Staff Report
PLANNING DIVISION
DEPARTMENT of COMMUNITY and NEIGHBORHOODS

To:

Salt Lake City Planning Commission

From:

Mayara Lima, Principal Planner
(801) 535-7118 or mayara.lima@slcgov.com

Date:

March 10, 2021

Re:

PLNPCM2020-00999 – Elm Avenue Alley Vacation

Alley Vacation
PROPERTY ADDRESS AND PARCEL ID:
The section of the alley abuts 4 properties:
• 968 E Elm (16-20-137-004)
• 974 E Elm (16-20-137-005)
• 980 E Elm (16-20-137-006)
• 2188 S 1000 E (16-20-137-023)
MASTER PLAN: Sugar House Master Plan
ZONING DISTRICT: R-1/5000 Single-Family Residential District
REQUEST: Jonas & Danielle Sappington, owners of the property at approximately 968 E Elm
Avenue, are requesting to vacate the alley that runs south of their property, more specifically between
1000 E and Lincoln Street. The alley is oriented east-west and the proposal is to vacate the eastern
half of the alley, which abuts 4 residential properties. The applicants identify public safety and lack of
use of the public right-of-way as the main reasons for the request.
The Planning Commission’s role in this application is to provide a recommendation to the City
Council for the alley vacation request. The City Council will make the final decision on this
application.
RECOMMENDATION: Based on the information in this staff report, the policy considerations for
alley vacations and input received, Planning Staff recommends that the Planning Commission
forward a negative recommendation to City Council.
ATTACHMENTS:
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.

Vicinity and Zoning Map
Property Photographs
Historic Photographs
Application Materials
Analysis of Standards
Public Process and Comments
Department Review Comments

SALT LAKE CITY CORPORATION
451 SOUTH STATE STREET, ROOM 406
PO BOX 145480 SALT LAKE CITY, UT 84114-5480
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TEL 801-5357757 FAX 801-535-6174

PROJECT DESCRIPTION: The subject alley runs west of 1000 E towards Lincoln Street but only
the eastern half is petitioned to be vacated. The section of the alley proposed to be vacated is 16 feet
wide and approximately 155 feet long. It abuts 4 single-family residential properties, including the
property the applicant owns.

Figure 2 – Aerial showing the two
unpermitted structures built on the alley.

Figure 1 – Aerial showing the section of
the alley proposed to be vacated.

There are two existing structures on the alley. These structures were built without permits and
currently block access to the eastern half of the alley. The eastern half of the alley has been physically
incorporated into the abutting private properties through fencing or left as residual land. If approved,
the alley vacation could make it possible to legalize the existing structures and use of the land through
potential lot line adjustments if the structures comply with all applicable zoning standards and
building code regulations.
The applicants justify the request primarily with the argument that the alley has not been used as a
public right of way for at least the past 15 years and that opening up the alley would attract criminal
activities and create an unsafe condition to abutting properties. The applicant’s narrative as well as
the petition bearing the signatures of abutting property owners are included in Attachment D of this
report.
KEY CONSIDERATIONS:
Consideration 1: Structures built on the alley
Two structures were built on the alley without permits. These structures block access to the eastern
half of the alley, which is the section proposed to be vacated. Based on historical aerial photographs, a
structure has been on the west side of the alley section since at least 2003. However, the structure
existing there today was likely built between 2016 and 2017. This structure has been used as an
extension of the property at 2188 S 1000 E.
The structure on the east side of the alley was built between 2012 and 2015. City records show that in
2012, the property owner of 980 E Elm Avenue inquired about building a detached garage on the
property and was informed about the existence of the alley and the process to vacate it. That owner
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sold the property in 2015. This indicates that the property owner at the time, built the structure
aware that it was a violation of city code.
The Salt Lake City Engineering Division is responsible for violations occurring in the public right of
way and is aware of the encroachments discussed here. Engineering will oversee the enforcement of
all unpermitted structures, including any fencing, on the subject alley through a separate process that
may run concurrently and in coordination with the alley vacation process. The proposal to vacate the
alley, however, should be considered independently of these violations and the enforcement case
should not interfere in the decision to vacate or not vacate the alley.
Consideration 2: Policy Considerations
Section 14.52.020 of the City Code states that alley vacations will only be considered when the
proposal satisfies a lack of use, public safety, urban design, or community purpose policy. The
applicants provided a narrative describing how the proposal addresses each of these policies.
Lack of Use
According to the applicants, the structures built on the alley have blocked public access on the rightof-way for several years and rendered it unusable. These structures have certainly contributed to lack
of use of the alley however, as indicated above, they were never permitted to be built and therefore
should not serve to justify the alley’s lack of use. Despite no evidence on whether the alley would have
or not been use had the structures not been there, historic aerial photos suggest that the section of the
alley never existed as an improved right-of-way.
Photos from 1958 and 1964 seem to indicate that the alley east of the applicants’ property was not as
utilized as the west side. The photos show that the corner property (980 E Elm Avenue) had
incorporated the alley into its yard decades ago. Additionally, no curb cut is evident on the east end of
the block for thru traffic. These photos do provide evidence that the eastern section of the alley did
not physically exist as a public right-of-way even before the structures were built. While this partially
satisfies the lack of use policy, the potential to utilize the alley was further hindered when the
structures were built.

Figures 3 and 4 – 1958 and 1946 aerial photos. Applicants’ property is shown in red.
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Public Safety
The applicants argue that the current obstructions of the alley somewhat prevent crimes at this
location, and claim that “If our alley is not vacated and the current, illegal obstructions are
removed, it will expose our alley to severe safety concerns that exist in the thru-alley immediately
west of our block”. Comments received from the Salt Lake Police Department and neighbors support
the applicants’ claim.
However, the public safety policy consideration in the city code is as follow:
Public Safety: The existence of the alley is substantially contributing to crime, unlawful
activity, unsafe conditions, public health problems, or blight in the surrounding area.
The applicants’ argument does not adequately address the above policy consideration because it
relies on assumptions of the future and does not explain how the existence of the subject alley
contributes to unsafe conditions today. While it may be true that crimes have happened in the area,
no evidence was provided to indicate that the alley is the cause of such. With that section of the alley
being closed off to public access, it is unlikely that its existence is substantially contributing to crime
and unsafe conditions. Likewise, there is reasonable doubt that a dead-end alley would be safer than
one that connects to streets because the former allows for more activities and traffic and therefore,
more “eyes on the street”.
It is important to highlight that the applicants use the alley on the block to the west as an example for
safety claims but fail to consider other factors such as land uses and other existing conditions
surrounding the alley as potentially contributing to crime and unsafe conditions. Likewise, it is
important to differentiate the perception of unsafety and unsafety itself. The presence of undesired
traffic, such as the movement and camping of homeless people, and the lack of privacy to adjacent
properties may affect the perception of safety but it should be not be taken as the same as actually
creating an unsafe condition to abutting residents.
Urban Design and Community Purpose
In addressing these two policies, the applicants argue that the reuse of the alley as private property
will be more beneficial to the community. Staff disagrees with that argument. The subject alley does
serve as an urban design element because it creates a connection between streets and contributes to
active transportation such as walking and biking. In addition, the proposal does not serve a
community purpose because it is not intended for community use but rather for the private benefit of
the abutting property owners.
Consideration 3: Utilities access and maintenance
The subject alley is used for Rocky Mountain Power utility poles and overhead utility lines. Section
12.04.030 of the city code defines an alley as:
"Alley" means a public way within a block primarily intended for service and access to
abutting property by vehicles and not designed for general travel.
Given that definition, we find that the subject alley is being used for essential services, and therefore,
there is no lack of use.
Staff requested input from Rocky Mountain Power to understand how accessible the system
infrastructure had to be. The response indicates that the alley vacation would increase the cost of
maintenance of the infrastructure, hinder quick restoration in cases of power outage, and potentially
increase risk to their employees. If the alley vacation is approved, an easement will likely be recorded
to guarantee that the utility company has access to their infrastructure. However, the comments
provided and included in Attachment G show that right of access is not the only issue for the
company and additional costs will be imposed on the community when the infrastructure is not
easily accessible.
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Consideration 4: Master Plan Policies
The Sugar House Master Plan contains a few policies that are contrary to the proposal. Among them
are indirect policies to orient detached garages to alleyways as a means to adequately increase
housing through infill development and preserve walkability in areas that are intended to be
pedestrian-oriented, such as the area in question. Policies that directly address alley vacations are
found under the mobility goals.
The Mobility, Access & The Pedestrian Experience section of the master plan specifically recognizes
alleys as important assets of the Sugar House neighborhood and states that:
In Sugar House, alleys have traditionally been incorporated into development patterns and
many alleyways currently serve both residential and commercial use. This is one of the
factors that contribute to the pedestrian orientation that many of the well-established
neighborhoods embody.
The master plan indicates that transferring ownership of a city right-of-way relieves immediate
maintenance responsibilities, but the long-term loss of resources creates a cumulative impact upon
the public access routes.
In the citywide master plan, Plan Salt Lake, one of the initiatives is to promote increased connectivity
through mid-block connections. As discussed above this alley provides a street connection and
support active transportation. Hence, the retention of the alley as city property would be in line with
the master plan.
DISCUSSION:
There is not enough evidence to support the proposed alley vacation. Despite the applicants’ claims of
lack of use and public safety, a deeper analysis into the request shows that the alley has been used for
the purpose it is intended for and the retention of the alley would ensure greater long-term
community benefits than its vacation.
The proposed alley vacation would make it possible for the correction of long-term city code
violations. However, it would benefit only the abutting property owners while creating challenges for
the operation of an essential service to the community, eliminating a potential resource for active
transportation in the city and contradicting the vision of the neighborhood’s master plan.
Attachment E also shows that the proposal does not comply with all the standards of review for the
disposition of city-owned alleys.
NEXT STEPS:
After the Planning Commission reviews the request, their recommendation will be forwarded to the
City Council for consideration. The City Council will make the final decision with respect to this alley
vacation request.
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ATTACHMENT A: VICINITY MAP
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ATTACHMENT B: PROPERTY PHOTOGRAPHS

Figure 5 – View of the east end of the alley. The blue garage on the photo was built on the right-of-way.

Figure 6 – View of the west end of the alley. The structure in the center and fencing block off the access
to the eastern half of the alley.
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ATTACHMENT C: HISTORIC PHOTOGRAPHS

Figure 7 – The 1999 aerial shows no accessory structures on the alley, but a fence is seen
blocking the west end of the alley section.

Figure 8 – In 2003, a structure is clearly visible near the center of the alley.
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Figure 9 – In 2012, a curb cut and driveway is seen on the east end of the alley.

Figure 10 – The 2015 aerial shows the garage built on the east end of the alley.
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Figure 11 – In 2017, a different structure is visible on the west of the alley section.

PLNPCM2020-00999

10

March 10, 2021

ATTACHMENT D: APPLICATION MATERIALS
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ATTACHMENT E: ANALYSIS OF STANDARDS
Salt Lake City Code, Section 14.52.020: Policy Considerations for Closure, VACATION
or Abandonment of City Owned Alleys
The city will not consider disposing of its interest in an alley, in whole or in part, unless it receives a
petition in writing which demonstrates that the disposition satisfies at least one of the following
policy considerations:
A. Lack of Use: The city’s legal interest in the property appears of record or is reflected on an
applicable plat; however, it is evident from an on-site inspection that the alley does not
physically exist or has been materially blocked in a way that renders it unusable as a public
right-of-way.
B. Public Safety: The existence of the alley is substantially contributing to crime, unlawful
activity or unsafe conditions, public health problems, or blight in the surrounding area.
C. Urban Design: The continuation of the alley does not serve as a positive urban design
element.
D. Community Purpose: The petitioners are proposing to restrict the general public from use
of the alley in favor of a community use, such as a neighborhood play area or garden.
Discussion: The applicants cite all policy considerations, but the main arguments fall into A – Lack
of Use and B – Public Safety. The applicant states that public use of the alley has not happened for at
least 15 years. In addition, he argues that the alley attracts criminal and unlawful activity and creates
unsafe conditions and public health concerns.
Finding: As discussed in Consideration 2, the proposed alley vacation partially complies with policy
consideration A – Lack of Use, because historical aerial photographs indicate that the eastern portion
of the alley has not been utilized as a public right-of-way for decades. However, there is no evidence
that the alley would not have been used as a public access had the unpermitted structures not been
built there. Consideration 3 also disputes the lack of use argument because the subject alley is
currently used for essential utility infrastructure that serves the neighborhood. Policy consideration B
– Public Safety was not evident from an on-site inspection and documentation provided by the
applicants. The consideration is questionable since the alley has been closed off and no additional
information was provided to support the argument. Opening up the alley and using it as a public way
could potentially reduce crime as there would be more “eyes on the street”.
14.52.030B: Processing Petitions – Public Hearing and Recommendation from the
Planning Commission
Upon receipt of a complete petition, a public hearing shall be scheduled before the Planning
Commission to consider the proposed disposition of the City owned alley property. Following the
conclusion of the public hearing, the Planning Commission shall make a report and recommendation
to the City Council on the proposed disposition of the subject alley property. A positive
recommendation should include an analysis of the following factors:
Factor
1. The City Police Department, Fire
Department, Transportation
Division, and all other relevant City
Departments and Divisions have no
objection to the proposed
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Rationale
Staff requested input from pertinent
City Departments and Divisions.
Engineering objected to the
disposition of the alley due to access to
power utility infrastructure as
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disposition of the property;

previously discussed and the lack of
evidence in the applicants’ policy
considerations. The department
comment is included in Attachment G.
Planning staff agreed with
Engineering. All other divisions found
no issues with the proposal or
provided no comments.
As discussed above, the proposed alley
vacation does not fully satisfy any of
the policy considerations.
All properties abutting the section of
the alley proposed to be vacated have
driveway access from adjoining public
streets.
All properties abutting the section of
the alley also abut adjoining public
streets.

2. The petition meets at least one of
the policy considerations stated
above;
3. The petition must not deny sole
access or required off-street parking
to any adjacent property;

Does not
comply

4. The petition will not result in any
property being landlocked;

Complies

5. The disposition of the alley property
will not result in a use which is
otherwise contrary to the policies of
the City, including applicable master
plans and other adopted statements
of policy which address, but which
are not limited to, mid-block
walkways, pedestrian paths, trails,
and alternative transportation uses;

Does not
comply

6. No opposing abutting property
owner intends to build a garage
requiring access from the property,
or has made application for a
building permit, or if such a permit
has been issued, construction has
been completed within 12 months of
issuance of the building permit;

Complies

The owners of the 4 properties
abutting the section of the alley
proposed to be vacated have signed
the petition.

7. The petition furthers the City
preference for disposing of an entire
alley, rather than a small segment of
it; and

Does not
comply

The applicant is requesting to vacate
only the eastern half of the alley,
which is the portion already blocked
off by unpermitted structures. The
western half of the alley is currently
being used for parking access by the
abutting property owners.
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One of the initiatives of the Plan Salt
Lake is to promote increased
connectivity through mid-block
connections. However, as discussed in
Consideration 2 of this report, this
alley does provide a street connection
and support active transportation.
As discussed in Consideration 4,
policies found in the Sugar House
Master Plan are contrary to the
proposed alley disposition because it
eliminates a future city resource and
potentially undermines walkability.
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8. The alley is not necessary for actual
or potential rear access to residences
or for accessory uses.
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ATTACHMENT F: PUBLIC PROCESS AND COMMENTS
The following is a list of public meetings that have been held, and other public input opportunities,
related to this project:
Public Notices:
−

Notice of the project and request for comments sent to the Chair of the Sugar House
Community Council on January 7, 2021 in order to solicit comments.
•

−

The applicant and staff attended the community council meeting on February 8,
2021. The council did not vote on the proposal, but comments were generally in
support of the request.

Early engagement notice was mailed on January 11, 2021 to owners and tenants of properties
within 300 feet.

Public Hearing Notice:
−

Signage posted on the property on February 25, 2021.

−

Public hearing notice mailed on February 26, 2021.

−

Public hearing notice posted on City and State websites on February 26, 2021.

Public Comments:
−

At the time of the publication of this staff report, four public comments were received. The
emails are included below. The property owner of 2187 S Lincoln Street, which abuts the
alley, supports vacating the proposed eastern portion.

−

Any additional comments received after the publication of this staff report will be forwarded
to the Commission.
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From:
To:
Subject:
Date:

Lima, Mayara
(EXTERNAL) My thoughts on 968 Elm Ave—Alley Proposal
Monday, February 8, 2021 9:19:28 PM

Hello, Mayara—
I'm writing in reference to an active petition to vacate an alley as proposed by:
Jonas and Danielle (Hanim) Sappington
968 Elm Ave
SLC, UT 84106
The east half of the alley is already blocked—probably decades ago—and no apparent harm has
occurred to the public's ability to travel in the neighborhood. It's an abandoned right of way, right?
With sidewalks forty feet to the north or 300 feet to the south, there's no impediment to
pedestrians travelling from Lincoln Street to 1000 East. And with Elm Ave 40 feet to the north,
cars have no need to travel through this alley.
As to safety, this alley was used to provide cover and access to 2187 Lincoln during a daylight
robbery maybe five years ago. I say seal it off and improve the properties surrounding it. A similar
alley near the post office was used in the same way for a robbery of my wife's house (while we
were dating).
I'm a neighbor two doors south of the alley in question, and I think that it's a good idea to stop this
alley from being active. Many unhoused persons travel between Fairmont Park and Smith's
Grocery. I have even called the police to confront ones who crossed the line from 'walking' to
'trespassing,' so to speak. I have seen them nose around in this alley and in the one to the west
(which should be vacated before any development happens on 900 East, in my opinion).
Feel free to contact me with any questions about this proposal's impact on Lincoln Street.
John Carlisle
2195 Lincoln Street
SLC, UT 84106
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From:
To:
Subject:
Date:

Julie McAdams
Lima, Mayara
(EXTERNAL) Email in support for the Alley Vacation at 968 E. Elm Avenue
Wednesday, February 10, 2021 6:07:51 PM

Dear Ms. Lima,
I live around the corner from the Sappington's and so I am familiar with the neighborhood, as
well as their application for a partial vacation of the alley behind their property. I'm fully
supportive of their application. I don't see any need for a pedestrian thoroughfare through that
alley. Elm Avenue and the walk along the S-line are parallel to the alley and already quite
close together. Further, there are existing structures in the alleyway that, unless forced to be
removed, already block a thoroughfare. I understand there are power lines in the alley and
RMP may have voiced some objection to the vacation, but RMP is already accessing those
lines despite the existing structures that block the alley. I don't think Sappington's plans for the
alley property make the powerline access any different than it has been for several years. The
Sappington's plans to improve their property seems like something the City ought to
support/encourage and I hope their application is approved.
I'm happy to answer any questions or elaborate on my support, should that be helpful to
anyone at any point in the process.
Many thanks for the opportunity to provide input.
Julie McAdams
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From:
To:
Cc:
Subject:
Date:

Norris, Nick
Lima, Mayara
Planning Public Comments
FW: (EXTERNAL) PLNPCM2020-00999: Alley Vacation behind 968 E Elm Ave
Wednesday, January 27, 2021 12:21:26 PM

FYI. Can you help answer his questions? We may want to discuss the legality of the structures he mentions below.
NICK NORRIS
Director
Planning Division
DEPARTMENT of COMMUNITY and NEIGHBORHOODS
SALT LAKE CITY CORPORATION
TEL     801-535-6173
CELL   801-641-1728
Email   nick.norris@slcgov.com
WWW.SLC.GOV/PLANNING
www.OurNeighborhoodsCAN.com
Disclaimer: The Planning Division strives to give the best customer service possible and to respond to questions as
accurately as possible based upon the information provided. However, answers given at the counter and/or prior to
application are not binding and they are not a substitute for formal Final Action, which may only occur in response
to a complete application to the Planning Division.   Those relying on verbal input or preliminary written feedback
do so at their own risk and do not vest any property with development rights.

-----Original Message----From: Scott Kisling
Sent: Wednesday, January 27, 2021 12:04 PM
To: Planning Public Comments <planning.comments@slcgov.com>
Cc: Judi Short
Subject: (EXTERNAL) PLNPCM2020-00999: Alley Vacation behind 968 E Elm Ave
Dear Planning Commissioner,
My time as a previous SHCC Chair has made me particularly sensitive to encroachment and squatting on public
property, including alleyways, and also to the City’s often hasty vacation of public alleyways. The petition to vacate
the alley behind 968 E. Elm Avenue appears to involve both these issues; the construction of a two-car garage on
public property behind 980 E. Elm Avenue in 2012 and the subsequent petition apparently having the intent to
legalize that structure and others.
The petitioner and the homeowner at 980 Elm Street have both apparently encroached on public property, the latter
by recently constructing a two car garage that completely blocks the public alley. I am requesting the City to
ascertain the legality of that structure and report back to the Sugar House Community Council's LUZ Committee the
result of that determination prior to the consideration of this petition. Should it be found that this or other structures
are illegal I would like to see them removed and the public be made aware of the result of encroachment on public
property. If the structure constructed in 2012 was permitted, I also want to know why the City would issue a permit
for private construction on City property.
That the petitioner has been careful to address three of the Planning Commission’s Alley Vacation Policy
Considerations – lack of use, public safety and urban design – does not negate the illegality of a structure, especially
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when the structure itself is the cause of one of those considerations; lack of use as a public right of way.
Furthermore, the petition appears to me to be intentionally misleading by describing the existing structures as
“sheds.” (The garage built on public property behind 980 Elm Avenue in 2012 cannot be the brick garage described
in the petition.)
The fourth Policy Consideration – community purpose – is obviously not met; the PC’s examples for community
purpose include neighborhood play area or community garden, not the exclusive use of adjoining property owner,
much less its use as a “brand new two car garage” (per the property owner’s description on Zillow) that completely
blocks access to the public alley.
The City of Salt Lake City has historically, in my opinion, been far too hasty in vacating our public property and
insufficiently firm in applying its remedies for encroachment and squatting on our public property. If these
homeowners have indeed built on public property they should not be rewarded by the public gifting that property to
them for their exclusive use.
Thank you in advance for investigating this matter.
Scott Kisling
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ATTACHMENT G: DEPARTMENT REVIEW COMMENTS
Engineering – David Jones
Engineering does not support the vacation of the alleyway for the following reasons:
•
•
•
•

The alley still needs to be used by RMP to access their system infrastructure along the entirety
of the alleyway;
Identifying the alley as unusable by citing 2 existing un-permitted garages should not be a basis
for vacation, the location of the garages are indicated on the attached map;
Crime activity is hearsay, the presumption is that if the alleyway is vacated, it would be safer;
Engineering will advocate for plans to remove the garages so the residents can use the entirety
of alleyway again in order to access off-street garages/parking.

Police Department – Lamar Ewell
I went down and walked the ally in question, or what I could, because as you have indicated the ally is
already blocked on the east end because of the structures.
The petitioners make a good argument regarding the benefit safety and security of closing the ally.
Closing the ally limits the accessibly and covert movement of anyone who may have nefarious intent.
Closing the ally pushes people to the front sidewalks of the homes, rather than traveling behind them,
and by so doing they are seen by more people, i.e., passing motorist, other residences and the walking
public, which makes is safer for the entire neighborhood.
The Police Department has no issue with the closing of the ally.

Transportation, Fire, Building, Zoning and Public Utilities found no issues with the request.

Rocky Mountain Power – Jeffrey Barret
Generally, we prefer that our facilities be in the right of way, and as accessible as possible. There are
reasons having to do with cost of maintenance, timeliness of restoration, and worker safety. Below are
some notes from an operations lead who oversees most of the linemen in the SL valley.
•
•
•
•
•

There is a safety risk to entering backyards to troubleshoot, especially when it is the middle of
the night.
It slows down outage restoration; when our facilities are in backyards it can take two to three
times as long to replace facilities.
It can also have the potential to quadruple the cost of the work, depending on what equipment
is needed given increased distance from a reasonable access point to the structure in question.
We have learned through the years, and we are now a front lot line utility in these residential
areas wherever possible; and although we have some old rear lot backyard lines, typically those
rear lot lines are truck accessible.
We should not be supportive of a decision that is A) more costly to our ratepayers; B) slows
down outage response; and C) increases risk to employees.
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