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What do rural community leaders want to know, what do they need to know, 
and how do we get it to them? 

The GNAR Academy: 
Online Education Tailored for 
Rural Gateway Communities
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GNAR?



Gateway

What is a GNAR?

…to a state or national park, national forest, recreational 
area, protected cultural heritage site, or other 

prominent public lands

…community and economic development is closely tied 
to landscape and natural assets utilized for recreation, 

tourism, and outdoor-based leisure

…part of a larger region with similar attributes AND/OR 
a region surrounding a resort-like community

Natural Amenity

Region



Close proximity to 
natural amenities 
Within 10 miles of a national park, 
national monument, state park, national 
forest, lake, or wild and scenic river

Not in an 
urbanized area
Further than 15 miles from a census 
designated urbanized area

Small Town
150-25,000 people

What is a GNAR 
Community?
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Who is a GNAR 
Community? (2018)

30.6%

61.1%

Western GNAR Communities  
821 incorporated cities, 701 Census designated places

of  M ou n tain  W es t  c om m u n it ies  

of  “ s m al l”  M ou n tain  W es t  c om m u n it ies



● Affordability and availability of housing

● Traffic/congestion/parking

● Short term/Long term rentals

● Climate change vulnerability/adaptation

Big City Problems 
in Small Rural 

Towns…..



The GNAR 
Initiative’s 
Work
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“The GNAR Initiative exists to help 
western GNAR communities thrive and 

preserve the things that make them 
special.”





Elizabeth Sodja
GNAR Coordinator

Jordan Katcher
GNAR Facilitator

Danya Rumore
GNAR Co-Director

Jordan Smith
GNAR Co-Director

Jake Powell
GNAR Co-Director

Our Team



Our Three Pillars



● Funded by the National Institute for Transportation 
and Communities, 

● Community survey sent out to 1,500+ Communities, 
235 responses

RESEARCH - 2018 & 2021 NITC 
Community Surveys

https://nitc.trec.pdx.edu/news/planning-gnar-communities
https://nitc.trec.pdx.edu/news/planning-gnar-communities


EDUCATION - The GNARly Blog



EDUCATION - GNARly Blog Example



CAPACITY BUILDING - Online Toolkit

● 11 focus areas 

● Continually building new pages 
as critical topics and resources 
come up.

● Currently being overhauled! 



THE GNAR ACADEMY



The GNAR Academy is an online course 
library that seeks to fill in the gap 
between what community leaders and 
practitioners have the capacity for, and 
what their communities need, by 
providing accessible training around 
critical topic areas to help communities 
better understand and advocate for their 
own needs.

Purpose



1. Create low-barrier training that is accessible 
for gateway community leaders

2. Covers planning topics and challenges from 
a small, rural, gateway-specific lens

3. Provide opportunities for communities to 
network and meet with others working on 
similar projects

4. Increase community capacity to become 
more self-sustaining and resilient to their 
unique challenges

Goals



GNAR Academy: Gateway Community 
Leadership 101



GNAR Academy: Gateway Community 
Leadership 101



Upon completion, registrants receive the 
following:

● Digital certificate from USU Extension
● Digital badge for your LinkedIn profile
● Access to facilitated peer-to-peer learning and 

networking with other participants
● Access to an online LinkedIn group of other GNAR 

community leaders who have taken GNAR Academy 
courses

● 7 Certified Maintenance (CM) for AICP

GNAR Academy: Gateway Community 
Leadership 101



GNAR Academy 
Fundamentals 
Walkthrough
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GNAR Academy: Gateway Community 
Leadership 101



Lesson 1: What is a GNAR Community
Exploring rese ar ch trends and attributes of GNAR communities. 



Lesson 2: Finding & Following Your North Star
Define core community values and keep them front and center. 
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Lesson 3: Fundamentals of Conflict & Collaboration
Conflict is going to happen. Period. How can we make it 
productive? 
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Lesson 4: Assessing What the Situation is Ready For
Be efficient with time and r es ou r c es  – talk  to p eop le f i r s t .  
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Lesson 5: Empowering Community Engagement
Empower your community so they can help address challenges!  
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Lesson 6: Working Across Boundaries (of all kinds)
Engage everyone who could be – or should be – p ar t  of  th e 
c on v er s at ion .
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Lesson 6: Working Across Boundaries (of all kinds)
Engage everyone who could be – or should be – p ar t  of  th e 
c on v er s at ion .

“If you start in the middle, then after 
you develop relationships, then you 
can ‘explore’ the edges a little and 
talk about the hard things.”

● EX: Signal Peak Area behind 
Western Colorado University. 



Lesson 7: Charting Your GNARly Future
Focus on planning, not plans. 
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Available now!

Scan to learn more >> 

GNAR Academy: Gateway Community 
Leadership 101



GNAR 
Academy 

Fundamentals  
“Mini-Course”

What is a GNAR and what is a GNAR Community? 

Topics 
Specific 

Deep-Dive 
Courses

Finding your North Star: Values as Vision

Understanding and Navigating Conflict

GNAR Academy Fundamentals Course 

Empowering Community Engagement

Working across Boundaries 

Charting Your GNARly Future



Topics 
Specific 
Course

Potential Future “Deep Dive” Courses 

Strategic STR 
Management 

Community 
Engagement Methods

Destination Stewardship

Understanding local 
Infrastructure 

Find & Understand
Local Data

Protecting Dark Skies

Disaster Planning

Wildlife Friendly 
Development

Grant Application Skills 
for Small Towns

Active Transportation
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● LESSON 1: Introduction to Short-Term Rentals 

● LESSON 2: Start with Data: Finding, Understanding & Utilizing Local STR Data

● LESSON 3: Community-Driven Policy Development: The Groundwork for Success

● LESSON 4: Developing & Implementing Effective Regulations

● LESSON 5: Easing Compliance & Enforcement

● LESSON 6: Enhancing Benefits: Tax base, Economic Development and Tourism

● LESSON 7: How to Stay Engaged with Shifting Trends

Short - Term Rental Deep Dive Course  



Thank 
You!

Jake Powell
Jake.powell@usu.edu
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