
Chapter 3 Economics and Marketing

3.1 Overview

The Economics and Marketing chapter describes the
economic factors for the North Washington Subarea
and identifies the development potential for various
land uses.

As a part of the North Washington Subarea planning
process, an economic analysis was prepared by
Sammons Dutton, LLP. This chapter summarizes the
key components of the economic study; the full
report is contained in Appendix E. 

Analysis and discussion of land use economics gener-
ally revolves around three interrelated elements: the
market, the real estate development feasibility, and
the economic impact of development.

The Market

The market determines what, when, how much, and
the character of what gets built. For most uses, such
as office and industrial development, the market is
determined at a broad regional level, and a locality's
ability to tap that market is determined by a host of
factors. Some markets, such as retail, are more locally
determined. But only in rare circumstances can a
market be created where none exists. While the adage
"build it and they will come" is sometimes true, with-
out a market, you can't get anyone to build "it" in the
first place. There are communities that have zoned
land for a desired outcome, such as minimum densi-
ties or high-tech industrial, that have seen those sites
lie fallow for years. There also are situations where
subsequent surrounding development precludes or
usurps what once was desired.

This section of the North Washington Subarea analy-
sis deals primarily with the regional and local market
factors.

The Real Estate Setting

Even where there is a market, any development must
make sense from a real estate point of view. That is,
the relationship between land cost, development
costs, financing terms, and achievable rents must sat-
isfy a number of players-the landowner, the develop-
er, the lenders and the end user. It is easy for things to
get out of whack. Financial terms are influenced pri-
marily by national factors. Some landowners have
unrealistic expectations or a longer term tolerance.
Competition changes almost daily as new projects
come on line or are announced. Multiple jurisdictions
without strong distinctions will magnify the effect of
the decisions and policies of one another.

While the subarea plan must recognize the optimum
potential of the land in question, the site specific real
estate factors are less important in a long-term plan
such as this. That is, over time the values and oppor-
tunities will adjust to market realities and in response
to public policies and investments. Real estate factors
will affect the timing of development more than the
long-term outcome.
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Economic and Marketing Guiding Principles

3-A Maximize economic opportunity presented by 
proximity to DIA, prospect for commuter rail, 
and presence of developed infrastructure.

3-B Use economic incentives to attract high quality 
jobs, maximum sales tax revenue, and promote 
economically viable and aesthetically pleasing 
development.

3-C Ensure entitlement process is clear, consistent 
and timely.

3-D Ensure plan has mix of complementary uses, 
and densities which broaden Thornton’s image 
beyond a bedroom community and translate 
into economic benefit.

3-E Recognize Big Dry Creek as both an environ-
mental and economic amenity.
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The Economic Impact

In the public arena, economic impact most often
refers to the fiscal impact on the affected jurisdictions
-that is the tax revenue generated and the cost of
serving the development. In Thornton, as with most
cities in Colorado, this leads to the Holy Grail of sales
tax from retail development, particularly larger proj-
ects that draw shoppers and dollars from outside of
the jurisdiction. However, other factors that will be of
interest to the citizens of the community also come
into play. For example, property taxes, which are rela-
tively greater from office and industrial development,
are the primary support for local schools; and office
and industrial jobs generally pay higher wages (to the
ultimate benefit of the retail sector and housing mar-
kets).

There is a tendency to overweigh the fiscal impact of
a given project, often with the thought that "residen-
tial doesn't pay its own way." But it is important to
look at the whole system. Without the residents there
would be no (or much less) retail. Without the pri-
mary office and industrial jobs, there may be less res-
idential, or at best, those residents will leave the com-
munity for work, and likely shopping as well.

These fiscal issues came into play in the evaluation of
alternatives in subsequent phases of the development
of the subarea plan. The economic and fiscal impact
of the proposed plan was presented in the previous
chapter (See Exhibits 2.11 through 2.15).

3.2 Existing Conditions

Thornton is one of the most rapidly growing cities in
the Denver metropolitan region in terms of popula-
tion and housing. However, Thornton lags its neigh-
bors and other area communities in terms of jobs/
housing balance (there are only .68 jobs per house-
hold compared to the regional average of 1.53) and
retail sales (per capita sales in 2003 of $7,700, com-
pared to $10,227 in Westminster and $15,635 in
Broomfield).

The capacity of land zoned in Thornton and planned
for future annexations is 5,443 acres of commercial
and industrial land, with a capacity of 133,400 jobs.
Only about 40 percent of that is projected to be devel-
oped by 2020.  The North Washington Subarea has
about 2,300 acres of vacant 
developable land.

Thornton has about 2.43 million square feet of office
space, about 2.5 percent of the region's total.
Thornton also has about 1.52 million square feet of
industrial space, less than 1.0 percent of the region's
total.

In the region, office vacancies are high (highest in the
Boulder turnpike area) and industrial vacancies are
low, but there has been little new construction lately.
Neither sector is poised for a major turn-around in
the short run.

3.3 Development Potential

The development potential for each of the primary
nonresidential land uses considered in the analysis is
summarized below. A full explanation of the method-
ology, background information, assumptions and
conclusions is presented in Appendix E. It should be
noted that while the residential market was not evalu-
ated at the same level of detail, it is expected that the
residential component of the plan can be absorbed by
2025, except that portion that is within the Corporate
Campus and Commercial Retail areas that will be
related and tied to the pace of buildout.

Office Development Potential

The Denver region is expected to add about 15.0
million square feet of office space by 2010 and an
additional 37.5 million square feet by 2025. At typical
densities, this is expected to require about 2,900
acres.  Given past trends and the current supply,
Thornton could reasonably achieve a market share of
10-15 percent of that, with up to 60 percent of that
occurring in the North Washington Subarea - a total
of up to 260 acres.



Industrial Development Potential

The Denver region is expected to add 39.4 million
square feet of industrial space by 2010 and an addi-
tional 47.2 million square feet by 2025, with about 60
percent of that in warehouse and distribution activity.
At typical densities, that would require about 6,600
acres.

Thornton does not have a well established base of
industrial activity, and given the high profile and
eventual value of land in the I-25 corridor, it is not
likely to compete well for warehouse and distribution 
space (even if that were an objective). Given regional
development patterns, the maximum market capture
Thornton could expect to achieve would be 5.0 per-
cent, or 330 acres. Because industrial development in
the North Washington Subarea would be limited
largely to high-tech and light manufacturing, no
more than a third of the city's potential would be cap-
tured there-110 acres.

Retail Development Potential

Unlike office and industrial demand, which will be
influenced by broad regional factors, retail potential
will be determined by the needs of a competitive
pattern within a localized trade area.  The Larkridge
development, under construction and with poten-
tially 2.0 million square feet of space, will establish
the trade area for the entire North Washington 
Subarea and will focus commercial in Thornton (See
Appendix E).

The trade area is bounded by 120th Avenue on the
south, the Boulder and Jefferson County lines on the
west, Highway 52 on the north and Yosemite Street
and its northward extension on the east. This area is 
projected to have 81,300 households in 2025, with a
total personal income of $5.71 billion.

That level of income can support over 6.8 million
square feet of retail and supporting commercial
development and will require 776 acres of land.
About a third of this will be in supermarket-anchored 
neighborhood centers, much of the rest will be in
Larkridge and other larger concentrations.

The North Washington Subarea could attract up to
160 acres of this, in addition to Larkridge, which is
adjacent to but not technically within the study area
boundary.

In total, the commercial and industrial development
potential within the North Washington Subarea adds
up to 530 acres by 2025. With over 2,000 acres of
developable land, there is ample land to assure an
efficient land market and preserve the long-term
continued development of the area.

While the commercial and industrial development
potentials identified here are a practical limit on the
development that might be expected by 2025, they are
not necessarily a limit on the amount of land that
might be planned for any given use as a result of the
current planning process for two reasons. First, while
2025 was chosen as the target year for the analysis,
development will not nor need not stop there. And
second, even if the projection were to be achieved by
2025, there would need to be sufficient land designat-
ed for the intended uses to provide flexibility and
choice of location to the developers and ultimate ten-
ants in order to allow for an efficient and competitive
land market. In a long-term planning exercise such as
this, it is common to provide sufficient land to
accommodate about twice the expected development.
Exhibit 2.12 in the preceding chapter shows the num-
ber of years to buildout, assuming the annual pace of
absorption forecast here continues beyond 2025.

3.4 Special Tax Districts

Another factor that should also be considered is the
distribution of the various land uses within the North
Washington Subarea with respect to several special
tax districts (Exhibit 3.1).
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A new Urban Renewal District has been formed
which includes the Larkridge shopping area and a
large portion of the northern part of the Subarea. To
the extent that development in concentrated in that
area, Thornton will have the advantage of a dedicated
source of funding for infrastructure within that dis-
trict. In addition, since the ability to tap the tax incre-
ment component of the Urban Renewal District will
expire in 25 years, it is in the City's interest to
encourage early development in that area.

There is a portion of the Subarea which is covered by
a tax sharing agreement with Westminster. Based on
the terms of the Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA),
Thornton would share one-third of the first three
percent in the sales tax collected in the area generally
bounded by 126th, I-25, 152nd, and Washington.
Recognizing that 291 acres of Retail Commercial land
shown on the Land Use Plan (Exhibit 2.16) is within
the IGA area, the net sales tax that would accrue to
Thornton after sharing with Westminster is estimated
at $25.62 million.

There is also a General Improvement District that
imposes an ad valorem tax on properties to fund the
recently completed 136th/I-25 interchange. To the
extent that development is concentrated in that area,
the bonds can be retired earlier, and/or the tax bur-
den can be lessened for the property owners.
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