APA UTAH 2026 SPRING CONFERENCE SESSION

“Where Everyone Knows Your Name”

Ethics Challenges in Utah's Small Towns and Rural Places

Presented By:
Rob Terry, AICP, Statewide Land Use Training Director
and
Jason Boal, AICP, APA Utah Chapter President
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AGENDA

What this session covers

Why rural ethics feels different

Small populations, repeated contact, and
overlapping roles make neutrality harder to
demonstrate.

Dual relationships

Working through cases where neighbors,
clients, church members, orrelatives appear
before the body.

Utah laws

Reviewing state-law details and how they
affect planning and land-use decisions.
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Conflict-of-interest triggers

Recognizing when financial, family, business,
or advocacy tiesrequire disclosure or
recusal.

Transparency and accountability

Creating defensible records, consistent
process, and public trust in visible local
decisions.

Take-home tools

Reference materials, meeting habits, and
checklists participants can use immediately.
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CONTEXT

Why ethics looks different in small communities
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Relationships are repeated Roles often overlap Visibility is high
Decision-makers may see Aperson canbe avolunteer Even lawful decisions canlose
applicants at work, school leader, landowner, contractor, legitimacy if the public sees
events, church, the store, or employer, and public official at insider treatment or selective
family gatherings longbefore the same time. process.

any public hearing.

The core challenge is not avoiding all relationships. It is recognizing when closeness canreasonably
callimpartiality into question, then responding with early disclosure, clear process, and consistent
recusal standards.
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CORE CONCEPTS

Four ethics areas to watch

Conflict of interest

A personal, financial, or business interest may affect,
or appear to affect, officialjudgment. The best habit
is to identify the connection before deliberation
starts.

Transparency

The public needs to understand who was involved,
what standards were applied, and why the decision
was made. Process clarity protects both the body
and the community.

Dual relationships

The same person may be afriend, customer,
colleague, orrelative outside the meeting room.
Those overlapping ties can complicate participation
and communication.

Accountability

When a mistake happens, prompt correction
matters. Written policies, training, minutes, and legal
review make corrective action possible.
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CHALLENGES

Common conflict scenarios

Family ties Business links Public advocacy
Arelative orin-law You employ, contract Youtook astrong
appears before the body. with, orrent toan position before the
applicant. hearing began.
A quick working test

Nearby property

Your own land value may
rise orfallwiththe
decision.

Would areasonable resident question yourimpartiality if they knew the relationship?

Could the outcome create a direct benefit, burden, or special access for you or someone close to

you?

Have you engaged in any private communication during the public process that could raise concerns

about fairness, transparency, or equal access for all participants?
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BEST PRACTICES

A practical response framework

1. Disclose early

Raise the issue before discussion begins. Early
disclosure helps the chair, staff, and legal counsel
address the concern before positions harden.

3. Decide on participation

Sometimes disclosure is enough; other cases
require stepping out of deliberation and vote.

Consistencyis more defensible than improvisation.

2. Check the standard

Use local ordinance, state law (§10-3-13), adopted
ethics policies, and attorney advice instead of
relying on personal comfort orlocal custom.

4. Document the path

Minutes should show the disclosure, any recusal, and
the basis for continuing or withdrawing. Clear
records reduce later dispute.
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TRANSPARENCY

How to make decisions easier to trust
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Build therecord

Use agendas, staff reports, exhibits,
minutes, and findings that explainthe
standard applied and the reasonforthe
decision.

E

Limit side channels

Avoid off-record lobbying, text chains,
and serial conversations that leave

some participants without equal
access.

?
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Apply standards evenly

Atough answer delivered consistently is
usually more trusted than a flexible
answerthat appearsto dependonwho
asks.



CHECKLISTS AND RESOURCES

Resources to guide you

Utah Municipal Officers' and Employees' Ethics
Act(810-3-13)

Establishes standards of conduct for municipal officers
and employees and to require these persons to disclose
actual or potential conflicts of interest between their
public duties and their personal interests.

Conflict of Interest and Ethics Quick Reference
Sheet

Guides officials in acting with fairness, transparency, and
impartiality; avoiding personal or financial gain from their
position.

Meeting Chair Checklist for Conflict of Interest:
Disclosure, Recusal and Minutes

Checklist and reference guide to assist Meeting Chairs
during public meetings.

AICP Code of Ethics

Guides certified planners in serving the public interest
with integrity, avoiding conflicts of interest, acting with
honesty and competence, and upholding the profession
through ethical conduct and continuous improvement.

Ethical Planning Process Checklists for
Participants, Decision Makers, and Professional
Planners

Checklists to help the planning process continuously
pursue and faithfully serve the public interest.

APA Ethics Resources

A collection of resources focused on ethics in planning,
found at https://www.planning.org/ethics/.
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LESSONS AND RESOURCES

What participants should leave with

Immediate takeaways LUAU Ethics Resource Guide

Recognize ethics triggers 100%

Reference and follow the Municipal Officers’ and Employees' Ethics 100%
Act(Utah Code10-3-13)

Improve records and transparency 100%
Use Helpful Quick Guides and Resources 100%

The goalis a process that is lawful, visible, repeatable, and trusted.
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INTERACTIVE DISCUSSIONS

Mock Scenario 1

o Public Concerns
A smalltown just outside a popular national park has been seeing a slow but steady increase intourism. At this month’s Planning
Commission meeting, there's a single agenda item drawing an unusually large crowd. A company is seeking administrative site plan
approval and a Conditional Use Permit to build a 40-cabin *eco-retreat” on 25 acres of land on the edge of town. The project
promises new jobs for residents, increased tax revenue for schools and infrastructure, and design features that highlight the town's
historic charm. The area has a General Plan designation appropriate for the proposed use, and the zoning allows it. However, public
opinion is sharply divided: many younger residents and business owners support the project, while many longtime locals opposeit,
fearing irreversible damagetothe landscape and town identity.
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INTERACTIVE DISCUSSIONS

Mock Scenario 2

o Conflicts of Interest

A proposal has been submitted to rezone 15 acres of agricuttural land on the edge of town into a mixed-use zone. The developer
plans to build a small commercial center, 10 townhomes, and a gas station/convenience store. The project is being pitched as a way
to reduce residents’ need to drive 25+ miles for basic services, boost business and employment opportunities in the community,
and strengthenthe tax base. The property being discussed is directly across from a 10-acre parcel owned by one of the Planning
Commissioners. In addition, the Mayor has privately expressed strong support forthe project, whichis being proposed by a
company owned by his brother-in-law.
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