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INTRODUCTION

Mission Hills is a garden city in the Kansas City
metropolitan region designed by J. C. Nichols. His
master plan for the community included elegant
homes, European-inspired landscaping and public
art, and greenspaces in a pastoral setting. This
comprehensive plan is guided by Nichols’ original
master plan and contemporary community values.
This plan will provide the focus and direction
necessary for Mission Hills to preserve its
distinction as a quintessential garden city as the
Kansas City region continues to change.
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The Comprehensive Plan
A comprehensive plan is the principle document
that outlines a municipality’s direction for the
future. It is developed with the purpose of guiding
the decision-making of city staff, elected officials,
and the various boards and committees that make
decisions on behalf of the community regarding the
enhancement, maintenance, and redevelopment
of the city. A plan is made in accordance with
existing and future needs, while promoting the
welfare of the citizenry. The plan is a “living” and
dynamic document that is amendable to
accommodate the future needs and preferences of
the community.
The Mission Hills Comprehensive Plan is designed
to guide the day-to-day activities within the context
of a long-range vision. Characteristics of a welldesigned comprehensive plan include:
•

4

Has a long-range time frame. The plan focuses
on how decisions made today can have longterm effects 50 to 100 years from now.

•

Is general. The plan does not analyze issues in
detail but does highlight those issues present
or anticipated. It provides a strategy for
managing known issues and a framework for
addressing unanticipated issues that could
arise in the future.

•

Is comprehensive in scope. The plan covers all
aspects of the community that contribute to
the quality of life residents enjoy, including
physical elements and social and economic
factors.

The Plan was prepared in accordance with the
Kansas State Statutes, K.S.A. 12-747, which
regulates the planning commission’s authority to
oversee the preparation of a comprehensive plan.
Mission Hills’ Planning Commission annually
reviews the Comprehensive Plan, as prescribed by
state statute, and conducts an in-depth review of
the plan each decade. The last update to the
Comprehensive Plan occurred in 2003.

| Comprehensive Plan - Mission Hills, Kansas

Mission Hills, 2015

|5

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Mission Hills is located in the Kansas City
metropolitan area in Johnson County, Kansas. The
community’s namesake is the Shawnee Methodist
Mission located in present-day Fairway, Kansas.
Mission Hills was platted in 1912 by J. C. Nichols,
and the first residential area was opened on
November 16, 1919. 1
Kansas City’s population and industry were growing
exponentially at the turn of the 20th century. The
increasing population created a demand for Kansas
City, Missouri to expand, particularly in the
southern direction. 2 Following Nichols’ successful
development of the Country Club District in
Missouri, he anticipated the need for Kansas City to
expand across the state line into Johnson County. 3
Many Kansas City elite elected to live in Missouri
since Kansas was perceived to be a place for
“farmers, blue collar workers and … simple folk who
lived next door.” 4 Nichols recognized the area’s
potential and seized the opportunity to build highend houses in a garden setting with wooded hills,
winding streams, plateaus, and small sheltered
valleys.

6

Nichols borrowed money from the stockholders of
the J. C. Nichols Realty Company to acquire the
land. 5 Nichols then worked closely with Hare and
Hare, a landscape architecture firm located in
Kansas City, to design and plan the new
development. The design respected the natural
topography by incorporating curvilinear streets,
which meandered through picturesque rolling hills
with cultivated vegetation. 6 Mission Hills set a
precedent for the future of the community when its
first neighborhood opened. 7
Nichols actively pursued several of Kansas City’s
elite to build in Mission Hills. Nine local millionaires
chose to relocate to Mission Hills. He also solicited
well-to-do families who aspired to live outside of
the city but were not spectacularly wealthy. He
advertised, “300 acres of wooded countryside
transformed into an arcadia for homebuilding on
large grounds 1-1/2 to 10 acres … with wide
wooded drives, rustic bridges over numerous
brooks, pathways and lanes, quaint street signs, old
forest trees … yet possessed of every city
convenience ... every home an estate in itself with
all the charms of country life.” 8 This marketing
campaign proved to be successful.
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Throughout the 1910s and 1920s, new home
construction surged and Nichols began to realize
his vision of the neighborhood.
City Beautiful Movement
While designing Mission Hills and other
developments around the turn of the 20th century,
J. C. Nichols observed different design movements
and their effect on cities. The City Beautiful
Movement was an effort by architects and planners
to establish a sense of order and dignity in
America’s urban areas. These architects and
planners theorized that the quality of life in cities
could improve through beautification. In theory,
introducing or restoring green open spaces in urban
areas would decrease social ills. The goals of
beautification were to showcase public buildings
and art, inspire civic loyalty and moral values, bring
American cities to the same level as European
cities, and inspire the upper class to move back to
the city. 9
The City Beautiful Movement, through the creation
of its parks and boulevard system, transformed
Kansas City from a muddy boomtown to a wellplanned and organized city. J. C. Nichols was
inspired by this movement and introduced many of
8

its ideals into his developments, such as connecting
the network of roads with pieces of art and
architecture and surrounding them with generous
landscapes.
Garden City Movement
In concurrence with the City Beautiful Movement,
other planning movements sought to establish a
means to address the issues urban areas faced due
to the industrial revolution. Sir Ebenezer Howard
developed the Garden City, a self-contained
community in the United Kingdom that balanced
residential, industrial, and agricultural areas. The
community also provided a “greenbelt” around the
entire city—land to remain undeveloped in order to
provide a buffer between the residential
community and its surrounding urban setting. In
the United States, these often became parks or golf
courses. 10
The Mission Hills Country Club provided an initial
greenbelt that buffered Mission Hills from the
urbanization occurring in surrounding cities. In the
1920s, Nichols began construction on the Kansas
City Country Club and the Indian Hills Golf Course
to enlarge the greenbelt. 11
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In 1923, Nichols began to adorn the neighborhood
with fountains, statuary, urns, and sculpture. He
designed parklets, broad medians, green space
flanking street edges, centers of intersections, and
points of entry into the neighborhood as focal
points. Nichols stylized the art and architecture
after European country estates and gardens. He
purchased many of the objects on travels abroad or
from prominent art dealers. 12 Nichols also added
the iconic point of interest known as Verona
Columns. 13
While construction largely halted during the Great
Depression and World War II, post-war
construction began with a new energy. Nichols
realized that potential homeowners wanted
smaller homes with modern conveniences. He
reduced the size of homes to be placed “on tracts
of greater size and depth than usual – but not too
large” to accommodate this demand. 14
Mission Hills had grown into a complex and thriving
community by the end of the 1940s. The Mission
Hills Homes Company Board held a special meeting
in 1949 and unanimously voted to incorporate the
area as a third-class city. Shortly following the
meeting, the City voted to incorporate the adjacent
10

Tomahawk Road District. In 1956 and 1957, Mission
Hills incorporated the Kansas City Country Club, the
Mission Hills Country Club, the area south of 67th
Street, and areas east of Belinder Road. 15
Today, the City remains a testimony to J. C. Nichols’
vision of unique homes built throughout a
picturesque garden setting with streets and
walkways, rolling topography, and natural features
including ponds, streams, and meadows.
City Policy
Since Mission Hills was incorporated in 1949, the
City has implemented many steps to ensure that J.
C. Nichols’ original vision continues: the Mission
Hills Zoning Ordinance, Comprehensive Plan, and
the Design Guidelines. The Zoning Ordinance and
Comprehensive Plan have been refined to reflect
the planning and development of the original
neighborhood by Nichols with contemporary
values.
The planning and development was managed and
regulated solely by the J. C. Nichols Company until
the City of Mission Hills was incorporated. The full
ownership of the development provided Nichols
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the opportunity to develop a cohesive plan. To
ensure that the homes on the lots were situated to
fit the feel and design of the development, Nichols
placed deed restrictions that specified the
placement, size, and required setbacks. He also
designated the street on which houses were to
face. Architectural plans for any home in the
neighborhood had to be approved by the J. C.
Nichols Company. These restrictions helped to
ensure that designs were consistent with Nichols’
vision for the development.9
A year after Mission Hills was incorporated, the City
considered a Zoning Ordinance to direct and
regulate the development of the area. The first
Zoning Ordinance was adopted in 1952. The
ordinance included restricting land use to singlefamily housing, setting minimum setback
requirements, and establishing generic land
development standards. This ordinance was similar
to most of the zoning ordinances created at that
time, which were instituted to develop post-World
War II tract housing developments. 16
Mission Hills recognized that the 1952 zoning
ordinances did not provide the structure needed to
maintain and continue Nichols' vision. The City
12

revised the zoning ordinances in 1960 and 1969 to
capture the character of Mission Hills. The City
established the Architectural Review Board in 1978
to support these regulations to allow for residents
to review new building projects. 17
In addition to revising the zoning ordinances,
Mission Hills adopted a comprehensive plan in
1982. This Plan provided a foundation and
framework for all future planning and
development. With the assistance of urban planner
Dr. Thomas Galloway, the City concluded that a
clear vision for Mission Hills was to be provided in
the zoning ordinances. Dr. Galloway’s plan
recommended that the ordinances be revised to
incorporate Nichols’ vision of unique homes that
are woven into the landscape with subtle
development patterns distinctive to Mission Hills. 18
In 1983, the City extensively revised the zoning
ordinances to incorporate the recommendations
made in the 1982 revision. The ordinances retained
the single-family residential zoning district but
subdivided the area into seven sub-districts based
on lot size. Each sub-district had different
development standards to more closely reflect
Nichols’ original design. 19
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Another issue became apparent to residents after
the revised zoning ordinances were enacted, which
was new houses and additions were not always
being built with respect to the scale or character of
neighboring homes. This new development
affected the patterns and proportions Nichols had
intended. In 1988, the Comprehensive Plan was
updated and a parallel study reviewed the open
space and lot coverage provisions in the Zoning
Ordinance. Between 1995 and 2005, the Mission
Hills Planning Commission undertook a series of
studies to define the character of each
neighborhood sub-district. 20
These studies culminated in a revision to the Zoning
Ordinances (2005) and an update to the
Comprehensive Plan (2008). The ordinances were
updated to include provisions limiting the building
lot coverage percentage within each of the seven
sub-districts. A new formula for calculating the
allowable building coverage was also introduced to
reduce inequities among the lot size categories. 21

14

The 2008 Comprehensive Plan identified a number
of key design principles and land development
objectives for Mission Hills. These principles were
expanded to create the Design Guidelines in 2012,
which catalog the neighborhood character areas
and provide residents, architects, builders, City
staff, and the Architectural Review Board with
objective design preferences. These two
documents provide a framework for the building
permit review process and support the City’s
objective to be fair, transparent, and predictable. 22
In 2015, the Planning Commission, in partnership
with a professional consulting team, updated the
Comprehensive Plan to provide a more robust
framework for decision-making that is aligned with
the City’s 50-year vision.
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COMMUNITY PROFILE
The City prepared an assessment of the community
in 2015 which analyzed the data and trends that
influenced the growth and redevelopment of
Mission Hills. To supplement this analysis, the City
gathered anecdotal information through a
community workshop and Planning Committee
meetings. The information and discussions were
critical to understanding the future of Mission Hills
as trends continue or change. This chapter of the
Comprehensive Plan provides a summary of the
community profile.
The population of Mission Hills is aging at a rate
similar to the region and the United States.
However, the median age in Mission Hills is 10
years older than the national average. The total
population of the community has also declined by
16% since 1970 and the housing stock in the
community is comparatively older than other cities
in the region. A majority of the homes were built
between the 1920s and 1960s. Mission Hills’
housing stock represents the highest median home
value in the region. This results in much of the
housing stock being unaffordable for many younger
people.

16

The land use and zoning regulations in Mission Hills
designate the community for single-family
residential homes at various densities. The only
exceptions to this are the designations of the three
country clubs, City Hall, and the church at
Tomahawk Road and State Line Road.
Aging homes and community appeal have led to a
significant amount of redevelopment, including 29
complete teardowns of existing homes and 112
home additions between 2010 and 2015. These
redevelopments are often larger and of a different
style than the homes being replaced. Some
residents believe this has led to a change in the
character of the community. This change
contributed to the development of the Design
Guidelines prepared in 2012 and revised in 2014.
Redevelopment challenges are also posed by the
Brush Creek floodplain that separates the
residential area from the country clubs in the
northwestern portion of the City. Several
properties along the creek are within the
floodplain, which limits their redevelopment
potential.
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Mission Hills is situated in the middle of the
metropolitan area and is well connected to the
region and most destinations. While centrally
located, Mission Hills does not experience the level
of traffic that might be expected. The community is
surrounded by an arterial street network that
provides residents with access points through the
area without significantly impacting Mission Hills’
traffic. Streets like State Line Road, Mission Road,
and Shawnee Mission Parkway carry large amounts
of traffic in Northeast Johnson County. 63rd Street,
a connector through Mission Hills, carries the
greatest amount of traffic through the City, but
does not cause measurable traffic issues for the
community.

18

Mission Hills was originally connected by a series of
foot trails, bridal paths, and streets which traversed
the area’s rolling topography. The current street
network follows most of those same routes. The
winding street network, a defining element of the
original design, continues to contribute to the
community’s character. The street designs support
use by automobiles, bicycles, and pedestrians.
Through the years, some sidewalks and a bike lane
have been added and trails maintained to enhance
connectivity. These features improve the safety of
pedestrians and cyclists in Mission Hills.
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Public and open spaces such as parks, parklets,
rights-of-way, and country clubs define the
naturalistic setting of the City. The parks and
parklets are scattered throughout the community
to create a pattern of greenspaces. The country
clubs create an expansive greenbelt on the western
edge of Mission Hills, delineated by Brush Creek.
The rights-of-way and the adjacent front yards
create a continuous green network that blankets
the City. Combined with the rolling topography,
these features provide constant and often dramatic
views of nature augmented by statuary, sculpture,
urns, and fountains, which add to the distinction of
the community.
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The water, sewer, and stormwater utility systems
that support development within Mission Hills are
in good condition. The water system, owned by
WaterOne, and the sanitary sewer system, owned
by Johnson County Wastewater, have been
recently improved. Similarly, the electrical system
owned by Kansas City Power and Light and the gas
system owned by Kansas Gas Service are improved
and maintained by those entities.
The stormwater system, owned by the City of
Mission Hills, is continually being maintained and
upgraded. The overall system is in good condition.
Recent capital improvements have been completed
in a more natural “green” manner in order to
complement the natural setting as prescribed in
the Stormwater and Open Channel Master Plans.
Additional public improvements including bridges,
culverts, parkland and other public properties are
the responsibility of the City of Mission Hills.
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The planning process has allowed the community
to identify the challenges and opportunities that
are most important.
Challenges and Opportunities
Housing
• The housing stock does not sufficiently provide
housing options to accommodate the varied
demographic of the community.
Redevelopment
• The character of the community is being
impacted by the removal of historic structures
that contribute to the character of the
neighborhood.
•

There is currently not a process to evaluate the
loss of a structure and its effect on the
character of the community.

•

Redevelopment of properties within the
floodplain and their future contribution to
Mission Hills are limited.

Public Spaces
• The public spaces, viewsheds and amenities
that contribute to the character of the
community are not protected.
Transportation
• Some areas in the community present
challenges to connect safe pedestrian access.
•

The impact of transportation improvements to
the character of the community should be a
consideration when addressing connectivity.

•

Bicycle
connectivity
community is lacking.

•

The character of the streets in Mission Hills
contributes to the community character.

throughout

the

Sustainability / Technology
• The visual impact of emerging technologies is a
concern.
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VISION & GOALS
The following vision statement is provided to guide discussions affecting the future form of Mission Hills.

M ISSION H ILLS - A B EAUTIFUL P LACE TO L IVE
Mission Hills is defined by the quality and beauty of its homes, classic design of public spaces, and picturesque
natural setting. The character of the community originates from the careful balance of these three defining
features. These features will endure through respecting the rich history, nurturing unique design, investing in the
artistic and cultural public amenities, and preserving the natural landscape. Mission Hills will remain a beautiful
place to live as these qualities guide stewardship of the community for future residents.
Goals are a long-range target at which decisions about the future should be aimed. The goals for Mission Hills
address four components of the City: (1) public open spaces, (2) streets, (3) residential properties, and (4)
infrastructure and new technologies. The following goals support the vision:
Goal 1:

Maintain the public open spaces and associated cultural amenities in Mission Hills as classic design
features of the City.

Goal 2:

Accommodate safety while balancing automobile, biking and walking improvements while
maintaining the street network, pattern, and design as a defining element of Mission Hills.

Goal 3:

Preserve the original community design through thoughtful redevelopment that is respectful of the
neighborhood context and community character.

Goal 4:

Enhance resident services through improved infrastructure and technology while balancing their
visual impact on the distinctive character of the community.

22
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COMMUNITY DIRECTION
The history and development of Mission Hills is
significant and well documented. To maintain J. C.
Nichols’ original vision and the features that make
Mission Hills unique while managing change from
new investment, the principles and policies in this
section are provided to guide decision-making in
pursuit of each goal. They are intended to strike a
balance between respecting the development
rights of private property and preserving the
community character, recognizing that both are
important to the future of Mission Hills.

Policies are criteria for action that identify what
should be done and how decisions should be made.
Policies express at least one possible path to the
goals and vision. They inform conversations
regarding ongoing and emerging issues and assist
the community in making appropriate long-term
decisions about the future.
The goals, principles, and policies should be
evaluated over time and adapted as the vision of
the community is implemented.

Guiding principles and policies frame the important
issues that will define the future character of the
community. Guiding principles are outcomeoriented statements about what the community
wants to achieve. They address foundational
elements essential to the vision of Mission Hills.

24
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PUBLIC OPEN SPACES
Goal 1: Maintain the public open spaces and
associated cultural amenities in Mission Hills as
classic design features of the city.

•

Street-side greenspace shall be preserved to
extend the natural environment throughout
the community.

Principle 1.1:
Public open spaces and amenities contribute to the
distinctive setting of the community.

•

A mechanism for the City to protect public
open spaces and associated cultural amenities
and landscapes shall be established.

Policies:
•
The location and character of the public open
spaces, whether natural or formal in design,
shall be maintained or improved.

•

The relationship among public spaces, cultural
amenities, and development create unique
community assets that shall be protected.

•

The parks, parklets, and landscapes, both
natural and man-made, shall be protected in
order to maintain the original design integrity
of the neighborhoods.

•

The cultural amenities, including landscapes,
statuary, urns, and fountains shall be
protected and maintained in good condition.

•

Replacement or addition of amenities shall be
consistent with the scale, character, and
quality of existing elements.

26
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STREETS
Goal 2: Accommodate safety and balance access
improvements while maintaining the street
network, pattern, and design as a defining element
of Mission Hills.

Principle 2.2:
Roadway design should provide safe travel routes
for automobiles, pedestrians, and bicycles.

Principle 2.1:
A complete transportation network should connect
the community.

•

Policies:
•
The street network design and connectivity
shall be maintained.
•

•

Improvements to the street network shall
accommodate the automobile, pedestrian,
and bicyclist in a manner that preserves the
original design of the community.
As infrastructure projects are planned, the City
Council should consider providing new
walkways that would connect current
walkways and paths.

Policy:
The priority of specific improvements to
balance automobile, pedestrian and bicycle
networks shall be based on the context of each
street within the network and the significance
of the connection to destinations within and
beyond Mission Hills.

Principle 2.3:
The street network is a contributing element to the
scenic character of Mission Hills.
Policies:
Street design and improvements shall maintain
the natural character of the community,
including the rolling topography, vegetated
landscapes, and subtle characteristics of
constructed elements.

•

•

28

The design of future pedestrian and bicycle
connections shall support neighborhood
context and community character.
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RESIDENTIAL PROPERTIES
Goal 3: Preserve the original community design
through thoughtful redevelopment that is
respectful of the neighborhood context and
community character.
Principle 3.1:
The pattern, scale, and form of redevelopment is
important to create relationships to neighborhood
public spaces and to mitigate impacts on adjacent
property.
Policies:
• The design and redevelopment of property
shall be reviewed and approved in accordance
with city ordinances and the established
Design Guidelines.
•
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•

Redevelopment that requires demolition of a
principle building shall require an approved
building plan prior to demolition approval.

•

Accessory structures shall maintain or enhance
the neighborhood pattern and character and
complement the design of the primary
residence. Additional family members or
caregivers may be accommodated on-site as
family needs dictate.

•

A single architectural style should define a
property and its structures and that
architectural style should be true to its
accepted details.

The impact and relationship of redevelopment
on the site, the neighboring properties, and the
neighborhood context shall be understood
prior to approval by the Architectural Review
Board.
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Principle 3.2:
The scale and placement of residences impact the
neighborhood context and community character of
a garden community.

Principle 3.3:
Redevelopment should preserve and enhance the
character and/or history of the individual
neighborhood or community.

Policies:
• Redevelopment shall respect the common
greenspace and attributes (trees, landscapes,
and natural areas) found throughout the
community.

Policies:
• A voluntary mechanism for owners to protect
their property from alteration or demolition
shall be established and administered by the
City. Methods such as preservation easements,
historic designations, or other protective
measures may be appropriate.

•

Redevelopment shall be evaluated for its
impact to the neighborhood and community
context prior to approval.

•

Impacts to the stormwater system shall be
minimized by redevelopment, as expressed in
the Stormwater Master Plan.

•

The redevelopment potential of properties
within the floodplain shall be assessed and a
maintenance and improvement strategy
identified.
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•

The thoughtful maintenance and rehabilitation
of original, historically significant homes
should be encouraged.

Principle 3.4:
Maintaining visual diversity enhances the character
of the community.
Policies:
• A variety of housing styles should be
encouraged to support the unique
neighborhoods in Mission Hills.
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INFRASTRUCTURE AND NEW
TECHNOLOGIES
Goal 4: Enhance resident services through
improved infrastructure and technology, while
balancing impacts to the distinctive character of the
community.
Principle 4.1:
Natural stormwater infrastructure complements
the community design and character.
Policies:
• Stormwater
improvements
shall
take
advantage of the natural landscape of the
community, including the existing topography
and water courses.
•

34

Principle 4.2:
Maintaining quality infrastructure systems is
important to the enduring value of Mission Hills.
Policies:
• Investments and maintenance in the
infrastructure system shall be proactive to
reduce system disruptions and long-term
maintenance costs.
•

Infrastructure, transportation, and other
improvements shall be coordinated to
minimize disruptions and cost.

Stormwater infrastructure improvements shall
be implemented in accordance with the
Stormwater and Open Channel Master Plans.
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Principle 4.3:
Accommodate new technologies in ways
that preserve the visual integrity of the
community.
Policies:
• The visual and aesthetic impact of technology
shall be minimized.
•

36

Improvements within the right-of-way shall
minimize the visual impact to the landscape.

Principle 4.4:
Building materials should contribute to the
quality of the structure.
Policies:
• If not natural, building materials shall replicate
the appearance of original or natural materials.
•

Materials should be consistent with the design
style of any structure.
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