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The County is preparing a comprehensive plan. 
 
Shawnee County is preparing a comprehensive plan for the unincorporated area of the county, that is, the area of 
the county outside the city limits of Auburn, Rossville, Silver Lake, Topeka and Willard. The plan will be completed 
in July 2017. Shawnee County is very interested to know what its residents, businesses and others think about the 
plan that is being developed to help guide the future of the county. The final public meeting will be held June 15 
from 5:30-7 pm to share the plan’s recommendations. After the public meeting, the steering committee will make 
revisions. To follow the process, see material related to the plan, and learn more, visit 
http://rdgusa.com/sites/shawneecountyplan/. 
 

What is a comprehensive plan? 
 
A comprehensive plan is a roadmap intended to guide the 
continued growth and development of the county over the 
next 20 years, through 2037.  It establishes a compelling vision 
of what the community of Shawnee County wants to look and 
feel like in the future, derived from the aspirations of its 
citizens. To reach that vision, it identifies the necessary steps 
and recommends priorities and policies. The comprehensive 
plan is a policy document intended to guide decisions 
concerning the growth and development of the county. It may 
recommend changes to land use and land division regulations 
but does not itself create new regulations. Preparing, adopting, 
and implementing a comprehensive plan is a chance for the 
county to discuss its future, identify priorities, and find actions 
to reach the community’s desired vision.  
 
During June 2016, the county commissioners identified 
economic development, land use, natural resources, 
transportation & infrastructure and intergovernmental 
coordination as key priorities to be addressed by the 
comprehensive plan. The county commission appointed a 22-
member steering committee which confirmed these priorities 
at their initial meeting in July 2016. These priorities have been well received by the public during two rounds of 
public meetings, on the project website and through an online survey. These priorities also were well received by 
meeting with key stakeholders (i.e., agricultural interests, mineral extraction interests, economic development 
interests, private utilities and local governments. 
 

What are the benefits? 
 

Good Government Practice: Shawnee County has never prepared a comprehensive plan to shape its future. The 
county hosts the state capitol and is the third most populous in Kansas. There are 51 taxing jurisdictions, including 
townships, school districts, rural water districts and others. The plan can improve coordination and collaboration 
between local governments by providing a unified vision, identifying areas where the county expects to grow, and 
opening the door to further discussion. Douglas, Johnson, Riley and Sedgwick Counties have all prepared 
comprehensive plans to help guide their futures and have benefited from doing so. In Riley County, the plan helped 
the County identify necessary policies to protect farmers and ranchers, while providing for growth in areas that made 
sense for rural taxpayers. In Johnson County, the planning process brought together residents, businesses, 
institutions, and special interests to create a vision for the region’s future to help elected officials make decisions. 
 

 
Practical: Establishes the legal basis for 
regulating the subdivision of land and the 
rezoning of land. 
 
Aspirational: Clarifies what residents and 
county leaders want for the future of the 
county. 
 
Inspirational: Determines how land use, 
economic development, natural resources 
and transportation and infrastructure 
decisions work together to shape the future. 

CRITICAL FUNCTIONS OF 
COMPREHENSIVE PLANS 
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Preserve Natural Resources & Protect the Rural Economy: Rural Shawnee County has an abundance of natural 
resources. Continued growth and development can impact those resources in profound and often unanticipated 
ways. Through the planning process, the county can consider the value of preserving prime farmland and how best 
to permit mineral extraction for the benefit of the county’s economy. The county also can consider the value of 
protecting natural landscapes (i.e., Osage Cuestas, Glacial Hills and Flint Hills) and promoting natural features such 
as the Kansas and Wakarusa Rivers for tourism and recreation. The comprehensive plan will define what natural 
features are important to preserve for future generations to enjoy. 
 
Invest Tax Dollars Wisely: Shawnee County residents have expressed concern about the rising cost of public services 
and the limited availability of many desired public services. These concerns will become more acute as the county 
continues to grow and change. The Comprehensive Plan will help guide public investments in facilities like county 
roads and bridges. It also can lay the foundation for decisions that will result in the types of services that the residents 
of rural Shawnee County want. It also will help other local governments such as school districts, townships and rural 
water districts make wise public investments by informing them about where the county anticipates growth and 
development to occur. 
 
Minimize Conflicts Between Rural & Urban Lifestyles: Based on 
similar Kansas counties, we would expect about 13,500 people 
to live in Shawnee County outside the city limits of Auburn, 
Rossville, Silver Lake, Topeka and Willard. As of 2010, the county 
had 46,552 residents living outside those cities. This is in sharp 
contrast with Douglas, Johnson, Riley and Sedgwick Counties 
where the rural population is much smaller. In fact, the county 
has a rural population that is almost 3 ½ times greater than we 
would expect. Most of these people are not actively engaged in 
agricultural operations. For context, Salina has a population of 
47,707 and is the 10th largest city in Kansas. The potential for 
conflicts between people living near active farming and mining 
operations presents unique challenges. Conflicts can arise from 
differing expectations regarding both how private property 
should be used and maintained and the types, amount and costs 
of public services that should be provided by local governments. 
The comprehensive plan can help strike the right balance 
between differing lifestyles and public service expectations in 
Shawnee County. 
 
Shared Responsibility for Development Approvals Near Topeka: Property-owners and developers often don’t know 
if they need to speak with Topeka or Shawnee County officials before developing land within Topeka’s 3-mile Extra 
Territorial Jurisdiction (ETJ). Topeka exercises authority under Kansas Statutes to approve plats and subdivide land, 
but Shawnee County retains other development approval authority. Topeka’s Land Use & Growth Management Plan 
establishes “development tiers” outside the current city limits to where future growth will be directed. This includes 
identifying to where city utilities will be extended and what areas they expect to annex into the city. Topeka’s plan 
encourages much of the land within the ETJ to remain rural or to be developed at very low densities which is a 
marked departure from past development trends. In the past, many property-owners have taken advantage of the 
county’s 3-acre plat exemption to build houses along public roads when they have 200 feet of road frontage. The 
comprehensive plan will give residents in the ETJ a voice in the future of their community. The comprehensive plan 
will provide more certainty to property-owners about how their land can be used and what public services are likely 
to be provided or required. The comprehensive plan also will assist county officials with governance and policy 
discussions with their Topeka officials. 
 

 

Douglas County   11,907 
Johnson County   11,885 
Riley County     7,435 
Sedgwick County                  23,006 
            Average                     13,559 
 
Shawnee County                 46,552 

3 ½ times greater than expected 

POPULATIONS FOR THE 
UNINCORPORATED AREAS OF 

SELECTED COUNTIES 
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Guiding Principles 
 

Natural Resources: Shawnee County contains unique 
environmental resources and features that should be 
recognized and preserved. This includes fragile areas such as 
floodplains and wetlands. This includes prime farmlands. This 
includes cultural and historic resources such as the Oregon 
Trail, the Native Stone Scenic Byway and others. This also 
includes landscapes such as the Glacial Hills, Osage Cuestas and 
Flint Hills. 
 

Transportation & Infrastructure: Shawnee County will develop 
and support an efficient county road network to serve future 
circulation and access needs. The county will strive to provide 
other desired services to county residents, but acknowledges 
the challenges of providing some services when development 
densities are too low to be cost effective. This includes working 
collaboratively with townships on their road networks and the 
various utility providers for cell phone coverage, high speed 
internet, rural water and sewer, etc.  
 

Land Use: Shawnee County will work closely with Auburn, 
Rossville, Silver Lake, Topeka and Willard on future growth and 
development issues. Shawnee County’s land use policies 
should direct urban and suburban development to the existing cities, to unincorporated towns and to where existing 
infrastructure is already in place. Shawnee County should make sure its land use policies protect the agricultural 
economy and rural lifestyles. 
 

Housing: Shawnee County should encourage a range of housing options in the unincorporated area, including homes 
for families engaged in agriculture, homes on suburban estates, and some affordable housing options such as 
manufactured homes and possibly some small apartments.   
 

Economic Development: Shawnee County anticipates the agriculture, mineral extraction and manufacturing 
industries to remain the primary industries in the unincorporated area. Increasingly, home occupations are 
becoming important to the rural economy in Shawnee County. County policies should support these industries. 
 

Intergovernmental Cooperation: There are 51 taxing jurisdictions in Shawnee County, including the county, cities, 
townships, rural water districts, rural fire districts, watershed districts and drainage districts. Each of these local 
government jurisdictions makes decisions that affect how the county will grow and develop over time. It is important 
that Shawnee County work closely with these jurisdictions to assure that the best possible decisions are made for 
the benefit of the entire county and its residents and businesses. 
 

When will other Big Ideas be released? 
 

Population & Demographics:  March 27 
Natural & Cultural Resources:  March 27 
Transportation & Infrastructure:  April 3 
Land Use:  April 3 
Housing:  April 17 
 
 
 

Economic Development: April 17 
Quality of Life:  May 1 
Intergovernmental Coordination:  May 1 
Plan Implementation:  May 8 

“Our comprehensive plan provided us with a 
consensus vision of what we wanted for the 
future of our community. In our case, it was 
preservation of our best agricultural lands 
while at the same time providing for growth 
in areas that made the most sense for our 
cities and our rural taxpayers. The plan 
helped us determine the policies that now 
protect our farmers and ranchers while 
ensuring that new development is a long-
term benefit to all our citizens.” 
 

Monty Wedel, Director 
Riley County Planning & Development 
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