
Vision Dixie: Can the process thrive?

It’s been more than four years since Vision Dixie’s highly publicized

creation, but the Great Recession, plummeting growth and a lack of

revenue for capital projects, have kept the program from having the

kind of impact in Washington County that many of its supporters

expected.

“One of our challenges was the process was completed at almost

the exact time the economy crashed,” said Ken Sizemore,

executive director for the Five County Association of Governments.

“We haven’t seen that much happening in terms of buildings

coming out of the ground and other developments. There has been

some disappointment.”

That disappointment stands in stark contrast

to the enthusiasm that fueled the creation of

Vision Dixie in 2006 and 2007. Back then,

Washington County’s economy was

humming with record growth, and there was

a nearly unanimous need fore well-

organized plan to harness that growth and

ensure the area would grow in a direction

that pleased residents.
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According to the Utah Population Estimates

Committee, Washington County was

averaging about 6.5 percent growth per year

from 2001 to 2004, peaking at 8.4 percent in

2005. Population projections by the

governor’s office in 2005 had Washington

County’s population reaching nearly 162,000

by 2010.

It was clear something like Vision Dixie was

needed to guide that growth.

“Something very substantial needed to

happen,” said Washington County

Commissioner James Eardley.

More than 3000 residents joined the planning process, which

included dozens of meetings with city and county officials.

Emerging from those meetings was a set of 10 principles designed

to guide local leaders in the planning of developments. They

addressed issues such as preserving the area’s scenic assets,

promoting walkability within cities and providing a wide range of

housing options.

“I enjoyed the excitement that it generated among those who were

involved,” said Virgin resident Dennis Timmerman, who attended

several meetings. “It was an interesting process.”

Views like Timmerman’s were common in the early days of Vision

Dixie among residents and local leaders alike. Four years and a

recession later, Vision Dixie and its potential impacts have largely

faded from the public’s memory.
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Ivins resident Norma Winston, who attended several Vision Dixie

FILED UNDER
meetings during the planning process, said she could attest to that.

“So far I haven’t seen too much happen,” Winston said. “Some of

those ideas were terrific, but they didn’t get anything done.”

Once excited about Vision Dixie’s promise, Timrnerman is now

similarly unimpressed with Vision Dixie’s implementation.

“I’m not sure it’s going to have a whole lot of impact,” he said.

Officials acknowledge they’ve heard similar concerns. After forming

Vision Dixie in response to record growth, officials have spent much

of the time since attempting to convince the public those efforts

weren’t in vain.

“The perception from the public sometimes is nothing is being

done,” said Washington County Commission Chairman Dennis

Drake. “Because there is nothing happening on the ground, they’re

assuming it’s not happening at all.”

Still alive

While Vision Dixie may not have been implemented with high-

profile construction projects, officials say the program is far from

dead.

“It’s a part of everything that’s going on,” Drake said. “Those Vision

Dixie principles have not been forgotten.”

Local governments have spent the past four years surviving the

Great Recession and the plummeting revenue that accompanied it.

but officials say they haven’t stopped planning. Sizemore said the

10 Vision Dixie principles have been vital to the updating of general

plans - documents municipalities use to guide land-use policy

decisions - throughout the county.

“Most of the communities in the county have gone through and

updated their plans to follow Vision Dixie,” Sizemore said. “The

good news is we’re planning for it.”

What the past four years have shown, however, is the

implementation of Vision Dixie hasn’t been nearly as exciting as its

high-profile creation. Attending meetings and offering ideas and

guidelines for future growth has proven to be much more

stimulating to the public than attending city council or county

commission meetings, during which projects are approved and

general plan Updates are conducted.
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Vision Dixie: Can the process thrive?

“It’s pretty transparent for the average citizen, Washington County
Administrator Dean Cox said of that process. “They don’t jump out
at you, but they’re there.”

Eardley said that sort of influence was likely what led the public to
believe that nothing was happening.

‘Vision Dixie has been pretty subtle,” he said. “It does lay the plans
for what’s going to happen.”

But that’s not to say there have been nc Vision Dixie-influenced

projects the past four years.

Sizemore said one tangible example of Vision Dixie’s principles

being put to use was the remodeling of downtown Santa Clara in

2008. Armed with the Vision Dixie principles of promoting

walkability and directing growth inward, officials gave Santa Clara

the kind of Main Street-feel that was so coveted by thousands of
Vision Dixie’s participants.

“Had it not been for Vision Dixie and that process. none of that
would have happened,” said Drake, who previously served as
mayor of Santa Clara. “It’s that principle of community involvement
that made all of this a workable project.”

Sizemore said the results were dramatic.

“What was there before in terms of sidewalks and pedestrian
accessibility was so much different than it is now,” Sizemore said,

adding that the increased walkability has been a boon to Santa
Clara’s Main Street businesses.

“It invited economic development in that small community,” he sad.

Thanks to the example of Santa Clara and the Vision Dixie

principles, Sizemore said that approach could be applied to other

Washington County municipalities.

“We’re changing the way we’re looking at downtowns,” he said.

“We’re focusing on more walking and pedestrians.”
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The future Most Viewed

As for the future, officials say the public can expect to see the

Vision Dixie principles influencing more projects as the economy

improves.

“The principles are already being implanted in the communities.”

Drake said. “So when (the economy) does come around you’ll see

those principles as part of the (development) process.”

Officials hope residents will keep those principles in mind as they

see future projects take shape. The public involvement in the

creation of Vision Dixie was unlike anything the area had seen

before - something that brought the community together and

fostered an unprecedented level of involvement - and officials want

to maintain that enthusiasm.

Even as Vision Dixie faded from the public’s consciousness,

officials said it still made people more aware of what growth will

look like in their community.

“You’ve seen more public input than we had ever seen before,”

Drake said. “It was a tremendous tool for the public to get involved.”

As the economy recovers and more projects break ground, officials

say they hope Vision Dixie and its principles will once again take

center stage. Drake said he wants to see the public pressure their

local leaders to make sure those principles are followed and future

growth looks the way the public intended.

“Once the process was done and the decisions were made on the

principles, I think they expect us as elected officials to implement

them,” he said. “If they come back and find out they weren’t

implemented, then they can get rid of us.’
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