CHAPTER FOUR

Land Use and
Design
Land use is typically the central element of a comprehensive
plan because it establishes the overall physical configuration
of the county - the mix and location of uses and the nature
of community system that support them. Because the
land use plan is a statement of policy, public and private
decision makers depend on it to guide individual actions
such as land purchases, project design, and the review and
approval process. This chapter reviews existing patterns of
development, potential market needs, and the regulations
that guide them, including the Future Land Use map.
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INTRODUCTION
As this is the first comprehensive plan developed
for the unincorporated area of Shawnee County,
great thought and care has been given to land use
and land development issues that have emerged in
the unincorporated areas in the county over the last
several decades.
There are five incorporated cities in Shawnee County.
These are Auburn, Rossville, Silver Lake, Topeka and
Willard. Shawnee County is very interested in working
cooperatively with all five cities as they pursue their
own future land use and land development goals.
Shawnee County recognizes that for the county to be
successful, each of its cities need to be successful too.

Auburn, Rossville, Silver Lake and
Willard
Auburn, Rossville, Silver Lake and Willard all require
annexation as a condition of extension of cityowned utilities outside of their current city limits.
The one exception is that Auburn provides natural
gas distribution services to an area much larger than
their city limits. None of these cities have chosen
to exercise an Extraterritorial Jurisdiction outside
their city limits. Shawnee County has executed an
interlocal agreement with the City of Silver Lake
to assist that city with their land use planning and
development regulation (i.e., zoning/subdivision)
issues. Currently, none of these cities have a
comprehensive plan.

Topeka
The City of Topeka adopted the Land Use and Growth
Management Plan (LUGMP) in 2015, resulting in
significant changes in policy direction. The overall
priority of the LUGMP is to direct future urban growth
to existing areas within Topeka, either through infill
development, redevelopment, or rehabilitation. Land
within the Topeka UGA is encouraged, through 2040,
to be annexed into Topeka when ready for urban
development. Established by State law, Topeka has
land division authority over the 3-mile extraterritorial
jurisdiction (ETJ) which includes the UGA.

Small Town Neighborhoods - Silver Lake

Survey participants completed a “report card”
questionnaire in which they were asked to rank
various land use and design issues and opportunities
on a one-to-five scale, with five representing
“excellent” and one representing “poor.” Additional
general questions about Shawnee County government
were also asked. Attributes with average scores
of 3.0 or above are perceived strengths and those
with scores below 2.5 represent areas of perceived
weaknesses. These results were then explored
further through stakeholder meetings. Figures 4.1 and
4.2 highlight important strengths and weaknesses
regarding land use and design.
The only strength in this section was the overall
quality of life in Shawnee County. This mirrors and
summarizes public perceptions seen earlier including
positive attitudes towards the county’s strong service
provision. The public was less enthusiastic about
the quality of development in the county, though it
was not viewed negatively. Topics viewed negatively
include the effectiveness of the zoning code and
efficient use of tax revenues. Efficient use of tax
revenues strengthens the idea of fiscal responsibility
for infrastructure explored in the last chapter. The
effectiveness of the zoning and subdivision code is
explored throughout this chapter.
In addition to the public survey, five focus group
meetings and four public meetings have been held.

Topeka has extended water and sewer infrastructure
beyond the city limits into the ETJ/UGA. As such, there
are annexation rules regarding connecting to city
water and sewer service. Within the UGA, annexation
is required to connect to city water and sewer service.
Outside the UGA, but within the ETJ, annexation
is required for water service, and only consent to
annexation is required for sewer service.
In addition, the existing 2040 LUGMP policy promotes
a 20-acre minimum lot size for rural development
within the Topeka UGA.

PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS

Small Town Businesses - Rossville
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Figure 4.2: Land Use and Design (1 being poor and 5 being excellent)

FIGURE 4.1: Questionnaire Responses: Land Use
(1 being Poor and 5 being Excellent)
SURVEY RESPONSE RATINGS

AVERAGE
RATING

Overall Quality of Life

3.11

County Government

2.96

Quality of Development Along Interstate
335 (the Turnpike)

2.95

Quality of Development Along Interstate 70

2.92

Quality of New Development

2.79

Quality of Development Along Highway 24
(West of Topeka)

2.75

Citizen Involvement

2.70

Quality of Development Along Highway 75
(Topeka Blvd)
Property Maintenance in High Visibility
Areas

2.66
2.55

Tax Levels

2.51

Effectiveness of Zoning Codes

2.42

Effective Use of Tax Revenues

2.40

Source: RDG Community Questionnaire

Source: RDG Community Questionnaire
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EXISTING CONDITIONS
Concepts: Urban to Rural Transect
The intensity of land use varies widely throughout
Shawnee County. A transect is a cut through the
land that shows the range of different types of
development. Figure 4.3 depicts a conceptual rural
to urban transect to help visualize unincorporated
Shawnee County. Each 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 as follows:
Rural Area - SE 85th Street

Rural Area - K-4 Highway

Rural: Primarily natural landscapes and lands
actively used for agricultural production. Homes

low population density. Wastewater is almost always
treated 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.

are usually occupied by farmers and ranchers.
Businesses usually support the agricultural industry
or the rural population. Unique unincorporated towns
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

Figure 4.3: Rural to Urban Transect
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Exurban Area - Tecumseh Township

Suburban Area - Sterling Chase Subdivision

Urban Area - SW College Avenue in Topeka

Exurban: Located outside of cities, these are
transitioning rural areas near a city. Homes are

Suburban. 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 less
than 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: Nearly always located in cities. The pattern
of development is characterized by an interconnected
rectilinear street grid that maximizes 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.

typically built piecemeal along existing roads and
agricultural operations often continue to the rear
of the residential lots, creating a high potential for
conflict. Roads may be paved or unpaved but are
still used for agricultural operations; some emerge
as commuter corridors. Water may be from private
wells or from rural service providers, but usually at
pressures too low for fire suppression. Wastewater
disposal is typically provided by privately owned
septic systems, which can be expensive when they
fail. High speed internet and mobile phone coverage
may be limited. Residential lot sizes are typically 3-5
acres to allow for septic fields, but if these lots are
not maintained, it can result in noxious weeds and
red cedar trees that interfere with agriculture. Most of
these parcels are created 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.

85

DRAFT 09-01-2017

FIGURE 4.4: Development Densities
Source: Shawnee County Parcel Data
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Homes are built on individual 3-acre un-platted tracts
at scattered locations throughout unincorporated
Shawnee County. There are also platted subdivisions
at somewhat higher densities, but these are scattered
and typically lack neighborhood amenities. Figure 4.4
depicts this pattern of development throughout the
county which is predominantly along county roads.
Providing public services is more expensive when
densities are low or very-low and when developments
are not contiguous.

Current Land Use
The change in the distribution of land uses in Shawnee
County over time tells an interesting story. Though
the county is still largely agricultural, it contains many
residential uses in an exurban setting. Overall, the
county encompasses 556 square miles or nearly
356,000 acres. Auburn, Rossville, Silver Lake, Topeka
and Willard together comprise 41,000 acres or about
64 square miles in the county.

expensive. It is worth noting that the City of Salina is
the 10th largest city in Kansas and has a population
of 47,707. Thus, the unincorporated area of Shawnee
County would be the 11th largest city in Kansas if it was
a city.

AGRICULTURE
As would be expected, agriculture is the dominant
land use in unincorporated Shawnee County, by total
land area. Agricultural uses comprise 231,467 acres or
80 percent of developed land in the unincorporated

FIGURE 4.5: Land Uses in Unincorporated Shawnee County, 2016

Agriculture
Parks and Rec

As indicated in Figure 4.5, unincorporated Shawnee
County is divided into various land uses as follows:
• Agricultural: 231,467 acres or 361 square miles

area. Within the county, agricultural uses dominate
areas to the west and northwest. Areas closer to
Topeka are more likely to have additional land uses
interspersed with the agricultural parcels, primarily
single family homes. In economic terms, 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. These figures demonstrate that the
agricultural industry remains very important for the
continued economic health of Shawnee County.

Single Family Residential
Medium Density Residential

NUMBER OF PARCELS

ACREAGE

% DEVELOPED LAND BY
ACREAGE

4,591

231,467

79.7%

90

5,363

1.8%

15,264

41,772

14.4%

875

185

0.1%

Multifamily Residential

10

60

0.0%
0.3%

Manufactured Homes

132

736

• Residential: 42,753 acres or 67 square miles

Office Commercial

24

302

0.1%

• Commercial: 726 acres or about 1 square mile

Service Commercial

32

80

0.0%

• Industrial: 2,560 acres or 4 square miles

General Commercial

45

344

0.1%

Civic

259

7,559

2.6%

111

1,039

0.4%

• Civic/Parks/ROW: 29,185 acres or 46 square miles
• Vacant: 7,710 acres or 12 square miles
Topeka has a population of 127,704. The four
small cities together have a population of 3,909.
Unincorporated Shawnee County has a population
of 46,552. Thus, the cities have almost three times
as many people living in about the same amount
of space as is being consumed by residents of the
unincorporated area. This is an inefficient use of
valuable land resources in the unincorporated area,
and makes the provision of public services much more

Warehousing/Light Industrial
General Industrial

37

1,521

0.5%

Developed Land (Uninc.)

21,470

290,428

100.0%

Developed Land (Uninc.)

21,470

290,428

81.7%

Vacant

1,687

7,710

2.2%

ROW

16,263

4.6%

Cities

41,240

11.6%

Total

355,641

100.0%

Source: Shawnee County Parcel Data
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FIGURE 4.6: Current Land Use
Source: Shawnee County Parcel Data

88

SHAWNEE COUNTY | 2037 COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

RESIDENTIAL

Figure 4.7: Parcels and Plats by Year in Unincorporated Shawnee County

Residential development is the second largest land
use in terms of land area in the unincorporated area.
Comprising more than 42,000 acres, residential
properties make up nearly 15 percent of the county’s
developed planning jurisdiction; this is not typical for
a county of this size. About 98 percent of residential
areas are single family homes. The remaining 2
percent is medium density residential, multifamily,
and manufactured homes. The average size of single
family residential parcels in the unincorporated area
is 2.7 acres, with most residential development to
the northeast (Soldier), east (Tecumseh), and west
(Mission) of Topeka. These areas are typically exurban
in character, adjacent to Topeka but not annexed.
There are approxiately 16,300 residential parcels
in the unincorporated area including both platted
lots and un-platted tracts; this is not typical. Most
residential parcels are in Soldier, Mission, and
Tecumseh Townships. As indicated in Figure 4.7, more
individual residential parcels were created during the
1960’s and 1970’s, but more platted subdivisions were
created during the 1990’s. More recently, the number
of rural residential subdivisions and subdivided
parcels has declined, even as the unincorporated
portions of the county continue growing as a
proportion of the county’s population, indicating a
shift away from planned subdivisions and toward plat
exemptions.
Meanwhile, the almost 6,800 parcels that are unplatted are scattered throughout the County, primarily
though not exclusively along section-line roads. As
indicated in Figure 4.8, many unplatted tracts are
larger than 3.0 acres with the median parcel being
3.08 acres, often due to the use of the plat exemption
process. Meanwhile, more than half of platted lots are
smaller than 0.5 acres.

FIGURE 4.8: Land Uses in Unincorporated Shawnee County, 2016
UNPLATTED TRACTS

PLATTED LOTS

NUMBER

PERCENT

<0.25 Acres

18

0.3%

1,610

16.9%

0.25-0.49 Acres

170

2.5%

3,462

36.4%

0.5-0.9 Acres

684

10.1%

2,669

28.1%

1.0-1.9 Acres

532

7.9%

793

8.3%

2.0-2.9 Acres

1,731

25.5%

313

3.3%

3.0-3.9 Acres

996

14.7%

391

4.1%

4.0-4.9 Acres

605

8.9%

116

1.2%

5.0-7.49 Acres

737

10.9%

80

0.8%

7.5-9.9 Acres

612

9.0%

29

0.3%

10.0+ Acres

692

10.2%

41

0.4%

6,777

100.0%

9,504

100.0%

Total

NUMBER

PERCENT

Source: Shawnee County Parcel Data
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Residential land uses do not make a sustained
contribution to the County’s economy, but they place
demands for public services such as police, fire, water,
sewage disposal, and roads. The provision of public
services over time is more expensive to provide in
exurban areas than in suburban and urban areas.

CIVIC, RIGHT-OF-WAY, PARKS, AND
RECREATION

Medium Density Residential Units - NW Fielding Road

Civic Uses - NW 46th Street

Civic uses are those land uses that are owned by the
local, state, or federal government, or by non-profit
organizations like churches or private schools. In
Shawnee County, these land uses comprise the next
largest portion of the County with nearly 7,600 acres.
A significant amount of land in the county is held in
public or non-taxable ownership. The Metropolitan
Topeka Airport Authority, covering more than 2,450
acres is the largest single area of public land. Utility
providers, including the multiple Rural Water Districts,
also cover a significant portion of the county, as do
healthcare-related uses, schools, and religious uses.
Right-of-way also constitutes another nearly 16,300
acres.
Another common land use is parks and recreation,
comprising another 5,400 acres. Much of the
County’s parkland is owned by the County Board of
Commissioners (1,180 acres), including Lake Shawnee.
However, the 598-acre State Fishing Lake, the US
Corps of Engineers-owned Clinton Wildlife Area in
Shawnee County (1,930 acres), and other semi-public
recreational uses such as golf courses also make
up significant amounts of the county’s recreational
amenities. Parks and recreation is further discussed in
the natural resources section of the plan report.

Commercial Uses - NW 46th Street
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COMMERCIAL AND INDUSTRIAL
Figure 4.9 on page 91 depicts employment and retail
centers. Most industrial uses in Shawnee County are
located within incorporated areas or adjacent to the
Interstate, US and State Highways, and railroads.
Undeveloped land intended for future industrial use
are not counted in the following numbers.
In total, light industrial/warehousing comprise 1,039
acres and general industrial land another 1,521 acres,
which occur in three primary industrial areas:
1.

South: anchored by Topeka Regional Airport
and the Mars Plant

2.

North: anchored by the Goodyear Plant north of
Topeka.

3.

Northeast: anchored by Phillip Billard Airport.

The northeast employment area is not as developed,
despite the construction of the Oakland Expressway
(K-4 Highway). Other than these areas, some industrial
uses are also found adjacent to the river, including
sand mining operations, and in the unincorporated
town of Tecumseh where Westar Energy has its power
plant and Futamura Chemicals has its cellophane
plant.
Commercial areas cover only 726 acres in the County,
including office, service, and general commercial uses.
Most commercial land uses in the unincorporated area
are retail uses. These are scattered throughout the
county, though they are typically near incorporated
cities and unincorporated towns, such as Dover. Office
commercial comprises another major portion of the
County’s commercial land, mostly near Topeka. Other
small commercial establishments are scattered across
the County. One significant commercial development
is located at US-75 and NW 46th Street.

US-24/Topeka Retail Area

Rossville Retail Area

North Employment Area

US-75/46th St Retail Area

Anchor: Small Businesses
Purpose: Small Town Commercial
Location: Downtown and US-24
Serves: Northwest County

Anchor: Goodyear Plant
Purpose: Industrial expansion
Annexation Probability: High

Anchor: Small Businesses
Purpose: Neighborhood Commercial
Location: Near Interchange of US-75 and 46th
Street
Serves: Northcentral County

Anchor: Small Businesses
Purpose: Neighborhood Commercial
Location: NW Topeka Boulevard
Serves: NE County

East Employment Area
Anchor: Billard Airport
Purpose: Industrial
Expansion
Location: K-4 Area
Annexation Probability: High

Silver Lake Retail Area
Anchor: Small Businesses
Purpose: Small Town Commercial
Location: Downtown and US-24
Serves: Northcentral County

Tecumseh Employment Area
Anchor: Futamura cellophane plant
Purpose: Industrial Expansion
Location: SE 2nd Street
Annexation Probability: Low

Wanamaker Retail Area
Anchor: West Ridge Mall, Chain Retail
Purpose: Regional Commercial
Location: Wanamaker Street Area
Serves: All County

Downtown and NOTO
Anchor: Small Businesses, Government Offices,
Westar Energy, NOTO Arts District
Purpose: Retail and Employment Center
Location: Downtown Topeka, NOTO
Serves: All County

Dover Retail Area
Anchor: Small Businesses
Purpose: Small Neighborhood Commercial
Location: Downtown
Serves: SW County

SW Topeka Blvd Retail Area
FIGURE 4.9: Commercial and Industrial
Areas in Shawnee County

Anchor: Chain Retail
Purpose: Regional Commercial
Location: SW Topeka Boulevard
Serves: All County

Auburn Retail Area
Anchor: Small Businesses
Purpose: Small Town Commercial
Location: Auburn Road
Serves: SW County
91

South Employment Area
Anchor: Topeka Regional Airport,
Mars Plant, Distribution Centers
Purpose: Industrial Expansion
Location: SW Topeka Boulevard Area
Annexation Probability: High
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VACANT RESIDENTIAL PARCELS
As depicted on Figure 4.11 on page 93, there 2,228
parcels in the unincorporated area of Shawnee County
that remain undeveloped. It is worth considering
whether new residential parcels should be created
before these existing parcels are developed. It is
likely that some are not ready to be developed if
the needed infrastructure is not currently in place.
However, where public agencies have already made
significant investments in infrastructure, it would
be worth considering how to capture the value of
that investment. A good example of existing but
underutilized infrastructure is the Half Day Creek
Sewer Interceptor line. Undeveloped land located
in the Half Day Creek Sewer District should be
encouraged to develop at suburban densities over
time so Shawnee County can recover the substantial
investment it made in 1993. However, it will be very
important to work closely with the City of Topeka. A
consent to future annexation should be required as a
condition of subdivision or connection to utilities.
FIGURE 4.10: Vacant Residential Parcels in
Unincorporated Shawnee County
TOTAL PARCELS
UGA

479

ETJ

1,286

Non-ETJ
Total

611
2,228

Source: Shawnee County Parcel Data

FIGURE 4.11A: Vacant Lots: Half Day Creek Area
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FIGURE 4.11B: Vacant Lots
Source: Shawnee County Parcel Data

93

DRAFT 09-01-2017

Land Use Policy
TOPEKA LAND USE POLICY
Topeka is the only city in Shawnee County to exercise
its state-authorized extraterritorial planning jurisdiction
to date. This includes land division and plat approval
authority within the 3-mile Extraterritorial Jurisdiction
(ETJ). It also includes authority to vacate existing plats.
Historically, Topeka expanded outward, especially to
the west and north, causing new areas of the county
to feel development pressure. In March 2015, Topeka
adopted its 2040 Land Use & Growth Management
Plan (LUGMP). The LUGMP defines an Urban Growth
Area (UGA) outside of the current city limits with
“service tiers” that show areas where future growth
is expected with its first tier being Topeka City limits.
Topeka defines the balance of its ETJ as “non-urban
growth area.” Figure 4.12 depicts the current city limits,
ETJ, and the service tier boundaries of the UGA.
The LUGMP directs development to where
infrastructure and services are already located
inside and near the city while de-emphasizing
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.

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, including
required access to all urban services (fire & police
protection, urban streets, and city sewer and water)
prior to consideration for new development. Tiers
1–3 are primarily residential neighborhood areas.
The employment area is expected to develop for
employment-related uses which are primarily industrial
in nature.

COUNTY SUBDIVISION AND PLAT POLICY
There are many platted subdivisions in unincorporated
Shawnee County, most of which are inside Topeka’s
ETJ. Subdivision platting is the process of dividing
or combining lots for 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 for Shawnee
County outside the ETJ and Topeka inside the ETJ to
determine that the plat document meets proper legal
requirements to be recorded. The city and county also
ensure that the plat complies with the appropriate
zoning ordinance, meets lot and block standards,
addresses traffic and environmental impacts, and that
land is dedicated for road right-of-way and utilities.
One of the major benefits of platted subdivisions is
that local government agencies and other service
providers can review land divisions before they occur
and advise the property owners and developers about
known issues. Formal subdivision and platting is the
normal process for dividing land for development
purposes. Nearly all non-agricultural land divisions
should occur through the subdivision and platting
process.
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For decades, Shawnee County allowed plat
exemptions for the division of land for parcels that are
at least 3-acres with at least 200 feet of frontage on
a public roadway. With plat exemptions, it is possible
to divide as many as 90 parcels around a section’s
perimeter without any public review of the impact of
development or resulting demand for services. Figure
4.13 shows the maximum extent of development along
existing section-line roads. Because Topeka has
increased the required frontage to 300-feet, inside
the non-UGA portion of the ETJ, it will now only be
possible to divide somewhere in the range of 66 to 90
parcels around the perimeter of a section of land in
the future. Unanticipated consequences include:
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.

Land divisions through plat exemptions are currently
allowed inside the Topeka ETJ if they are outside the
UGA. Within the UGA, there are stricter requirements,
including a 20-acre minimum size to prevent
development that may not be possible to annex in
the future. Plat exemptions should be the “exception
to the rule” and not the preferred method of land
division.

FIGURE 4.12: Topeka ETJ, UGA, and Service Tier Boundaries
Source: Shawnee County GIS Data
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Figure 4.14 depicts 41 exurban lots and tracts along
both sides of a 1-mile section of SE Berryton Rd
between SE 53rd St and SE 61st St. Homes have been
built along most public roads in Shawnee County with
nearly 60% of all parcels in unincorporated Shawnee
County 3-acres or smaller. While 90 homes have not
been built around the perimeter of any single section
of land in Shawnee County this is still allowable under
current rules. Residential development at this density
is best characterized as “exurban.”

Figure 4.13: Potential Exurban Area After Plat Exemptions

There is some concern about the impact of regulations
on private property rights. The county should
take care to adopt regulations that implement the
expressed desires of county residents. Nearly all
feedback has expressed a desire to keep the rural
areas in Shawnee County rural, and to protect rural
lifestyles. There are currently 1,897 vacant lots in the
part of Shawnee County that is expected to remain
unincorporated (outside of the UGA). There are
2.39 people per household on average throughout
Shawnee County, meaning there are enough existing
vacant residential lots and tracts to absorb more than
4,500 people without creating any new residential lots
or tracts.
New residential lots and tracts created should occur
in or near established communities, including the five
cities and the nine unincorporated towns. New land
divisions should only occur if adequate public services
are already in place or will be constructed at the time
of development.

Source: RDG Planning & Design

Figure 4.14: Existing Exurban Tracts on SE Berryton Rd

Source: Google Maps
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FUTURE CONDITIONS
Shawnee County, including the five cities, is projected
to grow by 14,600 people by 2040 and Topeka’s
LUGMP anticipates Topeka will grow by 11,000 people
through infill development and redevelopment inside
current city limits and through land annexations and
new development in the UGA. If Topeka does grow
by 11,000 people, the rest of Shawnee County will
grow by 3,600 people, which could be housed in
approximately 1,500 new homes. If unincorporated
Shawnee County were to grow as it has in the past,
there would be an additional 10,500 people or 4,400
new homes in the unincorporated area.
All development should be expected to follow the
principles for good development. These are:
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.

Projected growth in Shawnee County could easily fit
in Topeka and the ETJ with most in Topeka and the
UGA. 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 infill development in the
exurban portion of the ETJ when public services can
be provided at desired service levels.
Rossville, Silver Lake and Willard are surrounded
almost entirely by floodplains and legacy farms. This
reduces the likelihood of population growth as the
result of new development inside or immediately
adjacent to those three cities.
Auburn recently invested significantly in a sewage
treatment plant expansion project making it possible
for that city to grow. Due to Auburn’s investment and
the desire of many people to live in small towns, it
might be reasonable to assume that Auburn could
average a 1% annual growth rate. Such growth would
provide for 100 additional homes to be built and 240
additional people by 2040.
There are nine unincorporated towns located in
Shawnee County. Pauline and Montara are located
inside the UGA. Shawnee County could encourage
new development in the seven unincorporated
towns outside the UGA: Berryton, Dover, Elmont,
Kiro, Tecumseh, Wakarusa, and Watson. Perhaps an
average of 10 homes could be built in each of the
unincorporated towns, resulting in a growth of roughly
170 people in the unincorporated towns.

Because Shawnee County invested in the construction
of the Half Day Creek Sewer Interceptor line in 1993
at the cost of $2.1 million, there is an opportunity
to reconsider how land will develop. This sewer
interceptor line is located inside the Topeka ETJ but
outside the UGA and is depicted on the map on Figure
4.15.
Figure 4.16 depicts a concept demonstrating how
land potentially could be developed on the interior
of sections of land in the Topeka ETJ. The concept
was developed at the Design Workshops held during
the plan development process and were discussed
by members of the public that attended these public
meetings. There was strong support for the concept
at both Design Workshops. There are some clear
advantages to using this approach to development.
First, as discussed in the prior chapter on
Transportation, Utilities and Public Facilities, the cost
of providing public services is much lower at suburban
densities. Second, much less agricultural land is
consumed with few conflicts between incompatible
land uses. Third, public review of issues associated
with development occurs prior to land division through
the plat approval process rather than waiting until the
building permit stage. Fourth, the development of
planned subdivisions allows for the consideration of
desired neighborhood amenities and needed public
improvements.

10. Make decisions in a transparent &
collaborative manner.
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Figure 4.15: Sewer Service in Soldier Township
Source: RDG Planning & Design
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Figure 4.16: In-Fill Development Concept Near Seaman High and Middle Schools
Source: RDG Planning & Design
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Smaller City Growth
Rossville, Silver Lake and Willard are located along
the Kansas River and are surrounded by floodplains.
Figure 4.17 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 4.18
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.
Auburn, Rossville, Silver Lake and Willard all currently
require annexation as a condition of extending city
utilities beyond the current city limits. Near Auburn, it
is unlikely that a new interchange will be constructed
on Interstate 335 (Kansas Turnpike) to improve access

due to its high cost, possibly $35 million or more.
However, Auburn has adequate sewage treatment
facilities to support additional growth to the east and
north of the existing cities limits.
There are five unincorporated towns in Shawnee
County outside the Topeka ETJ: Berryton, Dover,
Elmont, Wakarusa, and Watson. These are established
communities that could be the focus for additional
growth and development in unincorporated Shawnee
County.

Figure 4.17: Floodplains and Roadways near Shawnee County’s Small Cities

Source: RDG Planning & Design
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Future Land Use Map
Figure 4.18 on page 102 is the Future Land Use Map.
There are several distinct areas depicted on this map.
These as described more fully below.

TOPEKA URBAN GROWTH AREA
The Topeka Urban Growth Area (UGA) reflects the
planned future city limits for the City of Topeka
through the year 2040. Currently, Topeka regulates
land divisions in the area and the availability of urban
infrastructure and services. This plan recommends
most industrial and heavy commercial uses occur in
the employment service tier of the UGA. Topeka
should annex commercial and industrial developments
as they occur. This plan recommends that Shawnee
County support Topeka’s plans and development
regulations for the UGA.

AUBURN RESIDENTIAL GROWTH AREA
The purpose of the Auburn Residential Growth Area
is to encourage residential development adjacent to
this small city within Shawnee County. Auburn recently
expanded its wastewater treatment facilities and can
generally accommodate residential development to
the east and north of its current city limits. New
residential development occurring in this area should
be required to use city utilities and should be annexed
into the city as a condition of development.

SMALL TOWN RESIDENTIAL GROWTH AREAS
The purpose of the Small Town Residential Growth
Areas is to “cluster” new residential development
into the important unincorporated towns of Berryton,
Dover, Elmont, Kiro, Tecumseh, Wakarusa, and
Watson. Clustering new residential development in
these unincorporated towns will minimize the amount
of agricultural lands lost to exurban development
elsewhere in the unincorporated area. Plus, these
communities already have a sense of place and many
offer critical rural services. For these areas to develop,

it will be necessary to consider how to provide
wastewater treatment. This plan recommends
establishing these areas as urban reserves to be
developed after needed public facilities and services
are in place, particularly wastewater treatment.
Residential and commercial development should be
required to be compatible with the existing pattern
and scale of development

HALF DAY CREEK RESIDENTIAL GROWTH
AREA
The purpose of the Half Day Creek Residential Growth
Area is to encourage residential development at
suburban densities in an area with existing public
services. This area has excellent freeway access
by way of US-75 highway with grade-separated
interchanges at NW 35th Street and NW 46th Street.
This area also is served by the Half Day Creek Sewer
Interceptor which was constructed nearly 20-years
ago. By requiring residential development to occur
at suburban densities in this area, less agricultural
land will be converted to residential development
elsewhere in the unincorporated area. Residential
development is anticipated to continue in this area,
so it is critical that Shawnee County and Topeka work
closely together to ensure that development occurs in
a responsible manner. This plan makes the following
recommendations:
• Land divisions should follow the formal
subdivision and platting process. Plat exemptions
should be reserved for agricultural divisions only,
• Residential development should only approved at
suburban densities.
• Existing platted subdivisions should not be
vacated.

development is likely to occur, but should not be the
predominant land use. These are described more fully
below.

URBAN-RURAL TRANSITION AREA
The purpose of the Transition Area is to provide
for a transitional area between urban development
in and around the City of Topeka and the more
rural areas of Shawnee County. While this area has
agricultural lands, more than 40% has already been
converted from agricultural to residential uses.
Because residential development is expected to
continue in this area, it is critical that Shawnee County
and Topeka work closely together to ensure that
development occurs in a responsible manner. This
plan recommends that the development standards in
the UGA also apply in this area.

AGRICULTURAL CONSERVATION AREA
The purpose of the Agricultural Conservation Area
is to offer some protections for agricultural lands
that remain near Topeka, but also recognize that that
significant exurban and some suburban development
may have already occurred. This plan recommends
discouraging residential development in this area but
recognizes that some continued exurban development
may occur. This plan recommends that residential
development in this area occur on vacant residential
parcels of record established prior to plan adoption.
There is a substantial number of vacant residential
parcels of record in this area; this plan recommends
that homes be built on these parcels before new
parcels are created through the plat exemption
process.

• This area should be established as an urban
reserve to be developed after the UGA.

OTHER AREAS
There are several areas where residential
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EXCLUSIVE AGRICULTURAL USE AREA
The purpose of the Exclusive Agricultural Use Area is
to offer significant protection for agricultural lands and
rural lifestyles. This area has the largest percentage
of contiguous and intact agricultural lands in Shawnee
County. If farming and ranching are to remain viable
economic activities in Shawnee County, it is critical
that agricultural lands in this area be protected.
This plan recommends limiting but not prohibiting
residential development in this area. There is a
substantial number of vacant residential parcels
of record in this area; this plan recommends that
homes be built on these parcels before new parcels
are created through the plat exemption process. In
addition, this plan recommends that every farm and
ranch in the agricultural use areas should be able to
have two residential structures (a primary residence
and an accessory residence for a family member
or employee). Plus, each farm or ranch should be
allowed one residential land division through the plat
exemption process.

Unincorporated Population for
Select Counties
• Douglas County:

11,907

• Johnson County:

11,885

• Riley County:

7,435

• Sedgwick County:

23,006

Average: 		

13,559

Shawnee County:
(more than 3x higher)

46,552

DISCUSSION
The unincorporated area of Shawnee County has
grown at a much faster pace than similar counties
in Kansas. This has resulted in conflict between
agricultural operations and homeowners, the
perceived loss of area’s rural character, and has
contributed to the “parcelization” of the county,
limiting options for future development, agricultural
production, and economic development.
Opportunities for coordination between land
development and capital programming has been
limited prior to the issuance of building permits due
to the frequent use of plat exemptions. As such, many
homeowners have needed to provide their own water
with private wells and/or their own wastewater with
septic systems. Financing new infrastructure, the
cost of maintenance, and transportation needs to be
carefully considered and development patterns need
to occur at densities able to support these expected
services. Providing public services to uncoordinated
developments, including road maintenance and
public safety, creates additional costs for the county.
Planning for and ensuring minimum standards can
prevent this and help guide development to areas best
able to provide desired public services.
Some are concerned that the comprehensive
planning process will lead to burdensome regulations
or decreased land values. Expectations about the
continuance of current regulations, including farmers
who rely on plat exemptions to pay for retirement, are
worried about these changing and the elimination of
flexibility. County codes geared toward public safety,
including septic system regulations and buildings
codes, were not typically viewed as burdensome,
but these concerns must be considered during plan
implementation.
Concern has been expressed by long time rural
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Little Free Library, Wakarusa

residents that recent arrivals do not know about
or care about rural lifestyles. Several stakeholders
have cited examples of new exurban residents often
expecting city amenities such as paved roads and high
speed internet, lacking education about caring for
animals and acreages, and consequently generating
friction with surrounding agricultural uses. These
issues could be addressed through educating new
residents about rural life or by clearly delineating
urban, suburban, exurban, and rural areas.
The rural economy and agriculture is changing.
Consideration needs to be given to how the county
will address home occupations in the unincorporated
part of the county. Also, agritourism can potentially
overburden infrastructure, particularly roads. Finding
a way to balance emerging economic development
opportunities with quality of life will be important.
Both commercial development and agritourism are
important aspects of the future of Shawnee County.
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.
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for use by commercial businesses without
complying with the county’s development
regulations, including zoning, building codes
and other requirements.

Goals and Recommendations
LU-1: Limit industrial development to the most
suitable locations.
1.

Most industrial development, except for mineral
extraction and solid waste disposal, should be
directed to the cities or the employment tier of
the Topeka UGA.

2.

Industrial development could be considered
elsewhere in the unincorporated area when
proposed on sites adjacent to established
industrial areas. The new development should
be compatible with the intensity and scale of
existing industry on adjacent industrial sites.

3.

Mineral extraction and solid waste disposal
should be allowed in the unincorporated area
upon review.

4.

All industrial development in the unincorporated
area should be subject to site development
and performance standards established in the
county’s development regulations, including
lighting, screening, building and parking lot
orientation. Traffic, noise, dust and vibration
impacts should be considered as well.

LU-2: Encourage responsible rural commercial
development.
1.

Home occupations should be allowed in the
unincorporated area.
• When traffic and other impacts are minimal,
home occupations should be allowed by
right. Examples include businesses that are
conducted entirely inside the primary residence
and have few customers or employees traveling
to the site.
• When traffic and other impacts are more
extensive, home occupations should be
allowed only upon review. Examples include
businesses that are conducted outside the
primary residence and have many customers or
employees visiting the site.

2.

Commercial development that supports the
agricultural industry should be allowed in the
unincorporated area. Agribusinesses in the
unincorporated area should be directed to the
five cities and to the Small-Town Growth Areas.

4.

• Investigate the possiblity of Highway-Oriented
Retail along the I-70 Corridor, like a truck stop.
5.

• New development in the Small-Town
Growth Areas should be compatible with
and complement the historic pattern of
development.
• When large lots are required for agribusinesses
such as farm implement dealerships, the
development should occur on the edge of the
city or Small-Town Growth Area.
• Some agribusinesses such as anhydrous
ammonia fertilizer distribution facilities may not
be compatible with development in the cities
or Small-Town Growth Areas and should be
permitted upon review at sites outside of these
areas.
3.

• New development at Hunter’s Ridge should
be limited to highway oriented retail (i.e., gas
stations, convenience stores, hotels, fast food
restaurants, etc.) and neighborhood commercial
retail (i.e., pharmacies, dry cleaners, family style
restaurants, bars & pubs, grocery store, etc.).

• Agricultural buildings should not be converted

All commercial development in the
unincorporated area should be subject to site
development and performance standards
established in the county’s development
regulations, including traffic management,
lighting, screening, building and parking lot
orientation, including lighting, screening,
building and parking lot orientation.

LU-3: Encourage responsible residential
development.
1.

Neighborhood commercial development that
supports the rural population should be allowed
in the unincorporated area. These uses should
be encouraged to locate in the Small-Town
Residential Growth Areas and the existing
commercial development at Hunter’s Ridge
located at US-75 and NW 46th Street.
• New development in the Small-Town
Growth Areas should be compatible with
and complement the historic pattern of
development.

Heavy commercial development (i.e., big box
stores, regional shopping centers, etc.) should
be directed to the cities and the employment
tier of the Topeka UGA.

There are 2,228 vacant residential parcels in
the unincorporated area of Shawnee County.
The county should encourage new residential
development to occur on these existing parcels
of record before supporting new land divisions.
There are enough vacant residential parcels to
accommodate more than 5,300 people.
• Shawnee County should not support the
vacation of platted subdivisions, particularly
when water and wastewater infrastructure is
already available.
• Shawnee County should issue building permits
for existing parcels of record without further
requirements.

2.

New residential development in the Auburn
Growth Area should be annexed into the city as
a condition of development. Auburn does not
exercise extraterritorial jurisdiction.
• The county should consider executing
an agreement with Auburn that specifies
development expectations and approval roles
and responsibilities in this area.
• The county should prohibit plat exemptions in
this area.
• New residential development in this area should
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3.

be subject to Auburn’s zoning, subdivision and
platting and site development standards.

• Plat exemptions should be prohibited in this
area.

New residential development in the Small-Town
Growth Areas should be compatible with and
complement existing development.

• Minor plats: 20-acre minimum; residential lots
clustered on 20% of the acreage in a way that
preserves future suburban development; the
remaining 80% reserved for future suburban
development; 300-feet of contiguous
roadway frontage; driveways separated by at
least 300-feet.

• For those Small-Town Growth Areas located
entirely or partially within the Topeka ETJ,
the county should consider executing
an agreement with Topeka that specifies
development expectations and approval roles
and responsibilities in this area.

6.

• The county should prohibit plat exemptions
in these area, and the regular subdivision and
platting process should be followed in these
areas.
4.

• For that portion of the Urban-Rural Transition
Area located inside the Topeka ETJ, the county
should consider executing an agreement
with Topeka that specifies development
expectations and approval roles and
responsibilities in this area.
• Plat exemptions: 3-acre minimum; 300-feet of
frontage minimum on a public roadway with;
Maximum depth to width ratio of 2:1.
5.

The Half-Day Creek Growth Area is established
as an urban reserve for future suburban
development after the Topeka UGA is
substantially developed. Due to the investment
in the Half-Day Creek sewer interceptor
line, this area should be reserved for future
residential development at suburban densities.
• The county should consider executing
an agreement with Topeka that specifies
development expectations and approval roles
and responsibilities in this area.
• Existing platted subdivisions should not be
vacated in this area.

• Minor plats: 20-acre minimum; residential
lots clustered on 20% of the acreage in a way
that preserves future urban development;
the remaining 80% reserved for future urban
development; 300-feet of contiguous roadway
frontage; driveways separated by at least 300feet.
7.

1.

Residential development should be limited in
Exclusive Agricultural Areas and Agricultural
Conservation Areas to what is necessary to
support the agricultural industry.

2.

Agritourism should be allowed only after public
review in Exclusive Agricultural Areas and
Agricultural Conservation Areas. Agritourism
should be subject to site development and
performance standards established in the
county’s development regulations. Primary
consideration should be given to traffic impacts
and noise impacts.

3.

Mineral extraction should be allowed only after
public review in Exclusive Agricultural Areas
and Agricultural Conservation Areas.

Shawnee County should support the goals
established by Topeka for the UGA because
these are the areas most likely to be annexed
by Topeka. Generally, this requires:
• Plat exemptions: 20-acre minimum; 300-feet
of frontage minimum on a public roadway with;
Maximum depth to width ratio of 2:1.

New residential development in the UrbanRural Transition Area should be compatible
with existing development in its vicinity. It is
anticipated that new development will be at
exurban densities due to the lack of public
wastewater service in these areas.

LU-4: Protect the farms, ranches, and rural
scenic landscapes for future generations.

New residential development should be
discouraged in the Exclusive Agricultural Use
Area and the Agricultural Conservation Area,
except as follows:
• There are 826 farms and ranches in the
unincorporated area of Shawnee County. Each
farm or ranch should be allowed to have both a
primary residential structure and an accessory
residential structure for a family member
or employee. No division of land should be
required. If every farm or ranch were to add one
residential structure, that would be enough to
accommodate almost 2,000 people.
• There are 611 existing vacant residential parcels
located outside the Topeka ETJ. This is enough
to accommodate more than 1,400 people.
Shawnee County should allow development to
occur on these existing parcels without further
requirements.
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