UTAH’S HAZARDS
ORDINANCES
How Perseverance Can Lead to a More Resilient City
Barry H.Welliver

TOPICS
How and Why it All Began
What was the Process and Results
Where are the Ordinances in Utah
Draper City Example
Successes & Lessons Learned
Final Take-aways

HOW AND WHY IT ALL BEGAN
•Utah has a along history of damaging landslides (and floods).
•Local governments regulate land use and establish
requirements for safe development.
•Landslides in 2005 & 2006 damaging homes in subdivisions
deemed safe highlighted the need to evaluate land-useregulation process.
•Gov. Jon Huntsman creates Geologic Hazards Working Group
(GHWG), chaired by Utah Geological Survey (UGS) to develop
recommendations.

WHAT WAS THE PROCESS AND
RESULT
Establishment of the Geologic Hazards Working Group
Mission and Goals:

• Identify problem areas in the subdivision process with respect to geologic
hazards
• Provide recommendations to correct these problems and improve the process.
• Identify responsible parties and steps needed to implement recommendations.
• Identify where and how the State can help local governments.

Process:

• Members of the GHWG meet in five half day sessions in 2006 and 2007.
• General topics included:
• Adopting Ordinances
• Implementing Ordinances
• Enforcing Ordinances
• Miscellaneous, including disclosure
• Finalize draft recommendations, plan for public comments

Figure 6. A) Damage caused by movement of the main Creekside
Drive landslide in Mountain Green forced abandonment of this
house.
B) On Cascade Drive, Mountain Green, landslide movement left this
concrete driveway slab suspended in the air.

WHAT WAS THE PROCESS AND
RESULT
Recommendations of the Working Group:
Adopting Ordinances:

1.1 Educate local governments on their “taking” liability in the developmentapproval process.
1.2 Encourage local governments to add a geologic-hazards element to their
general plans and adopt/enforce appropriate geologic-hazards ordinances.
1.3 Develop a model geologic-hazards ordinance.

Implementing Ordinances:

2.1 Update and improve existing generalized Wasatch Front geologic-hazards
maps; provide outreach to cities not presently using available maps.
2.2 Determine the feasibility of adopting and enforcing grading codes in Utah.
2.3 Provide local governments with access to geologic and engineering expertise to
review geologic-hazards reports prior to subdivision approval to adequately protect
public safety.
2.4 Ensure that the standard of practice of engineering geology and geotechnical
engineering in Utah advances.

Figure 8. Offset on main scarp by repeated landslide movement, City
Creek Canyon, Salt Lake City. Concrete covers the main scarp that
formed between 1999 and 2004. Fresh soil is exposed below due to
continued movement in 2005 and 2006.

WHAT WAS THE PROCESS AND
RESULT
Recommendations of the Working Group:
Implementing Ordinances (cont’d):

2.5 Expand training in engineering geology at Utah universities.

Enforcing Ordinances:

3.1 Improve enforcement of recommendations in approved site-specific geologichazards reports by placing responsibility for on-site inspection and final documentation
on developers’ consultants.

Miscellaneous:

4.1 Establish a Disclosure Working Group to determine a course of action, and
pursue disclosure legislation if appropriate.
4.2 Establish an investigative procedure following significant, damaging geologichazard events to determine what happened, including the sequence of events, both
natural and human, that led to the event.

Figure 5. This house at 1843 East Sunset Drive in Layton straddles
the main scarp of the landslide. Landslide movement removed support
from beneath part of the foundation.

WHAT WAS THE PROCESS AND
RESULT
Following the Report:

Funding created to assist UGS with hazard map development
Follow-on NEHRP funding for three Geologists:
• Salt Lake County
• Utah and Juab Counties
• Weber and Davis Counties
Guidelines for Geologic Hazards Reports

WHERE ARE THE ORDINANCES IN UTAH
• There are 20 City’s and County’s with
Hazard Ordinances in Utah (2018)
• Ordinance scope vary widely
• Ordinance enforcement efforts vary widely

DRAPER CITY EXAMPLE
Geologic Hazards:
• Surface faulty rupture
• Lateral spread
• Landslides
• Debris flow
• Rock fall

DRAPER CITY EXAMPLE
• Utah is a “property rights” state.
• Many state legislators are developers, builders,
and real estate agents
• Developers question a city’s role/rights in
reviewing a private developers consultant’s work
• Anti-regulatory development attitude when
Draper City entered into the Ordinance Process

DRAPER CITY EXAMPLE

The 2007, Draper City geologic hazard
ordinance resulted in the most
comprehensive geologic hazard ordinance
in Utah and was used as the model
ordinance by the Governor’s Geologic
Hazards Working Group.

SUCCESSES & LESSONS
LEARNED
Many cities refuse to undergo a process because the development community is so influential.
Although the process has been challenging and commenced with reluctance, Draper City found the
rewards far overshadow the consequences of operating without regulation. The success of the City’s
review process is ultimately attributable to:
1) City leadership and willingness to leap into “regulation”
2) Recognition that previous procedures were woefully inadequate
3) Learning lessons from surrounding communities where geologic issues were ignored.

SUCCESSES & LESSONS
LEARNED
Geologic reviews have had a greater success once City administrators understood the general geologic
review processes, requiring the advice and coaching by the City’s designated professional consultants.
The current success of the geologic review process required time, patience, and commitment by City
leadership to support staff and the regulatory review process.
Draper City understands the best mitigation is avoidance:
Little Valley Landslide – traded open space with the developer.
Development on the Cherry Creek alluvial fan.
Stoneleigh Heights Phase III temporary hold until geologic issues could be adequately addressed

SUCCESSES & LESSONS
LEARNED

Not as easy to administer as one would hope. Challenges arose when dealing with small “Family”
subdivision, requiring re-evaluation and “tweaking” of the ordinance.
Difficult to implement the ordinance with layman developers.
Can be time consuming and relatively expensive due to Consultant’s inexperience.

SUCCESSES & LESSONS
LEARNED
Means for reaching resolution:
Utah Administrative Code 10-9a-703: Appealing a land use authority's decision -- Panel of experts for
appeals of geologic hazard decisions.
(1)The applicant, a board or officer of the municipality, or any person adversely affected by the land
use authority's decision administering or interpreting a land use ordinance may, within the time
period provided by ordinance, appeal that decision to the appeal authority by alleging that there is
error in any order, requirement, decision, or determination made by the land use authority in the
administration or interpretation of the land use ordinance.

SUCCESSES & LESSONS
LEARNED
Means for reaching resolution:
(2) (a) An applicant who has appealed a decision of the land use authority administering or
interpreting the municipality's geologic hazard ordinance may request the municipality to assemble
a panel of qualified experts to serve as the appeal authority for purposes of determining the
technical aspects of the appeal.
(b) If an applicant makes a request under Subsection (2)(a), the municipality shall assemble the
panel described in Subsection (2)(a) consisting of, unless otherwise agreed by the applicant and
municipality:
(i) one expert designated by the municipality;
(ii) one expert designated by the applicant; and
(iii) one expert chosen jointly by the municipality's designated expert and the applicant's designated
expert.

FINAL TAKE-AWAYS
• State Geological Survey’s are key to providing
technical and financial support to local
governments for land-use planning and
regulation.
• It takes a hazard to start — public safety interests
can be motivation.
• long term vs. short term interests
• life safety vs. property protection
• Know before you go — What is the role of
government in protecting public from geologic
hazards?
• Long term investment to change perceptions

Other useful efforts:
• Develop Working Groups that represent realistic
interests in your state and communities
• Invest in hazards working groups to research and
develop useful hazard information
• Educate local governments on their “taking”
liability in the development-approval process.
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