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What is Rural? Exurban? Suburban? Urban? 
 

Figure 1: Rural to Urban Transect 

The Rural to Urban Transect. A transect is a cut or path through the land that shows a range of different places. Figure 1 depicts 
a conceptual rural to urban transect to help visualize different places in unincorporated Shawnee County. Each of these areas 
can be described in terms of how land is used, the available public services, 
the typical size of lots and tracts, and the pattern of development. 
Examples of rural, exurban and suburban areas in unincorporated Shawnee 
County are depicted in Figures 2 through 4. 
 
Rural: Rural areas are primarily natural landscapes and lands actively used 
for agricultural production. Homes in rural areas are usually occupied by 
farmers and ranchers. Businesses in rural areas usually support the 
agricultural industry or support the rural population. Unique 
unincorporated towns may also exist that enrich rural lifestyles. There are 
far fewer public services available and those that are provided are usually 
at lower service levels due to the very low population density. Sewage 
disposal is almost always provided by privately owned septic systems. High 
speed internet and mobile phone coverage may be limited or non-existent. 
Most parcels are large enough to support agricultural operations. Land 
division is rare. There may be many “legacy farms” owned by one family 
for multiple generations. 
 
Exurban: Exurban areas are always located outside of cities. Once these 
were rural areas but are now transitioning due to their proximity to a city. 
Homes are typically built one at a time along existing roads. Agricultural 
operations typically continue to the rear of the residential lots. The potential 
for conflicts between agricultural operations & rural lifestyles and new 
residents can be high. Roads may be paved or unpaved but are still used for 
agricultural operations. Some roads may be emerging as commuter 
corridors. Water might be from private wells or provided by rural service 
providers, but usually at pressures too low for fire protection purposes. 
Sewage disposal for homes is typically provided by privately owned septic 
systems, and when these fail, solutions are usually very expensive. High 
speed internet and mobile phone coverage may be limited. Residential lot 
sizes are typically 3-5 acres to allow for septic fields, and over time large 
portions of these lots may not be maintained with noxious weeds and red 
cedar trees emerging. Most land divisions are by plat exemptions with no 
formal review by local officials until the building permit stage. Exurban 
development that occurs too close to a city can limit future growth 
opportunities. 
 

Figure 2: Rural Area – K-4 Highway 

Figure 3: Exurban Area - Monmouth Township 
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Suburban. Suburban areas may be located either inside or outside cities. If 
outside but close to a city, annexation may be required as a condition of 
development or an agreement to consent to future annexation as a 
condition of connecting to urban services may be required. While most 
residential lots front along streets constructed specifically for the 
subdivision, the streets can either be relatively long cul-de-sacs or part of 
a curvilinear network. Agricultural operations may occur near the 
subdivision, but few lots will back onto the farm or ranch. Lot sizes may 
range from 1/4 acre to several acres. Most public services are readily 
available and connection may be required. Most land divisions are through 
a formal subdivision and platting process that are approved by elected 
officials after review by both professional staff and appointed planning 
commissioners. 
 
Urban: Urban areas are nearly always located inside cities. The pattern of 
development is characterized by an interconnected rectilinear street grid 
that maximizes both travel route options and travel mode (i.e., walking, 
biking, transit, driving) options while minimizing travel distances between destinations.  Virtually all residential lots are smaller 
than 1-acre. All desired public services are provided though some areas may have better service levels. Land divisions are 
through a formal subdivision and platting process and approved by elected officials after review by professional staff and 
appointed planning commissioners. 
 
Findings & Conclusions: 
 
1. Shawnee County has 826 farms and ranches with an average size of 235 acres. The market value of crops and livestock 

sold in 2016 was $50,257,000 with 83% of the total representing crops sold and 17% representing livestock. Thus, the 
agricultural industry remains very important for the continued economic health of Shawnee County. 

2. The unincorporated area of Shawnee County has 16,257 residential lots. Residential land uses do not make a sustained 
contribution to the Shawnee County economy. But, they do place demands for public services such as police, fire, water, 
sewage disposal, and roads. The provision of public services over time are far more expensive to provide in exurban 
areas than in suburban and urban areas.  

3. Nearly all feedback received to date has expressed a desire to keep the rural areas rural, and to protect rural lifestyles. 
 

How is land currently being used in Shawnee County? 

 
Shawnee County encompasses 556 square miles or nearly 356,000 acres. The five cities together comprise 41,000 acres in 
Shawnee County. Unincorporated Shawnee County is divided into various land uses as follows: 

 
Agricultural: 231,500 acres or 361 square miles 

Residential: 42,800 acres or 67 square miles 
Commercial: 700 acres or about 1 square mile 

Industrial: 2,600 acres or 4 square miles 
Civic/Parks/ROW: 29,200 acres or 46 square miles 

Vacant: 7,700 acres or 12 square miles 
 

Findings & Conclusions: 
 
1. Auburn, Rossville, Silver Lake, Topeka and Willard together comprise 41,000 acres or about 64 square miles in Shawnee 

County. There are 42,800 acres of residential land in unincorporated Shawnee County which is almost 67 square miles. 
Topeka has a population of 127,704. Unincorporated Shawnee County has a population of 46,552. Thus, the cities have 
three times as many people living in about the same amount of space as is being consumed by county residents. This is 
an inefficient use of valuable land resources, and makes the provision of public services much more expensive. 

Figure 4: Suburban Area-Sterling Chase Subdivision 
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What might the County’s future land use look like? 
 
Shawnee County’s population is expected to grow by 14,599 people by 2037. Part of this growth will go to Topeka. The 
remainder will elsewhere in Shawnee County. Figure 5 depicts some early ideas by county residents about where growth 
could go. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10 Principles for Good Development 
 
1. Use public services efficiently.  
2. Promote infill development. 
3. Preserve open spaces & natural resource areas.  
4. Promote diverse housing options.  
5. Plan for public amenities such as parks & schools.  
6. Provide multi-modal & connected transportation networks. 
7. Enhance public safety and minimize risks from natural hazards.  
8. Encourage balanced and connected neighborhoods.  
9. Strategically use public investments to support private developments. 
10. Make decisions in a transparent & collaborative manner. 
 
Findings & Conclusions: 
 
1. Projected growth in Shawnee County could easily fit within Topeka and the ETJ. Most will fit within Topeka and the UGA. 
2. Based on the feedback received so far, there is strong support to keep the rural areas rural and direct future growth 

toward Topeka and the UGA. There is also support for suburban in-fill development in the exurban portion of the ETJ 
when public services can be provided at desired service levels. 

 

Figure 5: Possible Future Land Uses in Shawnee County 
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What is Topeka’s role in development outside of Topeka? 

 
Topeka Land Use & Growth Management Plan. Topeka adopted a Land Use & Growth Management Plan (LUGMP) in March 
2015. The LUGMP defines an Urban Growth Area (UGA) outside of the current city limits that defines “service tiers” but these 
are secondary to the primary growth areas inside the city. Topeka defines the balance of the 3-mile Extraterritorial 
Jurisdictions (ETJ) as “non-urban growth area.” Figure 6 depicts the current city limits, ETJ, UGA and service tier boundaries. 
 
Annexation & Utility Extension Policies. The LUGMP 
directs development to where infrastructure and 
services are already located inside the city and de-
emphasizes annexation. Topeka will extend city utilities 
and consider annexation in the defined UGA only when 
all 5 urban services are affordable to extend (i.e., 
police, fire, streets, sewer, water). Development within 
the Non‐UGA Area shall consent to future annexation if 
connecting to Topeka water or sewer service either 
directly or indirectly through a rural service provider. 
The LUGMP does not support any future extensions of 
Topeka water or sewer outside the city without 
annexation, but does have variance criteria for any infill 
lots outside the city if the lines are already in place.   
 
Land Division Authority. Topeka exercises land 
division and plat approval authority within the entire 
ETJ. This authority includes vacating existing plats. The 
LUGMP establishes that development in the UGA’s 
service tiers 2 & 3 outside the current city limits are secondary to the primary growth area inside the city limits. The UGA 
represents the City’s potential 25-year growth area and has specific subdivision standards to plan for eventual urban 
growth. There must be a full suite of urban services (i.e., fire, police, streets, sewer, and water) available prior to the 
consideration for new urban development within the UGA. Tiers 1–3 are primarily residential neighborhood areas. Tier 4 is 
for employment related uses which are primarily industrial in nature. 
 
Findings & Conclusions:  
 
1. Shawnee County, including the five cities, is projected to grow by about 14,600 people by 2037. Topeka’s Land Use & 

Growth Management Plan anticipates Topeka will capture 11,000 people by 2040 primarily through in-fill development 
and redevelopment inside the current city limits but also through some land annexations in the UGA. This leaves about 
3,600 people to go elsewhere in Shawnee County resulting in 1,500 new homes being built in the unincorporated area. 

2. If unincorporated Shawnee County grows as it has in the past, there will be an additional 10,500 people. This means 
4,400 new homes could be built in the unincorporated area. 

3. Land divisions through plat exemptions are currently allowed inside the Topeka ETJ if the resulting tracts are at least 3-
acres in size and have at least 200-feet of frontage along a public road. 

4. The comprehensive plan for unincorporated Shawnee County, provides an opportunity to coordinate with Topeka the 
appropriate development standards and public services levels that should be anticipated inside the ETJ, particularly 
outside the UGA. 

  

Figure 6:Topeka ETJ, UGA and Service Tier Boundaries 
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How do smaller cities fit into the County’s growth? 

 
Rossville, Silver Lake and Willard are located along the Kansas River and 
are surrounded by floodplains. Figure 7 depicts the boundaries of the 
flood hazard areas that restrict growth opportunities within the current 
limits of these cities. Any new development would need to be on land 
outside the flood zone to which urban services can be affordably 
extended. There also are many legacy farms located along the Kansas 
River whose owners are not currently interested in urban 
encroachment. 
 

Auburn is located near Interstate 335 (Kansas Turnpike), but lacks 
convenient access to it which in turn limits the city’s growth potential. 
Figure 8 depicts the city’s proximity to I-335. But, the city recently 
constructed new sewage treatment facilities which could support 
growth primarily to the east and north of the city. 
  

Unincorporated Towns. There are nine unincorporated towns located 
in Shawnee County, including: Berryton, Dover, Elmont, Kiro, Montara, 
Pauline, Tecumseh, Wakarusa and Watson. These are established 
communities that could be the focus for additional growth and 
development in unincorporated Shawnee County. Dover and Tecumseh 
are depicted in Figures 9 and 10. 

 
 

 
 
 
Findings & Conclusions:  
 
1. The hills located to the north of Rossville and Silver Lake may be appropriate locations for continued growth of those 

cities. This would require the extension of municipal water and sewer systems to serve these areas. 
2. Due to the high cost of construction, possibly $35 million or more, it is very unlikely that a new interchange improving 

access to and from Auburn will be built on Interstate 335 (Kansas Turnpike). Auburn has adequate sewage treatment 
facilities to support additional growth to the east and north of the existing cities limits. 

3. Auburn, Rossville, Silver Lake and Willard all currently require annexation as a condition of extending city utilities beyond 
the current city limits. 

Figure 7: Kaw River Floodplain near small cities 

Figure 8: Kansas Turnpike near Auburn 

Figure 9: Sage Inn in Dover 

Figure 10: Homes in Tecumseh 
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How can regulations affect development patterns? 
 

Plat Exemptions. For decades, Shawnee County has allowed by plat 
exemption the division of land into 3-acre parcels with at least 200 feet of 
frontage on a public street. It is possible to divide as many as 90 home sites 
around the perimeter of a section without any prior public review of the 
impact of development or resulting demand for services. Figure 11 shows 
the maximum extent of exurban development along existing section-line 
roads which can have unanticipated consequences:  
 

1. Plat exemptions do not require utility easement dedication or rights-
of-way dedication for future improvements. 

2. Many public services cannot be supported at this density. 
3. Drainage issues are often not identified until the building permit stage. 
4. Existing roads and bridges may not be suited for higher traffic volumes 

from residential development. 
5. Perimeter development may limit access to the interior tract hindering 

current agricultural operations and future development. 
 

Figure 12 depicts 41 exurban lots and tracts along both sides of 
a 1-mile section of SE Berryton Rd between SE 53rd St and SE 63rd 
St. Homes have been built along most public roads in Shawnee 
County. Nearly 60% of all parcels in unincorporated Shawnee 
County are 3-acres or smaller.  While 90 homes have not been 
built around the perimeter of any sections of land in Shawnee 
County this could happen under the current rules. Residential 
development at this density is best characterized as “exurban.” 
 

Planned Subdivisions & Plats. There are many platted subdivisions located in unincorporated Shawnee County. Most are 
inside the Topeka ETJ. Subdivision platting is the process of dividing or combining lots out of an existing land parcel. A plat is 
an official, surveyed document that creates lots for residential, commercial or industrial developments. The purpose of the 
subdivision process is so Shawnee County when outside the ETJ and Topeka when inside the ETJ to determine that the 
document meets proper legal requirements to be recorded. Both the city and county will also ensure that the plat complies 
with the appropriate zoning ordinance, that lot and block standards are met, that traffic and environmental impacts are 
addressed and that land is dedicated for road right-of-way and public utilities. One of the major benefits of planned 
subdivisions is that the local government agencies and other public service providers can review land divisions before they 
occur and advise the property owners and developers about known issues.  
 

Findings & Conclusions:  
 

1. There are 17,119 residential lots and tracts in unincorporated Shawnee County.  
2. There are 2,540 vacant residential lots and tracts in unincorporated Shawnee County. This is nearly 15% of the total.  
3. There are 2.39 people per household on average throughout Shawnee County.  
4. There are enough existing vacant residential lots and tracts to absorb 6,070 people without creating any new 

residential lots or tracts. Shawnee County is only anticipating 3,600 people to move to unincorporated Shawnee 
County between now and 2037. Thus, there is currently a 34-year supply of residential lots and tracts in unincorporated 
Shawnee County. Rural Area – 611 lots & tracts/1,460 people. ETJ – 1,431 lots & tracts/3,420 people. UGA – 498 lots & 
tracts/1,190 people. 

  

Figure 12: Existing exurban lots on SE Berryton Rd (SE 53rd to 61st) 

Figure 11: Potential exurban area after plat exemptions 
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Goals and Policy Recommendations 
 

Goals:  

• Protect prime farmland and protect agricultural operations from disruption by non-agricultural development. 

• Protect rural scenic landscapes, particularly those that support tourism and recreation opportunities.  

• Protect rural lifestyles and support and enhance the viability of the unincorporated towns. 

• Limit development to only those areas most suitable for it. 

• Develop areas inside the Topeka ETJ in a manner that does not prevent the future growth and expansion of Topeka. 

• Develop the interior of sections, rather than just the perimeter, particularly inside the Topeka ETJ. 

• Prohibit industrial development, except mineral extraction and solid waste disposal, in unincorporated areas. 

• Minimize commercial (i.e., office and retail) development inside the Topeka ETJ. 
 
Policy Recommendations for Rural Areas: 
 

• Allow land divisions by plat exemption for agricultural purposes only. Agricultural tracts created by plat exemption 
should be no smaller than 20-acres. One residential dwelling unit should be allowed on agricultural tracts for each 
20-acres. 

• Do not allow land divisions by plat exemption for residential, commercial, or industrial purposes. 

• Designate prime farmland as Exclusive Farm Use (EFU) areas that allow only agricultural uses of land, including 
agritourism and very limited home occupations. 

• Allow mineral extraction operations, businesses that support the agricultural industry and expanded home 
occupations on land not designated as prime farmland. 

• Designate areas surrounding existing unincorporated towns as “rural growth areas” that allow additional land uses 
including: residences, retail, churches, schools, parks, post offices, limited home occupations, and other community 
oriented land uses. Create new lots through the formal subdivision and platting process, but such lots should be 
created only if adequate public services are already in place or will be constructed as a condition of development. 

 
Policy Recommendations for Exurban and Suburban Areas: 

 

• Inside the Topeka ETJ, require all new non-agricultural land divisions to be in areas currently served by sanitary 
sewers even if connections will occur in the future. Prohibit non-agricultural land divisions by plat exemption. 

• Encourage new subdivisions to be created by platting the interior of sections that are currently surrounded by 
perimeter development. Require a minimum lot size of 3-acres if connection to sanitary sewers are not available at 
the time of subdivision and platting. Allow lot sizes that are smaller than 3-acres only if connection to sanitary sewers 
are available at the time of subdivision and platting. 

• Designate prime farmland inside the Topeka ETJ in areas not currently served by sewers as Farm Conservation Areas 
(FCA) that allow only agricultural uses of land, including agritourism and very limited home occupations. 

• Provide for the efficient use of public services by clustering new residential development. 

• Identify existing residential lots within the Topeka ETJ that are currently vacant. Determine which of these have 
commitments from the City of Topeka for sanitary sewer service and which of them will be required to have septic 
systems. 


