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 Session Overview

● Overview of the GNAR Initiative
● GNAR Research Findings
● Introducing the GNAR Academy 
● Group Exercise



The GNAR Initiative



GNAR?



What is a “GNAR” community?
GATEWAY
…to a state or national park, national forest, BLM recreational area, 
protected cultural heritage site, or other prominent public lands

NATURAL AMENITY
…community and economic development is closely tied to landscape 
and natural assets utilized for recreation, tourism, and outdoor-based 
leisure

REGION
…part of a larger region with similar attributes AND/OR a region 
surrounding a resort-like community



What is a “GNAR” community?
• Small town

• 150-20,000 people

• Close proximity to natural amenities
• Within 10 miles of a national park, 

national monument, state park, national 
forest, lake, or wild and scenic river

 
•Not in an urbanized area 

• Further than 15 miles from an urbanized 
area by road



Communities 
(1,522)

Who is a “GNAR” community?
1522 western GNAR 
communities 

821 incorporated 
cities

701 Census 
designated places

30.6% of Mountain 
West communities 

61.1% of “small” 
Mountain West 
communities



GNAR(ly) Challenges

Big city 
problems 
in small 
rural 
towns…

• Affordability and availability of 
housing

• Traffic/congestion/parking

• Short term/Long term rentals

• Climate change 
vulnerability/adaptation







“The GNAR Initiative exists to help western 
GNAR communities thrive and preserve the 
things that make them special.”



OUR THREE PILLARS 



CAPACITY BUILDING - Online Toolkit

● 11 focus areas 

● Continually building new pages 
as critical topics and resources 
come up.



EDUCATION - The GNARly Blog



EDUCATION - Webinar Series



EDUCATION - Webinar Series



● Funded by the National Institute for Transportation 
and Communities, 

● Community survey sent out to 1,500+ Communities, 
235 responses

RESEARCH - 2018 & 2021 NITC 
Community Surveys

https://nitc.trec.pdx.edu/news/planning-gnar-communities
https://nitc.trec.pdx.edu/news/planning-gnar-communities


RESEARCH - 2021 NITC Community 
Survey Feedback

r168

Protecting their “small town” character



RESEARCH - 2021 NITC Community 
Survey Feedback

Development Challenges
● I don’t know 

● Not Challenging

● Slightly Challenging 

● Moderately 
Challengely 

● Very Challenging 

● Extremely 
Challenging  
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RESEARCH - 2021 NITC Community 
Survey Feedback

Economic Challenges
● I don’t know 

● Not Challenging

● Slightly Challenging 

● Moderately 
Challengely 

● Very Challenging 

● Extremely 
Challenging  
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RESEARCH - 2021 NITC Community 
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Governance challenges 
● I don’t know 

● Not Challenging

● Slightly Challenging 

● Moderately 
Challengely 

● Very Challenging 

● Extremely 
Challenging  
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THE GNAR “ACADEMY”



● NITC Tech Transfer 
grant - $110k

● Extension Grant - $32k

● Public Lands Initiative 
Grant - $55k

 Recent Grants



“The GNAR Academy seeks to fill in the 
gap between what gateway communities 
have the capacity for and what 
communities need by providing 
accessible training to help communities 
better understand and advocate for their 
own needs.”

 Purpose



1. Create low-barrier training that is accessible 
for gateway community leaders

2. Covers planning topics and challenges from 
a small, rural, gateway-specific lens

3. Provide opportunities for communities to 
network and meet with others working on 
similar projects

4. Increase community capacity to become 
more self-sustaining and resilient to their 
unique challenges

Goals



Quick 
Foundations 
“Mini-Course”

Effective Community Engagement Methods

Topics 
Specific 
Modules

Reframing Conflict

Understanding Community Values

Proposed Academy Structure

Asset-Mapping

Looking at Regional Collaboration



Topics 
Specific 
Course

Proposed Academy Structure

Community 
Engagement Methods

Scenario Planning

Destination 
Stewardship

Understanding local 
Infrastructure 

Find & Understand
Local Data

Housing Affordability 
Strategies

Disaster Planning

Collaboration Methods

Grant Application Skills 
for Small Towns

Active Transportation



1) What are your initial reactions and feelings about the GNAR 
academy? 
a) What benefits do you see? 
b) What might we be missing? 

2) What do you feel you/your community leaders most need to 
know right now. 

3) Where do you currently get your information from? 
a) What do you like about that structure? 
b) What do you wish was different? 

How we need YOUR help! 



90-Seconds: What do you think?
(Please write it on a note card! We will collect note cards 

at the end of this session - thank you!)



Group Activity: What training topics 
would be most useful, and why? 

8 minutes - Talk with your table & write down topics on your postit-pad!

(Remember to designate a spokesperson)



Group Activity: What training topics would 
be most useful, and why? 

8 minutes - Talk with your table & write down topics on your postit-pad!

Topics 
Specific 
Course

Community Engagement Methods

Scenario Planning

Destination Stewardship

Understanding local Infrastructure 

Find & Understand
Local Data

Housing Affordability Strategies

Disaster Planning

Collaboration Methods

Grant Application Skills for Small 
Towns

Active Transportation



90-Seconds: Where do you currently go 
for training/information & Why

(Please write it on a note card! We will collect note 
cards at the end of this session - thank you!)



Thank you! 

ELIZABETH SODJA
liz.sodja@usu.edu

JORDAN KATCHER
jordan.katcher@law.utah.edu


