demand.
• Struggled to keep up with 

wastewater demand
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I don't know Not challenging at all Slightly challenging Moderately challenging Very challenging Extremely challenging

Figure 3.3: Severity of development issues in gateway communities



Lack of local resources is challenging
• Write in responses:

“Finding resources to update water and 
wastewater treatment facilities”
“Funding to update General Plan”
“Insufficient essential services- grocery, 
barber, hardware, etc.”

• 40% or more of respondents said lack 
of long-range planning, community 
distrust of local government, and local 
political tensions are moderately to 
extremely challenging Figure 3.4: Severity of governance issues in gateway communities

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Community perception that "planning" is a bad thing

Lack of collaboration among regional jurisdictions

Local political tensions

Community distrust of local government

Lack of long-range planning

Insufficient local government staff/capacity

Difficulties associated with local government employee
recruitment/retention

Lack of local government resources and revenue
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Lack of affordable housing is most 
commonly reported challenge
• Same result as our pre-pandemic 

2018 survey
• Interviewees tie this to an 

imbalance of local wages to 
relative cost of living

• Aspen, Colorado
• Median income is $74k
• Median home price is $4 million
• Calculates it has a deficit of 4,000 

affordable housing units (year round
population of less than 8,000)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Influx of high salary remote workers

Over-reliance on tourism-related tax sources

Lack of economic diversification

Difficulties associated with local workforce
recruitment/retention

Imbalance in average local wages relative to cost of living

Housing affordability

I don't know Not challenging at all Slightly challenging Moderately challenging Very challenging Extremely challenging

Figure 3.5: Economic challenges in gateway communities



What factors are making it more 
difficult to live in or near a 
community?
“Other” likely reflects the 
complexity of this question:

“COVID = driven migration from wealthier areas 
of the nation driving 50-60% median homes 
prices over last one year, kicking out tenants, 
converting to STRs [short-term rentals], lack of 
County and Town consistent stance on STR’s for 
our small community of 12,000”

1 being “not at all” and 5 being “a great deal;” 



What are these communities 
doing to improve housing 
affordability?

Only 13% of respondents 
indicated they thought their 
community “was doing enough”



What would be helpful resources to help 
address housing challenges?

• Changes to mandates and laws
• Publishing best practices
• Funding
• Increased planning capacity
• Regulatory reform
• Better data



Transportation in gateway communities



Traffic, long commutes and limited options

• Cities like Moab and Springdale 
frequently deal with congestion because 
the main street is also a state highway

Case Study: Sandpoint, Idaho
• Bypass routes are politically challenging 

and costly, but can alleviate some of the 
traffic challenges 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

How effectively do you think your existing transportation
options serve the needs of residents?

How effectively do you think your existing transportation
options serve the needs of the local workforce?

How effectively do you think your existing transportation
options serve the needs of tourists?

Not effective at all Slightly effective Moderately effectively Very effectively Extremely effectively



Variety of transportation options exist in gateway communities
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Regional transportation patterns

Visualizing commuter sheds:
https://uagis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/instant/basic/index.
html?appid=c7262349fd624b96bc1a0c0912caf03d&local
e=en-us



Regional commuting patterns
• 73.2% of workers in gateway 

communities commute over 10 
minutes

• On average, 35% of the workforce 
in gateway communities does not 
live in the community* they work in

*census designated place

• Internal capture rates in all gateway 
communities are very low



LODES data:
• Longitudinal Employer-Household 

Dynamics
• Census Bureau product and state 

unemployment data
• Origin-Destination Dataset
• Location of worker’s residence matched 

with location of job
• Caveats:

• Anonymization procedure inserts 
probabilistic random data

• Does not necessarily mean a commute, just a 
location of a worker and where the business 
is located

• Doesn’t capture all industries, i.e.
construction

• Seasonal workers could be reflected in this 
dataset



Do communities understand their 
workforce commuting patterns? 
• Respondents indicated a less than 

complete understanding of 
workforce commuting patterns

• What data would be helpful?
• “Accurate local data on VMT, 

commuteshed” 0%

5%
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20%

25%

30%

35%

Not at all Not very Somewhat Fairly well Extremely well I don't know

Figure 3.14: Respondents understanding of workforce commuting patterns for their community



Online blog: How to make a commute map:
• Hosted at the Gateway and Natural 

Amenity Resource (GNAR) Initiative
• Instructions and links to data sources
• Make your own commute map!
• Link: 

https://www.usu.edu/gnar/gnarly_blog/s
tephanie_commutershed



Do gateway communities engage in regional 
planning?

• Regional housing efforts were the least 
commonly reported
• i.e. biggest problem is not being widely addressed 

at a regional level
• Very low percentages of respondents indicated 

that regional planning was very effective.
• Most commonly around tourism and recreation.
• Least commonly on housing issues.
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What other planning tools are used?

• General/comp plans
• Community vision
• Natural disaster/hazard plans
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How did Covid 19 impact the communities?

• 45% of respondents said that the population 
of year-round residents is higher or much 
higher;

• A little more than 60% said that the population 
of tourists was higher or much higher

• Interestingly, no one said the population of 
seasonal residents was much higher in their 
community; about 40 % said this population 
had not changed, and about 15% said that 
this population had decreased since 

• “Zoom towns” are a subset of our total sample

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Seasonal residents

Year-round residents
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Next steps: Gateway Typology
Better differentiate types of 
gateway communities
Our 1,857 “gateway communities” 
don’t always identify as gateway 
communities

• “none of this is applicable for our 
town”

We knew this, but still think that 
many have the potential to “turn 
into one”, i.e. development 
trajectory

Variable Group 1
(1 amenity)

Group 2
(2 amenities)

Group 3
(3 and 4 
amenities)

Group 4
(Five plus)

Population 
growth rate

13% 14.5% 15.9% 26.9%

Median 
household 
income

$45,099 $47,348 $49,991 $56,829*

Per capita 
income

$22,551 $24,868 $26,904 $29,956**

Percent 2ndhome 
ownership

6.4% 9.6% 13.4% 17.3%

Median home 
value

$146,497 $185,651 $222,223 $238,300*

Median gross 
rent

$740 $800 $890 $919****





Other resources:
• Two NITC Reports

• https://nitc.trec.pdx.edu/research/project/1118/Planning_in_G
ateway_and_Amenity_Communities:_Understanding_Unique_C
hallenges_Associated_with_Transportation,_Mobility,_and_Acc
ess_to_Opportunity

• Journal of American Planning Association
• Stoker, P., Rumore, D., Romaniello, L., & 

Levine, Z. (2021). Planning and development 
challenges in western gateway 
communities. Journal of the American 
Planning Association, 87(1), 21-33.

• Gateway and Natural Amenity Resource 
Initiative
• https://www.usu.edu/gnar/



Thank you!

NITC:
Lacey Friedly
Becca Bornstein

Research Team:
Danya Rumore
Stephanie Smith
Ethan Wissler
Zacharia Levine



Questions
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