




Water Efficient Design Guidelines
Though the regional water supply is not a limiter of growth 
in coming decades, water is a precious resource in the arid 
West and should be used with care. With a growing number of 
residents and a continued focus on agriculture, Cache Valley’s 
water resources must be carefully managed in the future.

In urban areas, the largest drain on a community’s water resources is 
outdoor use—often residential lawns. Lawns look nice, and parents 
with small children can attest to their usefulness as play spaces, but 
when it comes to water use, they are not necessarily the best default 
choice. Utah State University and other groups offer ideas for local and 
drought tolerant plants that create a lush and attractive yard setting. 

Water efficient design standards are not about telling people what 
to do with their yards, but rather creating options and incentives. By 
expanding residential code to encourage a mix of hardscape areas 
and a variety of plants and shrubs, residents have more freedom to 
design their yards and enable thirsty lawns to be replaced in whole 
or in part with low or no water options. Good first steps include 
amending zoning code to encourage lawn retrofits and to encourage the 
development of other landscaping options in newly developed areas.

Incentives can provide further motivation to retrofit one’s yard. The 
most obvious incentive is the money people can save on their water bills. 
In many cases water use can be cut in half. Some cities provide financial 
incentives for creating a more water efficient yard. These may include 
subsidies in the form of rebates for water control and irrigation devices 
and subsidized or bulk purchasing of local and drought tolerant plants.

Many communities and water districts have also created demonstration 
gardens. These gardens not only show how a water efficient yard 
can look, but give plant names and care instructions. Nearby 
demonstration gardens exist in Salt Lake City and Ogden, Utah.

Addressing landscape design is a good step toward addressing a 
community’s water use, but it is not a substitute for addressing 
water issues in the larger context of land-use policy. Other 
regions with less water have begun to look carefully at their 
use of groundwater to ensure that groundwater use does not 
exceed the rate at which groundwater resources recharge. 

In Arizona and other states, so called “prove it” laws are successful in 
helping communities manage their water resources. “Prove it” laws 
require that a developer demonstrate viability from a water use 
standpoint before development is approved. Developers may need to 
show a groundwater supply for a certain number of years or access 
to a certain amount of acre feet from an uncontested supply. By 
ensuring that development does not occur without the necessary 
water, communities secure a measure of long-term water viability.

Urban Containment: Urban Growth 
Boundaries and Urban Service Areas
A more intensive technique for “keeping the city the city and 
the country the country” is the implementation of an urban 
containment structure. This can take one of two forms.

Urban Growth Boundaries

When a city creates an urban growth boundary, it defines its 
boundaries and then, through the use of conservation strategies, 
such as the purchase of development rights or ordinances, creates 
an area around the city where development cannot occur. Such 
boundaries exist prominently in Portland, Oregon, and Boulder, 
Colorado, and many other cities and counties across the country.

The existence of an urban growth boundary typically increases the 
value of adjacent urban land. If the area used as the buffer is agricultural 
land, adopting a boundary stabilizes its value as agricultural land 
but it loses its value for development purposes. Without an urban 
growth boundary, the quality of farmland adjacent to urban areas 
loses agricultural value, as fragmentation occurs and farmers are not 
inclined to invest in farm property that is likely to soon be developed. 

Urban growth boundaries have some pitfalls. If the land or development 
rights surrounding a city are purchased outright, the boundary is 
less likely to be challenged and is more stable. However, this process 
is extremely expensive. Other methods, such as downzoning, are less 

expensive, but may pose challenges to privately property rights. An 
urban growth boundary must be both understood and acceptable to the 
population at large. Such serious restriction of land-use can be perceived 
as egregious government regulation. For this reason alone, an urban 
growth boundary may not be an appropriate tool for many communities.

Urban Service Areas

A second, less rigorous form of urban containment is the creation of an 
urban service area. A service area does not dictate where one can and 
cannot build, but rather where a municipality will and will not provide 
services. The idea is that there will be less inclination to develop an area 
where one must provide their own septic services, haul their own trash, etc.

While the urban service area is easier to implement and less 
expensive than an urban growth boundary, it is also less effective at 
containing growth. For some uses (rural residential and industrial), 
the lack of services may be an acceptable burden. Also, unlike the 
urban growth boundary, the creation of an urban service area 
does not have a stabilizing or increasing effect on land value.

On the plus side, an urban service area has financial benefits for a 
municipality. By limiting the expansion of a service network to a defined 
and reasonable area, the city ensures that it will not have to create 
expensive extensions. Planning becomes proactive within the urban 
service area, rather than reactive to development on the fringe.

With the creation of either an urban service area or an urban 
growth boundary, allowable density inside the urban area will 

likely need to be increased to accommodate growth that would 
otherwise have occurred in outlying areas. If increased growth 
is not accepted within the boundary or area, it will leapfrog the 
containment structure, creating even more dispersed sprawl.

Urban containment can markedly change the development patterns 
of an area. Though it is difficult and expensive to implement and 
may reduce housing affordability, containment can ensure lasting 
definition of what is urban and what is rural. By increasing urban 
density and stabilizing the value of agricultural land, urban 
containment can also make long-term financial sense.
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