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FORWARD & VISION  
STATEMENT

Forward
Each of us is connected to the shared history of 
Shawnee County and the stories we bring to it. We 
are committed to working together to forge a shared 
future, aware of our connections to each other and 
respectful of our differences. We are connected to 
the five cities and the many unincorporated towns 
in Shawnee County. We are connected to the rural 
landscapes and the farms and ranches in Shawnee 
County. These are the places that help define who 
we are as Shawnee Countians. We take pride in our 
schools. Our parks are among the best in Kansas.   

We recognize that the future of Shawnee County is 
connected to the natural resources and systems we 
depend on and enjoy. We understand the local and 
regional economic relationships that have developed 
over time and connect us to each other. We envision a 
future in which our fiscal and environmental health are 
in balance and we are wise stewards of the future. 

Although this plan consists of multiple chapters, it is 
a single document, representing a coherent vision 
for Shawnee County’s future. Looking forward, we 
know that Shawnee County will continue to change, 
and change will present both opportunities and 
challenges. We have tried to foresee and account for 
these changes, knowing that Shawnee County will 
also face situations we could not predict when this 
plan was written. To help guide us through the future 
– both known and uncertain – we have tried to create 
a plan that calls attention to parallels as well as the 
potential conflicts and trade-offs in the choices that lie 
ahead.

Vision Statement
A vision statement describes a community’s values 
and aspirations and a shared image of what they want 
their community to become over the next 10 to 20 
years in the future. The statement should address all 
aspects that make up a community such as the social, 
cultural and economic fabric. Statements should be 
forward thinking and written in a positive, affirmative 
and inspirational style. The vision statement functions 
like a captain steers a ship to stay the course on its 
journey as changes occur. The statement for Shawnee 
County’s Comprehensive Plan is as follows:

Vision Statement
The Shawnee County Comprehensive Plan will 
enhance the quality of life for county residents by:

• Preserving the rural character of the county

• Protecting natural, scenic and historic 
resources

• Protecting agricultural lands and agricultural 
operations

• Promoting responsible growth and 
development

• Promoting economic development and 
tourism opportunities

• Enhancing cooperation between all levels of 
government 
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INTRODUCTION

Shawnee County, capital county of Kansas, is the third 
most populous county in the state with a population 
approaching 178,000. Overall, the county has grown 
over the past fifty years, driven by the county’s strong 
economic base. 

Comprised of 556 square miles, the Shawnee County 
contains five incorporated communities including 
Topeka, its largest city and the State Capital, and the 
four smaller cities of Auburn, Rossville, Silver Lake, 
and Willard. Beyond those, the county has more than 
40 other taxing jurisdictions which provide public 
services, including 12 townships, school districts, rural 
water districts, fire districts, drainage districts, and 
others. 

As of 2010, 46,552 residents lived outside the 
county’s five cities, about three and a half times higher 
than would be expected compared to the Kansas 
counties that are most similar to Shawnee County 
including Douglas, Johnson, Riley, and Sedgwick 
Counties. For context, the tenth largest city in Kansas, 
Salina, has a population of 47,707. Most of these 
residents are not actively engaged in agriculture, 
which creates a potential conflicts between residents 
and active farming and mining operations near them. 
These arise from differing expectations regarding 
the use and maintenance of property and the types, 
amount, and costs of public services. 

The City exercises authority under Kansas Statutes to 
approve plats and land subdivision within its 3-mile 
Extra Territorial Jurisdiction (ETJ), but Shawnee County 
excercises other development authority, including 
zoning and building permiting. Topeka’s Land Use & 
Growth Management Plan establishes development 
tiers outside its city limits to direct future growth, 
including where city utilities are extended and what 
areas may be annexed. Shared authority in the ETJ 
has the potential to create confusion.

Rural Shawnee County’s abundant natural resources 
can also be impacted by continued growth and 
development in profound and often unanticipated 
ways. The county is currently considering the value 
of preserving agricultural lands, how best to permit 
mineral extraction in the county, and the value of 
natural landscapes like the Osage Cuestas, Glacial 
Hills, and Flint Hills and features like the Kansas and 
Wakarusa Rivers which can be used for tourism and 
recreation. 

It is important to consider how best to support 
economic development and private property rights, 
but it is also important to consider how to promote 
responsible development, Finally, it is important that 
all of this happen in a manner that makes wise use of 
tax dollars. The County is currently considering how 
best to balance these competing desires.

These factors prompted the county to begin its first 
comprehensive planning process. Communities, 
like businesses, must analyze their settings and 
opportunities, choose directions, and use these 
to their greatest advantage. A plan provides 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 can help strike 
the right balance between many of the issues that 
Shawnee County is currently experiencing.

COMPREHENSIVE PLANS  
PERFORM THREE  

CRITICAL FUNCTIONS:

1. PRACTICAL: ESTABLISHES A LEGAL BASIS 
FOR REGULATING LAND SUBDIVISION & 
USE.

2. ASPIRATIONAL: CLARIFIES WHAT 
RESIDENTS AND COUNTY LEADERS WANT 
FOR THE FUTURE OF THE COUNTY.

3. INSPIRATIONAL: DETERMINES HOW LAND 
USE, ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT, NATURAL 
RESOURCES, TRANSPORTATION, AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE DECISIONS WORK 
TOGETHER TO CREATE THE FUTURE.

As a policy document, the comprehensive plan is 
intended to guide decisions concerning growth 
and development in the county. It may recommend 
changes to land use or division regulations but does 
not 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. 

To that end, this comprehensive plan, as the first for 
unincorporated Shawnee County, will help define 
the character of the county and recommend policies 
based on this character and the priorities of its 
residents over the next 20 years. The document will 
be produced to be implemented and utilized by the 
county and its policy makers while managing future 
demographic, economic, and environmental change. 
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Figure 0.1: Map of Shawnee County
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WHY PLAN?

Shawnee County has never before prepared a 
comprehensive plan, despite being the third most 
populous county in Kansas an serving as the host 
county for the State Capitol. 

Planning 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. 
In places like Douglas, Johnson, Riley, and Sedgwick 
Counties, comprehensive plans have led to several 
benefits. Riley County’s plan, for example, helped 
identify policies to protect farmers and ranchers, while 
providing for growth in areas that made sense for rural 
taxpayers. Johnson County’s planning process brought 
together residents, businesses, institutions, and special 
interests to create a vision for the region’s future and to 
help elected officials make decisions. 

These illustrate how the comprehensive planning 
process for Shawnee County provides an opportunity 
to evaluate its current position, think ahead, and 
manage development according to a unified and 
compelling vision derived from the aspirations of its 
citizens. The plan also defines specific actions that 
can help fulfill that vision which allows the County 
to develop by design rather than default. Shawnee 
County’s comprehensive plan will also fulfill three 
fundamental roles: 

Practical
Communities prepare and adopt comprehensive 
plans for practical legal purposes. Kansas State 
Statutes give counties the ability to adopt zoning 
and subdivision regulations to promote the health, 
safety, and welfare of its citizens. Zoning recognizes 
that people in a community live cooperatively and 
have responsibilities to one another. Other land 
use regulations, such as those for subdivisions, are 
based on the premise that growth should comply 
with specific standards and occur in an economically 
efficient, coordinated manner. These ordinances help 
determine how to develop land.

However, land use decisions need to follow an 
accepted and reasonable idea of how the county 
should grow. Therefore, Kansas state law authorizes 
the adoption of a comprehensive plan to estaboish the 
foundation for implementing these regulations.

Aspirational
A land use plan that provides a basis for zoning 
and subdivision regulations and addresses capital 
facility needs helps communities develop efficiently 
and responsibly. Yet, the greatest value of a 
comprehensive plan is for Shawnee County to create 
a vision for the community’s future, based on the 
participation of residents in the planning process. This 
concept addresses both demographic and economic 
changes and opportunities. This gives residents a 
voice in the future of their community while providing 
more certainty to property-owners about how land 
can be used and what public services are likely to be 
provided or required. However, the plan remains a 
working document that changes according to current 
situations to ensure Shawnee County can realize its 
full potential. 

Inspirational
In addition to its practical and aspirational roles, the 
plan serves an inspirational role to guide County staff, 
the Planning Commission, the County Commission, 
and other County boards and commissions as they set 
policy and make land use decisions. The plan contains 
useful background information to consider for the 
county’s future and assists county officials with policy 
discussions with non-county groups. 

The plan also guides other taxing jurisdictions such 
as townships, school districts and rural water districts 
in making public investments in facilities like county 
roads, school buildings, and water lines and can lay the 
foundation for decisions about the types of services 
that the residents of rural Shawnee County want. 
Doing so helps other jurisdictions also make wise 
public investments by informing them of where growth 
is anticipated and development may occur. This can 
reduce the cost of public service and limited availability 
of desired public services. 
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AUTHORITY TO PLAN

The Kansas Legislature grants counties the authority 
to prepare comprehensive plans to guide their future 
growth and development. The Shawnee County 
Comprehensive Plan was prepared and adopted 
pursuant to K.S.A. 19-2958. 

As with counties, the Kansas Legislature has granted 
cities the authority to prepare comprehensive plans 
to guide their future growth and development. 
Consistent with that authority, the City of Topeka 
has created an extraterritorial jurisdiction (ETJ) 
that extends 3-miles beyond the current Topeka 
city limits. In 2015, Topeka adopted a Land Use 
and Growth Management Plan that makes specific 
recommendations for both how land may be divided 
inside the ETJ and the circumstances under which 
the city will allow new development inside the ETJ to 
connect to city water and city wastewater systems.

Planning and Private Property Rights
The Fifth Amendment to the United States 
Constitution generally states that private property 
must not be taken for public use without just 
compensation. A taking occurs when a public agency 
either condemns property to build public projects (also 
referred to as eminent domain) or physically occupies 
or damages property. A government regulatory action 
(such as zoning), can also result in a “regulatory 
taking” which occurs when a regulation interferes with 
the use of private property to such an extent that it has 
the same effect as a physical taking. 

In most cases, the test of whether an action is a 
taking is whether the regulation denies an owner all 
economically viable use of the property. It is important 
to note that the courts have been very clear on this 
last issue; a taking does not occur simply because a 
regulation impose limits on the use of property. The 

Takings Clause is often misconstrued as a prohibition 
against any regulation that either decreases property 
value or prohibits individuals from doing what they 
want with their land. A loss of perceived or potential 
market value is not enough to trigger a takings claim.

Issues of County-Wide Concern
Some issues cannot be addressed by individual 
property owners. In preparation of this plan, Shawnee 
County identified and carefully considered several 
issues of county-wide concern that can only be 
addressed by the community as a whole through its 
locally elected units of government, including: 

• Loss of Agricultural Lands. The loss of nearly 
30,000 acres (45.7 square miles) of agricultural 
lands to very low-density residential development 
since 1960 has undoubtedly reduced the 
economic output of this important industry in 
Shawnee County. There is a community interest 
in protecting the remaining agricultural lands for 
future generations. Roughly 8% of the total land 
area of Shawnee County has been converted 
from productive agricultural lands to low-density 
residential tracts. This exurban development costs 
county taxpayers more to provide public services 
than this development generates in tax revenues 
needed to provide the public services. 

• Disruption of Agricultural Operations. As more 
families that are not engaged in agriculture 
continue to move into unincorporated areas 
in Shawnee County, the potential for conflicts 
between agricultural operations and the new 
residential property-owners increase. This 
includes the introduction of commuter traffic onto 
roads designed for agricultural land uses. It also 
includes a noticeable increase in noxious weeds 
as homeowners not familiar with rural property 
maintenance standards move into the area.   

• Unrealistic Expectations for Public Services. 
As families move from the cities into the 
unincorporated areas in Shawnee County, they 
bring with them an unrealistic set of expectations 
about the types of services and the service levels 
Shawnee County should provide for their new 

homes. Counties are not cities, and just are not 
equipped to provide the same types of public 
services at the same service standards as cities. 
As more residential development occurs in 
unincorporated Shawnee County, public agency 
budgets are strained.

• Responsible Development. Rural lifestyles are 
attractive to many people. Because of this, more 
families will move in to unincorporated areas 
of Shawnee County. Steps need to be taken 
to ensure that new residential development 
occurs in a responsible manner. This means that 
development not occur in environmentally fragile 
areas (i.e., floodplains, wetlands and steep slopes) 
or on the most productive agricultural lands. 
Finally, it means that appropriate public services 
at appropriate service levels be in place before 
development occurs.

Future Policy Discussions
The City of Topeka currently regulates the division 
of land while Shawnee County retains zoning and 
building permit authority inside the Topeka ETJ. The 
Comprehensive Plan provides Shawnee County 
officials with a reasonable basis to conduct policy 
level discussions with Topeka officials regarding how 
best to manage land use and development inside 
the Topeka ETJ. To achieve the future goals of the 
comprehensive plan, it will be necessary for Shawnee 
County to work cooperatively with Topeka.  

Shawnee County does not provide all public 
services needed to support development within 
the unincorporated area. Townships, Rural Water 
Districts, Rural Fire Districts, and others provide many 
of the public services that support development. 
For some public services, cities are providing public 
services outside their corporate boundaries. The 
Comprehensive Plan provides Shawnee County 
officials with a reasonable basis to conduct policy 
level discussions with officials from these other units 
of local government regarding how best to provide 
public services in the unincorporated area. 
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PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

The planning process was conducted by the 
Shawnee County Planning Department and RDG 
Planning & Design, in collaboration with CSF 
Engineers. In June 2016, county commissioners 
identified economic development, land use, natural 
resources, transportation & infrastructure, and 
intergovernmental coordination as key priorities for 
the plan. However, public participation was a critical 
element in engaging citizens and stakeholders to 
inform decisions and ensure that the plan outcomes 
are meaningful, appropriate, and achievable. Keeping 
officials, agencies, local governments, the public, 
and interested parties informed of the planning effort 
further promoted opportunities for input into the plan. 
The public was engaged through the following steps:

Steering Committee
A 22-member Comprehensive Plan Steering 
Committee, representing a broad spectrum of 
community interests was convened to offer primary 
guidance to the plan. Committee members met 
monthly to assist in identifying emerging issues, 
refining vision statements and objectives, and 
prioritizing the community’s goals. As the plan 
developed, they also reviewed it through the 
development process.

Community Questionnaire
To begin the planning process, a community 
questionnaire was made available to all interested 
residents and stakeholders. The questionnaire 
focused on the relative importance of various 
community services and facilities. Over 320 responses 
were received. These responses helped frame the 
important issues and goals as seen through the eyes 
of the community and were used to set the agenda 
for focus group meetings and the visioning process 
undertaken by the Steering Committee.

Stakeholder Groups
Targeted stakeholder group meetings were held over 
two days in September 2016. In total, 62 residents, 
business and property owners, employers, and public 
officials participated in round-table discussions on 
several issues. These discussions provided a forum for 
community members and representatives to expand 
and refine the information from the questionnaire and 
to have in-depth discussion of their broader opinions 
of the community and its future. Additional meetings 
were held with representatives from the Cities of 
Auburn, Silver Lake, Rossville, and Willard and the 
Citizen Band of the Pottawatomie Tribe in October and 
November.

Public Open Houses
Two public open houses were held the evenings of 
October 27, 2016 and November 1, 2016 at Seaman 
and Washburn Rural High Schools. The general 
community was invited to share their ideas for 
Shawnee County and work alongside the planning 
team to help create the comprehensive plan. The 
format began with a brief presentation introducing 
attendees to the planning process, followed by an 
open house. Attendees investigated boards with 
information collected thus far and shared their 
ideas, issues, and concerns with the planning team 
for incorporation into the development of the plan 
document. 36 people participated in these events with 
9 at the first meeting and 27 at the second, excluding 
the planning team. 
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Public Design Workshops
Two public design workshops were held the evenings 
of February 1, 2017 and February 2, 2017 at Washburn 
Rural High School and Northern Hills Elementary 
School. Using projections of residential, commercial, 
and industrial growth through 2040 and accounting for 
residents’ goals and objectives, the team shared future 
scenarios. About 30 members of the public attended 
and helped fine-tune these ideas, in addition to sharing 
their own. It also provided an opportunity for the public 
to think critically about how Shawnee County may 
look in the future and add their voices to the plan. The 
future land use map was especially shaped by these 
workshops, in addition to area concepts.

Big Ideas Series
To actively involve the public in the process 
ofdeveloping the Plan, the team produced a series of 
ten “Big Ideas” summaries to cover the plan’s major 
topics in partnership with the Topeka Capital Journal. 
Each introduced a topic and explained relevant 
considerations, plan goals, and recommendations. 
This provided another opportunity to engage and 
inform as much of the public as possible and provided 
an opportunity for the public to understand the plan’s 
recommendations in order to shape them.

Final Public Open House
The final public open house was held June 15 at the 
Big Gage Shelter House at Gage Park. This provided 
a public forum for attendees to come and voice their 
comments, questions, and concerns of the plan’s 
goals and recommendations. In total, 22 participants 
attended.

Project Website
A project website was created and routinely updated 
with new information on the project as it evolved. This 
served as a resource through which interested citizens 
could stay involved and engaged with the project. 
Documents, including the Big Ideas summaries, 
were also posted to the website in addition to the 
completed plan.

Commission Involvement
The planning and county commissions were especially 
involved in the planning process. The planning 
commission attended the final steering committee 
meetings in order to voice their ideas about the 
plan’s goals and recommendations and also provided 
comments about the completed chapters. The county 
commission stayed active as the plan was adopted, 
with a workshop on June 12, a public hearing with 
the planning commission on August 14, and a final 
adoption hearing held ____.
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ISSUE IDENTIFICATION 

During the initial stages of the planning process, the 
county commission, steering committee, stakeholder 
groups, public questionnaire, and public open 
houses allowed residents of Shawnee County to 
express their thoughts about the county’s services, 
facilities, strengths, weaknesses, and future direction. 
Responses helped measure public perceptions of the 
county and suggested potential future priorities and 
general actions. 

Questionnaire Responses
Questionnaire respondents identified the following as 
the primary perceived strengths of Shawnee County:

• Schools

• Location in northeast Kansas

• Park system 

• Quality of life

• Property values 

Questionnaire respondents identified the following as 
important issues facing the county:

• Ability to retain young people 

• Attracting new industries and businesses 

• Public finances and taxes

• Recruiting higher paying industries 

• Having a vision for the future

These opportunities and threats reappear throughout 
the plan. Other survey results are included at the 
beginning of relevant sections, informing many of the 
policies and discussions. 

Recurring Themes
Several themes emerged during discussion with 
groups, including:

Figure 0.2: What do you believe are Shawnee County’s three greatest assets?

Source1: RDG Community Questionnaire
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Figure 0.3: What do you believe are the most important issues facing Shawnee County in the next ten years? • Natural Resources. Shawnee County contains a 
variety of environmental resources and features 
that should be recognized and preserved and the 
land’s carrying capacity should not be exceeded.

• Transportation & Infrastructure. The county 
will strive to provide services in an efficient and 
cost-effective manner by encouraging careful 
development and expansion, accounting for future 
needs and desires, and coordinating with related 
groups and agencies.

• Land Use & Development. Land use policy should 
direct urban development to minimize conflicts 
between land uses, take advantage of existing 
infrastructure, protect the character of the county, 
and clarify expectations for development.

• Economic Development. Planning efforts should 
promote job creation and opportunities for 
entrepreneurship, recognize the importance of 
agriculture, mineral extraction, and homebased 
businesses to the vitality of the county’s economy, 
and provide easy access to commercial areas.

• Housing. Shawnee County should have a variety 
of housing types. Existing housing in historic 
development areas should be preserved and 
improved, and new housing should be provided in 
a manner consistent with its surroundings.

• Intergovernmental Cooperation. The county 
and its townships, utility providers, and other 
taxing jurisdictions should actively communicate 
and involve each other and the area’s residents 
and businesses to decrease costs and maintain 
orderly development. 

• Quality of Life. Planning should enhance the 
county’s quality of life through well-maintained 
infrastructure, numerous recreational activities 
and facilities, and safety, in addition to increasing 
residents pride in the county and its small and 
unincorporated towns.

• Avoid Burdensome Regulation. Planning should 
not create regulation that would decrease land 
values, provide an undue burden, or does not 
enhance the public’s health, safety, or welfare.

Source1: RDG Community Questionnaire
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APPROACH AND FORMAT

The Shawnee County 2037 Comprehensive Plan 
is organized into several chapters. Each topically 
explores the existing conditions, findings, goals, and 
recommendations. The final chapter synthesizes this 
information to implement the plan and identifies ways 
to accomplish these recommendations. The chapters 
are organized as follows:

1. Demographics
Presents a demographic snapshot of the county, 
analyzing its historic population, comparing it to 
comparable communities, reviewing demographic 
considerations, and projecting its potential future 
growth. 

2. Natural Resources
Explores Shawnee County’s natural resources, 
including environmental resources and features that 
should be recognized, preserved, or used such as 
floodplains, wetlands, landscapes, farmlands, and 
cultural or historic resources like the Oregon Trail and 
Native Stone Scenic Byway, among others. 

3. Transportation & Infrastructure
Discusses the development and support of an efficient 
county road network to serve future circulation and 
access needs, in addition to the provision of other 
services to residents such as utilities and services like 
cell phone coverage, schools, internet, and rural water 
and sewer. 

4. Land Use
Identifies land use policies for future growth and 
development, including the direction of urban and 
suburban development, current policies for land use, 
and how existing infrastructure and natural resources 
affect it. It also explores the interaction of land use 
with agriculture, and rural lifestyles. 

5. Housing
Discusses historical housing development in the 
county, including the affordability of housing in 
unincorporated areas, homes for families engaged 
in agriculture, homes on suburban estates, and other 
housing options such as manufactured homes or small 
apartments. 

6. Economic Development
Explains Shawnee County’s current economy 
and workforce, anticipated industry growth and 
change, changes in the nation’s economy, and other 
considerations for economic development in the 
county including home occupations, agri- and historic 
tourism, and the effects of quality of life. 

7. Implementation
Synthesizes information from the previous chapters 
and presents how the county can accomplish these 
recommendations on a reasonable time schedule 
given the county’s fiscal capacity, current policy, and 
need to work with other jurisdictions and its residents.
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