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SECTION 1 BACKGROUNDSECTION 1 BACKGROUND

Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Overview

The 1997 City of Thornton Comprehensive Plan
identified the need to create Subarea Plans "to plan
for future growth and development in a more detailed
fashion." The purpose of the North Washington
Subarea Plan is to provide an overall vision for the
future development of the North Washington
Subarea, with specific guidance for the type, intensity
and quality of future development. The North
Washington Subarea Plan therefore supplements and
supports the adopted City of Thornton
Comprehensive Plan.

The North Washington Subarea is within Thornton's
Planned Growth Area, as identified within the 1997
City of Thornton Comprehensive Plan. Three "future
urban areas", where additional public infrastructure
will be needed to support projected urban develop-
ment, are located in the North Washington Subarea:

1. The area in the vicinity of I-25, Highway 7 and 
E-470, exclusive of approved development at the 
interchange of I-25 and SH 7.

2. The I-25 Mixed Use Corridor between 128th 
Avenue and 158th Avenue, west of Washington 
Street.

3. The E-470 Corridor, west of Colorado Boulevard. 

The North Washington Subarea is strategically locat-
ed along the north I-25 corridor at its interchange
with E-470, in the Denver Metropolitan Area (See

Exhibit 1.1 Study Area Map). Largely undeveloped, the
North Washington Subarea has great potential for the
future growth of Thornton, providing a high quality
gateway to the city and land for retail, office, industri-
al and residential development.  

The North Washington Subarea covers approximately
3830 acres. It’s size is equivalent to approximately 20
percent of the total land area of the City of Thornton.
Approximately 1700 acres of the Subarea are in the 
City of Thornton and approximately 2130 acres are in
unincorporated Adams County.  Land ownership in
the Subarea is fragmented.  There are 1288 parcels
ranging in size from 0.16 acres to 290 acres.  The esti-
mated current population in the Subarea is 1639 per-
sons, in 579 dwelling units - most of which are in the
Rolling Hills subdivision in the southwestern corner
of the Subarea.

1.2 Steering Committee and
Subcommittees

An extensive public process was utilized to prepare
the subarea plan.  Thornton City Council appointed a
Steering Committee to study and make recommenda-
tions to City Council on a Land Use Plan for the
Subarea.  City Council also appointed four
Subcommittees to the Steering Committee: Parks and
Open Space, Economics and Marketing, Land Use
and Housing, and Transportation and Infrastructure.
The 61 persons on the Steering Committee and it’s
Subcommittees represented a wide range of interests
in the City, in the development/financing community
and in the Subarea.

The charge to the Steering Committee from the City
Council can be summarized as follows:
The project began with an Orientation Meeting of the

The North Washington Subarea Plan recommenda-
tions shall: 

1-A Provide for a diversity of land uses;

1-B Provide diverse economic enhancements of 
the tax base; 

1-C Expand and diversify the employment base; 

1-D Be based upon reasonable and achievable 
expectations given physical conditions and 
market influences; and 

1-E Identify and recommend ways to address the 
infrastructure impacts of recommended plans. 
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Exhibit 1.1 Study Area Map

Source: HNTB Corporation
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Steering Committee and its Subcommittees to review
goals for the project, land use planning assumptions,
results of the community assessment, project sched-
ule and work plan, and the roles of parties involved in
the planning process. Four meetings of the Steering
Committee were held during the project to provide
feedback on guiding principles and establish concep-
tual goals, provide direction for alternatives, provide
direction for the preferred alternative, and to agree on
and recommend a Preferred Alternative to the City
Council.  

Several City Council Study Sessions were held
throughout the project to hear progress of the
Steering Committee and discuss findings.  At each of
these meetings, representatives of the Steering
Committee attended to brief the City Council.

Subcommittee meetings were held the week prior to
each Steering Committee meeting to establish guid-
ing principles, identify opportunities and constraints, 
and determine the implications of alternatives and
the implications of the preferred alternative.
Subcommittee recommendations were then forward-
ed to the Steering Committee for consideration (See

Exhibit 1.2, Committee Products).

The Steering Committee prepared the following con-
ceptual goals for the North Washington Subarea Plan:

Visionary Approach

1-1 To foster an environment that will encourage 

vision, promote dynamic thought, ideas, and; 

generate forward thinking while being open to 

all.

Balanced and Acceptable Plan

1-2 To produce an economically and politically 

viable (land use) plan that will be approved by 

Council on behalf of and representative of the 

Subarea and the City as a whole.

Tax Base and Economic Development

1-3 To attract diverse commercial development by 

providing land use opportunities that are antici-

pated to produce retail sales, attractive employ-

ment opportunities, and high paying jobs via 

industrial or office park development, and to 

appeal to retailers, the City must responsibly 

promote and use economic incentives.

Gateway to the Community 

1-4 To establish a welcoming and inviting gateway 

into Thornton with strategically placed parks and

open space. The development community will 

collaborate to strategically incorporate high qual-

ity parks, open space, cultural opportunities, 

combined with a harmonious blend of aestheti-

cally-pleasing architecture structures, signage, 

and landscaping.

Implementation

1-5 To be competitive with neighboring Cities, fol-

lowing the Council adoption of a Plan, the City 

should take immediate implementation steps to 

include:

a. Encourage annexation of unincorporated 
parcels

b. Consider zoning parcels in advance of 
development to comply with the Plan

c. Plan for, and acquire when feasible, land for 
needed streets and parks/open space

d. Promote/Market the Plan area to the intended 
users

e. Consider the appropriate use of incentives 
when necessary

f. Consider a streamlined entitlement process

g. To retain a competitive edge with adjacent 
communities, the City must begin annexation 
and acquisition of needed right-of-way to
support the land use plan.
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1.3 The Planning Process

The planning process for the North Washington
Subarea Plan included five phases (See Exhibit 1.3,

Planning Process). Each project phase included several
tasks designed to focus on key areas for the study.

Phase 1 – Initiation
The first phase of the project focused on the identifi-
cation of issues. Community interviews were held
with persons with interests in the N. Washington
Subarea, including a range of community leaders,
property owners, City staff, and others who have
demonstrated interest and concern in the future
development of the Subarea.  The results of the com-
munity interviews were presented to the Steering
Committee and its Subcommittees during their
Orientation Meeting held September 30, 2004
(Appendix A).

The four subcommittees met to develop "guiding
principles" for the each area of interest, which were
then forwarded to the Steering Committee to use in
their preparation of conceptual goals for the project.

The first of three public Area Meetings was held at
the Adams 12 School Administration Building to
introduce the project and identify community-wide
issues.  Approximately 80 individuals attended this
meeting. Opportunities and constraints within the
study area were identified by each of four facilitated
"break-out" groups (Appendix B). 

A project website hosted by the City of Thornton was
also brought on-line during this phase of the project,
posting information relevant to the project. 

Phase 2 – Analysis
Tracking concurrently with the issue identification
phase was the data analysis stage of the project. A
data assessment, area mapping and a market analysis
were prepared to gain a clear understanding of the
North Washington Subarea. 

The four subcommittees met to develop a list of
opportunities and constraints for each area of inter-
est. Along with the market analysis, the Steering
Committee used the opportunities and constraints
information in an exercise to apportion where resi-
dential, commercial, and industrial development
should be located in the North Washington Subarea.
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Phase 3 – Alternatives
The third phase of the project involved the prepara-
tion and review of three plan concepts (Appendix C).
All three concepts offer a different mix of land uses
that take advantage of the study area's location along
I-25 and the E-470 corridor. These concepts represent
a range of land use possibilities that become increas-
ingly aggressive in terms of public policy and private
sector intervention.

Concept 1: the Marketplace seeks to define a land use
arrangement that is consistent with market demands
in the region. As such, this concept organizes land
uses utilizing a "build-out" approach that reflects cur-
rent development trends.

Concept 2: Regional Campus, the land use plan cen-
ters around two organizing principles: 1) Preserving
and enhancing an extensive open space network, and
2) Establishing a regional, campus-style business park
as the central anchor for the North Washington
Subarea.

Concept 3: Urban Village, true to it's namesake,
centers on the creation of an "urban village" as the
central focus for retail, office and residential
development. 

The Steering Committee and each of its subcommit-
tees reviewed the three plan concepts and provided
feedback to their revision into a "preferred concept"
(Appendix D). In addition, approximately 90 individ-
uals attended the second public Area Meeting at the
Adams 12 School Administration Building to view
the three plan concepts and provide input on the pos-
itive and negative characteristics of each alternative
(See Appendix B).  

Phase 4 – Plan
The fourth phase of the project culminated with the
recommendation of a "preferred concept" by the
Steering Committee and its subcommittees. The pre-
ferred concept and its key attributes are described in
Chapter 2 as the North Washington Subarea Future
Land Use Map.

A third and final public Area Meeting was held at the
Adams 12 School Administration Building to receive
input from the public on the preferred concept (See
Appendix B).  Over 100 individuals attended this
meeting. 
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Phase 5 – Adoption
A Public Hearing on the Proposed Land Use Plan was
held March 29, 2005 in Thornton City Council
Chambers. Approximately 50 people attended the
public hearing. The public hearing was continued
until April 26, 2005, at which time the City Council
adopted a resolution in support of the North
Washington Subarea Plan.

1.4 Organization of the Subarea Plan

The North Washington Subarea Plan is organized
into four sections, each containing related chapters.
The Plan begins with Section 1: Background, which
includes an overview of the study area and planning
process.  Section Two: Elements, follows the structure
of the project subcommittees with chapters on Land
Use and Housing, Economics and Marketing,
Transportation and Infrastructure, and Parks and
Open Space.  Section 3:  Implementation, focuses on
the recommended steps to implement the plan.
Section 4 contains the appendices that provide addi-
tional background information for the Plan.

1.5 Use of the Subarea Plan

The Subarea Plan is a guide for public and private
action to facilitate the buildout development of the
North Washington Subarea.  By ensuring that indi-
vidual actions are consistent with the policies of the
Subarea Plan, the City accommodates this growth
and achieves its vision effectively, efficiently, and
equitably.  For example, the City Council uses the
Plan’s policies and maps to decide whether to approve
proposed rezonings.  Similarly, the Plan guides pri-
vate investment decisions by clearly defining the
types and locations of development the City desires.

Amendments to zoning and subdivision codes will be
necessary to effectively carry out some of the Subarea
Plan’s land use and growth objectives.  In areas where
more detailed plans are necessary to realize the goals
of the Subarea Plan, such as within the Regional
Employment Center, overlay districts will be created
to guide development on a more detailed level.  On
an annual basis, the Subarea Plan guides the prepara-
tion and update of the City’s Capital Improvement
Program and annual budget.

The Plan should be a dynamic document, subject to
periodic review and amendment when conditions
within the City change significantly.  Revisions and
updates of the Plan will be needed to continue to
meet the needs of City businesses and residents.
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Chapter 2 Land Use and Housing

2.1 Overview

The Land Use and Housing chapter describes the
North Washington Subarea Land Use Map for the
North Washington Subarea, with subsections detail-
ing land use categories, organizing elements, and plan
attributes.

The following guiding principles for the North
Washington Subarea Plan were prepared by the Land
Use and Housing Subcommittee:

2.2 Land Use Categories

Land Use Categories

The Land Use Plan organizes land use in the Subarea
into ten land use categories: 

1. Retail/Commercial. The Retail/Commercial land 
use category includes both regional and commu-
nity retail uses.  It provides for a full range of 
shopping areas and other commercial uses, 
including shopping centers, lifestyle centers, big 
box retail, commercial offices and other retail 
outlets.  

2. Gateway/Mixed Use. The Gateway/Mixed Use 
land use category provides for a lower intensity of
retail, office and residential development in a sin-
gle owner, planned development.  Designed for a 
"gateway" location along I-25, it includes uses 
such as a small hotel, specialty retail, restaurants, 
offices and high density residential, theaters, 
commercial recreation and outdoor entertain-
ment.  Big box retail and drive-in/drive-thru
retail would not be appropriate in this land use 
category.

3. High Density Residential. The High Density 
Residential land use category provides for 
dwelling units with a maximum gross density of 
18 units per gross acre.  Typical residential types 
include apartments, condominiums, town homes, 
row houses and loft style units.

4. Mixed Density Residential. The Mixed Density 
Residential land use category provides for an 
average density of 10 units per gross acre.  Typical
residential types include town homes, row houses, 
condominiums, apartments, loft style units, 
attached single family homes and patio homes.  
Similar in overall density to the Medium Density 
category, it differs in offering the flexibility of a 
development of mixed residential types permitted
within an overall average density. 

City of Thornton North Washington Subarea Plan2.1

Land Use and Housing Guiding Principles

2-A Ensure Plan reinforces a positive, aesthetically 
pleasing gateway to Thornton through incorpo-
ration of architectural and design standards.

2-B Ensure plan creates an economic advantage to 
the community.

2-C Ensure plan is economically viable and reflects 
dynamic market timing and change.

2-D Ensure plan takes into account surrounding 
land uses, recognizing the larger regular context
and avoiding adverse impacts on neighboring 
community of interest.

2-E Ensure plan creates a benefit to all present and 
future citizens of Thornton.

2-F Ensure plan incorporates a diversity of uses, is 
flexible and supports self-sustaining develop-
ment.
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5. Medium Density Residential. The Medium 
Density Residential land use category provides for
an average density of 10 units per gross acre.  
Typical residential types include town homes, row
houses, condominiums, apartments, loft style 
units, and attached single family homes.  

6. Low Density Residential. The Low Density 
Residential land use category provides for typical 
single family development with a gross density of 
5 dwelling units per acre.

7. Corporate Campus. The Corporate Campus land 
use category anticipates a mix of office types, 
including garden-style office, multi-tenant mid-
rise offices, single-tenant corporate offices, med-
ical or educational facilities, and support retail 
uses such as hotels, restaurants and other office 
support retail uses that are integrated into the 
master planned development.

8. Industrial Park. The Industrial Park land use cate-
gory provides for light manufacturing, research 
and development, office/warehouse and similar 
uses that make up the "business infrastructure" 
for the corporate campus uses. Large distribution 
warehouses, truck terminals and unscreened 
exposed storage would not be appropriate.

9. Urban Village. The Urban Village land use catego-
ry provides for high intensity mixed-use develop-
ment in a compact, pedestrian oriented environ-
ment.  Buildings are typically two to five stories in
height with floor area ratios 1.0 or greater, exclu-
sive of parking.  This integrated mixed-use devel-
opment pattern typically has a community 
"celebration" space where cultural programs or 
activities take place.

10. Parks and Open Space. The Parks and Open 
Space land use category includes both public and 
private open space, natural and improved parks 
and other recreational areas.  These areas serve 
many functions including providing opportunities
for outdoor recreation, preserving scenic values, 
providing a buffer between uses, and preserving 
the capacity and water quality of the storm 
drainage system.

The characteristics of each land use category are
described on Exhibits 2.1 through 2.10. Each exhibit
provides a photo or conceptual site plan FOR ILLUS-
TRATIVE PURPOSES ONLY. These exhibits are to
be used as guidance for defining allowable land uses
within the North Washington Subarea, and assume
that the quality of development will be determined by
the application of City-approved design standards. 



City of Thornton North Washington Subarea Plan2.3

Exhibit 2.1 Retail/Commercial Characteristics

Source: HNTB Corporation
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Exhibit 2.2 Gateway / Mixed-UUse Characteristics

Source: HNTB Corporation
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Exhibit 2.3 High Density Residential Characteristics

Source: HNTB Corporation
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Exhibit 2.4 Mixed Density Residential Characteristics

Source: HNTB Corporation
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Exhibit 2.5 Medium Density Residential Characteristics

Source: HNTB Corporation
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Exhibit 2.6 Low Density Residential Characteristics

Source: HNTB Corporation
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Exhibit 2.7 Corporate Campus Characteristics

Source: HNTB Corporation
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Exhibit 2.8 Industrial Park Characteristics

Source: HNTB Corporation
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Exhibit 2.9 Urban Village Characteristics

Source: HNTB Corporation
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Exhibit 2.10 Parks and Open Space Characteristics

Source: HNTB Corporation



2.3 Land Use Map

Organizing Principles

The North Washington Subarea Land Use Map (See

Exhibit 2.16) is based on three organizing principles:  

A. Preserve and enhance the Big Dry Creek flood
plain. The Big Dry Creek is a natural environ-
mental feature running southwest to northeast 
through the Subarea.  Preservation of the Big Dry 
Creek and its tributaries will provide a spine to 
link appropriate land development activities in 
the Subarea.  The opportunity exists to integrate 
the Big Dry with new development that takes 
place through creative preservation of the tribu-
tary drainageways and extension of the open 
space and trails system.

B. Capitalize on regional access from I-25 and
E-470.  The strategic location of the Subarea at 
the convergence of I-25 and E-470 provides a 
unique opportunity to plan for and achieve devel-
opment that will provide a regional and commu-
nity gateway and generate significant financial 
resources for the City.  I-25, the major north-
south freeway in the metropolitan area carries 
heavy traffic ranging from 108,000 vehicles per 
day in the vicinity of 104th Avenue to around 
70,000 vehicles per day at its interchange with
E-470.  E-470, the northeast section of the belt-
way around the metropolitan area, is a toll facility.
Traffic volumes on the arterial system are consis-
tently increasing as development moves into the 
north I-25 corridor. 

C. The excellent regional access and location of the 
Subarea provides an opportunity to create a 
regional employment center that will include 
office, retail and industrial park uses linked to the
Big Dry Creek open space network.

Key Features

Consistent with the organizing principles described
above, key features of the North Washington Subarea
Land Use Map include:

2-1 The Big Dry Creek floodway/floodplain and its 
tributaries serving as an open space/park envi-
ronment though the Subarea.  A system of 
trails and greenways will link development 
throughout the Subarea.

2-2 High visibility regional retail/commercial devel-
opment located along I-25, will enhance the 
City’s sales tax base.  Complimenting the region-
al retail yet less intense in scale will be “gatway”/ 
mixed use center at I-25/136th Avenue.  

2-3 The Regional Employment Center, consisting of 
a Corporate Campus, an Industrial Park,  and an
urban village. (See Exhibit 2.17 Development 
Hierarchy).

a. A Corporate Campus along I-25 and E-470 
will serve as the “premier business address” in
the North I-25 metro Denver corridor.  
Among the amenities for the campus develop-
ment are strong linkages to the Big Dry Creek
and its tributaries.  These connections would 
be incorporated into all developments 
throughout the Corporate Campus area.  The 
re-alignment of Washington Street and 152nd 
Avenue intersection also allows for a physical 
“landmark” identity feature, providing a cen-
tral focal point for which the development can
be centered around. 

b. An Industrial Park along E-470 will provide 
light manufacturing jobs and “business infra-
structure” for corporate campus development,
with convenient access to E-470, SH 7, and
I-25.

City of Thornton North Washington Subarea Plan2.13
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c. A high intensity, mixed-use Urban Village, 
east of Washington Street and north of 144th 
Avenue,  will help support the corporate cam-
pus and regional retail uses.  The Urban 
Village would have a mix of retail/commercial 
development, offices, residential units located 
above retail development, be fairly compact in
size, designed at a pedestrian scale and offer a 
vibrant street life.  The Urban Village will also 
have comfortable streets for walking, parks, 
open space and convenient commercial
establishments.  

2-4 Inclusion of a limited amount of high density 
residential development (up to 10 percent of the 
land area) to support Corporate Campus and 
Regional Retail, where appropriate.  Any resi-
dential development within designated 
Corporate Campus and/or Regional Retail loca-
tions will be timed to occur no sooner than 60 
percent buildout.

2-5 Low, medium, and mixed density residential 
north of E-470 and in the area of the E-470/York
Street interchange will accommodate the hous-
ing market and support the Regional 
Employment Center.

2-6 A number of transportation improvements to 
improve access and circulation to the Regional 
Employment Center.  These include a new 
“Grant Street” to serve the regional employment 
area south of E-470, I-25 overpasses linked into 
the major street system, and a bus transit con-
nection between the Regional Employment 
Center, the Larkridge development and the 
future FasTracks stations at 144th Avenue and 
162nd Avenue.

2-7 All development within the North Washington 
Subarea will incorporate City-approved design 
guidelines and standards to visually unify the 
Subarea.  At a minimum, design guidelines and 
standards will address building architecture and 
materials, landscaping treatments, site furnish-
ings and signage.

Attributes of the Future Land Use Plan

The Future Land Use Plan provides for full build-out
of the 3830 acres of the Subarea.   Approximately
1430 acres of the Subarea is comprised of public
rights-of-way, approved development, or existing
“permanent” development.  Land designated for
Open Space is the largest area of land use with 564
acres, or approximately 15 percent of the land area,
closely followed by Corporate Campus (535 acres)
and Retail/Commercial (491 acres) (See Exhibit 2.11).

Exhibit 2.11 Land Use Data

Based on rates of land absorption under market con-
ditions, build-out of the Subarea is forecast to take
just under 50 years, with Retail/Commercial taking
the longest to build-out (See Exhibit 2.12).

Low Density Residential 121 acres
Medium/Mixed Density Residential 383 acres
High Density Residential   149 acres
Retail / Commercial 491 acres
Corporate Campus 535 acres
Industrial Park 157 acres
Open Space 564 acres

Source: Sammons / Dutton LLC

Residential 20
Corporate Campus 32
Retail/Commercial 48
Industrial Park 22

Source: Sammons / Dutton LLC

Exhibit 2.12 Years to Buildout at 2004 - 22025 Pace



Full build-out in accordance with the plan will have a
major economic impact on the community, providing
an estimated 22,600 jobs, 9.2 million square feet of
building space, 7,120 dwelling units, and an annual
total tax revenue of $65.63 million.  Almost 20,000
persons are projected to ultimately inhabit the North
Washington Subarea (See Exhibits 2.13, 2.14 and 2.15)

Exhibit 2.13 Dwelling Units at Buildout

Low Density Residential 610
Medium/Mixed Density Residential 3,830
High Density Residential 2,680
Total Dwelling Units 7,120

Source: Sammons / Dutton LLC

City of Thornton North Washington Subarea Plan2.15

Total Employees 22,660
Property Tax Collections  $ 35.21 million
Sales Tax Collections $ 30.42 million
Total Tax Collections $ 65.63 million

Exhibit 2.15 Economic Impacts Summary

Source: Sammons / Dutton LLC

Corporate Campus 4.4 million
Retail / Commercial 3.2 million
Industrial Park 1.6 million
Total Square Feet 9.2 million

Source: Sammons / Dutton LLC

Exhibit 2.14 Square Feet of Building Space at Buildout
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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).

City of Thornton North Washington Subarea Plan3.3



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.

City of Thornton North Washington Subarea Plan 3.4
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4.1 Overview

The Transportation and Infrastructure chapter
describes the transportation framework and infra-
structure improvements to serve buildout of the
North Washington Subarea Land Use Map.

4.2 Transportation

4.2.1 Existing Roadway Network

The Subarea is served by two controlled access free-
ways, I-25, a six-lane north-south freeway and E-470,
a four-lane toll road.  Interchanges along I-25 in the
Subarea include 136th Avenue, E-470 and SH 7
(168th Avenue).  A proposed interchange at 144th
Avenue is currently being designed.  E-470 has inter-
changes at I-25, York Street, and Colorado Boulevard
(located on the east edge of the Subarea).  

Washington Street and York Street are the major
north-south streets in the Subarea, with Colorado
Boulevard on the eastern edge.  Washington Street
has recently been connected to 152nd Avenue/York
Street to provide a smooth connection to the York
Street interchange with E-470.  East–west major
streets are 128th Avenue, 136th Avenue, 144th
Avenue, 152nd Avenue, SH 7/160th Avenue, and
168th Avenue.  Typically, roads in the south of the
Subarea, where development currently is or has been
taking place are improved; however, much of the area
is served by a network of rural, two lane roads.

4.2.2 Future Roadway System 

Major improvements to the existing roadway system
will be needed to serve build-out in the Subarea.  A
multi-modal transportation study, the North/East
Thornton Subarea Transportation Plan, is currently
being prepared.  A draft of the future build-out net-
work from the study has been used to identify the
roadway framework system with the understanding
that, the transportation study will utilize the North
Washington Subarea Land Use Map to prepare and
test the future transportation system.  

The proposed roadway framework system for the
Subarea is shown on Exhibit 4.1.  Recommendations
include:

City of Thornton North Washington Subarea Plan4.1

Transportation Guiding Principles

4-A Obtain future ROW consistent with long term 
plans

4-B Create Welcoming Gateways (like 136th/I-25 or 
Church Ranch Road/US 36)

4-C Cooperate with surrounding jurisdictions

4-D Establish and maintain level of service

4-E Minimize noise impacts on neighboring uses

4-F Couple desired transportation modes with
projected land uses

4-G Balance aesthetics and function

Infrastructure Guiding Principles

4-H Establish utility corridors in accordance with 
a Master Plan and in coordination with trans-
portation and land use

4-I Underground utilities when possible to
minimize visual impact

4-J Develop a long range plan for high-tech
infrastructure

4-K Leverage Thornton’s water advantage

Chapter 4 Transportation and Infrastructure
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4-1 Access to and from the Subarea from I-25, the 
north-south freeway, will be improved.  
Interchanges are planned for 144th Avenue and 
128th Avenue.  The project to construct an
interchange at 144th Avenue will also include 
widening of 144th to four lanes, with eventual 
widening to six lanes.

4-2 In addition to interchanges, two overpasses over 
the interstate are recommended, one between 
136th Avenue and 144th Avenue, the other 
between 144th Avenue and E-470.  These two to 
four lane overpasses will accommodate trips that
would have had to cross at interchanges, thus 
reducing traffic on the interchange bridges.  
These overpasses are expected to be linked to 
the major roadway system on either side of I-25.

4-3 E-470, the major east-west freeway, currently has
interchanges at York Street and Colorado 
Boulevard.  An interchange at Quebec Street 
(east of the Subarea) is planned.

4-4 Widen SH 7/160th Avenue from two to six lanes

4-5 Widen Washington Street, 152nd Avenue to 
160th Avenue, from two to six lanes.  This will 
require widening the bridge over E-470.

4-5 Consider a Gateway/Roundabout at the intersec-
tion of Washington Street and 152nd Avenue

4-6 Widen 160th from I-25 to Washington Street 
from 2 to 6 lanes.

4-7 Construct 160th at four lanes from Washington 
Street to SH 7.

4-7 Construct 156th Avenue at four lanes from 
160th Avenue to York Street.

4-8 Construct 156th Avenue at four lanes from York 
Street east.

4-9 Widen York Street from E-470 to SH 7 from two
to six lanes.

4-10 Widen 152nd Avenue from Washington Street to
York Street from two to six lanes.  This will 
require widening the bridge over the Big Dry 
Creek.

4-11 Construct 152nd Avenue from York Street east 
at four lanes.  This will include installing a rail-
road  grade crossing at the intersection with the 
FasTracks line. 

4-12 Widen Washington Street, 144th Avenue to 
152nd Avenue from two to six lanes.

4-13 Construct Grant Street on new alignment from 
136th Avenue to 144th Avenue.

4-14 Construct Grant Street on new alignment from 
144th Avenue to Washington Street and then to 
152nd Avenue.

4-15 Widen 128th Avenue from two to six lanes from 
I-25 east.

4-16 Widen Washington Street, 136th Avenue to 
144th Avenue, from two to six lanes.

4-17 Widen Washington Street, 128th Avenue to 
136th Avenue , from four to six lanes

The above planned improvements will need to be
phased over the long-range build-out period, as
development occurs.  Some of the improvements will
be constructed by developers.  

Exhibits through 4.2 through 4.5 show the roadway
cross-sections and streetscape standards for major
roadway classifications in the Subarea.  They illustrate
each type of road and anticipated total lanes.

4.2.3 Transit

With the recent passage of the Regional Transpor-
tation District (RTD) FasTracks proposal, Thornton
can look forward to a new mode of transportation.
The North Metro line serving Thornton would
extend from Union Station, in central Denver, north
to 162nd Avenue.  It would be an 18 mile commuter
rail line generally following the Union Pacific railroad
right-of-way.  Station locations in close proximity to
the Subarea would be at 124th Avenue (Eastlake),
144th Avenue and 162nd Avenue.  The North Metro
line serving Thornton is midway in schedule priority.
Of the nine proposed FasTracks corridors to be con-
structed,  although no finalized timeline has been set,
the North Metro line will probably not be in place
until 2015.



It will be important to link the Regional Employment
Center, particularly the Corporate Campus and
Urban Village, to the future FasTracks stations.  A bus
transit connection between the 144th Avenue and
162nd Avenue stations and the Corporate
Campus/Urban Village is proposed.  That connection
could be extended to serve the Larkridge
Development as well.

4.2.4 Pedestrianways

A system of pedestrianways will be important for the
subarea.  This can be a combination of sidewalks and
trails serving the area.  Sidewalks should be required
as a part of all streets, with pedestrian crossing signals
at major intersections.  A major system of trails is
proposed as a part of the Big Dry Creek system.
Separations from the street, such as that at I-25 and
136th Avenue, should be incorporated into the trail
system wherever possible.  Pathways/walkways should
be encouraged by private development, particularly in
the Corporate Campus/Urban Village areas.

4.3 Infrastructure

Thornton has aggressively expanded the water and
wastewater systems to serve the North Washington
Subarea.   Plans for the Subarea are included in the
document, Water and Wastewater Infrastructure Plan,
Draft Report, September 2004.  A brief summary of
the existing facilities and future improvements are
provided below.

4.3.1 Water

Several treated water lines serve the Subarea.  A 24”
water line is located along Washington Street, north
to 168th Avenue with a 16” water line along SH 7 to
approximately 164th Avenue.  These water lines serve
the Larkridge Development and the North Creek
Farms Subdivision.  A 16” water line runs north on
York Street to approximately 152nd Avenue, serving
the Quail Valley and The Haven subdivisions.  A 24”
to 30” water main, running north from 152nd
Avenue and York Street is scheduled for construction
in 2005, linking up with the water main serving the

Larkridge Development.  These water mains will loop
the system serving the western portion of the study
area.   A 24” water line extends north on Colorado
Boulevard to E-470.  Thus, the major elements of the
water system in the Subarea are in place or will be in
place at the end of 2005.    

A longer term improvement will consist of extending
the current water main along Colorado Boulevard
(relocated) to SH 7 (160th Avenue) then west along
SH 7 to connect with the water main at York Street
and SH 7.  

4.3.2 Wastewater

The Subarea is served by the Big Dry Creek
Interceptor, which runs southwest to northeast across
the Subarea to the Big Dry Lift Station.  From the Big
Dry Lift Station, wastewater flows to the Metro
Wastewater Treatment Plant outside the Subarea.
The Big Dry Creek Interceptor system includes lines
in many of the tributaries to the Big Dry Creek which
carry wastewater to the major interceptor.  Thus,
much of the sanitary sewer system is currently in
place to serve the Subarea.  Additional projects antici-
pated: 

1. Big Dry Creek parallel sewer.  Approximately 75
percent of the total cost could be allocated to the
North Washington Subarea, and

2. Provision of 2500 linear feet of 12” sewer line from
approximately 148th Avenue and Washington
Street, tying into the Big Dry Creek Interceptor. 

4.3.2 Storm Drainage

The Big Dry Creek is the major element of the storm
drainage system, with multiple tributary drainage-
ways. As described in Chapter 2, this plan calls for
preservation and enhancement of the floodplains and
floodways of the Big Dry Creek and tributaries.  

Two constrictions occur in the free flow of the Big
Dry Creek.  The first occurs at I-25 where the culvert
causes storm water to back up in the Big Dry Creek
drainage area in Westminster.

City of Thornton North Washington Subarea Plan4.3
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The second occurs at the northeast edge of the
Subarea where the Big Dry Creek passes under the
Union Pacific Railroad.  The Big Dry Creek is chan-
neled through the earthen railroad embankment in
the vicinity of 162nd Avenue and Colorado
Boulevard.  The culvert is undersized and causes the
floodway and flood plain behind it to be quite large.  
Some consideration has been given to increasing the
size of the conveyance under the railroad embank-
ment, permitting an increased volume of water to
move under the railroad and thus reducing the flood-
way and floodplain of the Big Dry Creek in the
Subarea.  No studies have been done of the cost or
impact of such an improvement.  Costs would include
the structure itself as well as any costs of compensa-
tion to downstream uses along the Big Dry Creek.  

Similarly, the constriction under I-25 is a concern for
the City of Westminster.  Any changes would result in
changes downstream in the Subarea for the City and
for landowners.  Given that development pressures
are occurring in the Big Dry Creek area and will only
increase in the future, it is important that the City
work with the Urban Drainage and the Flood Control
District, the City of Westminster, Weld County and
Adams County to address the issues involved.  The
City of Thornton is currently starting a project with
Urban Drainage and the Flood Control District that
will look at the tributaries to the Big Dry Creek. The
study will help with setting storm drainage guidelines
for the western part of the Subarea.

The North Washington Subarea Land Use Map (See

Exhibit 2.11) provides that the Big Dry Creek and tribu-
taries, the major elements of the storm drainage sys-
tem, will be preserved for open space and recreation,
as well as flood protection.  Further study of the
storm drainage system and the parks and open space
system will further define specific improvements,
policies and guidelines applicable to storm drainage
for the Subarea.  It is anticipated that most storm
drainage improvement costs will be borne by the
developer at the time of development. 
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Exhibit 4.2 4-LLane Major Arterial with Median

Source: City of Thornton

Exhibit 4.3 6-LLane Major Arterial with Median

Source: City of Thornton
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Exhibit 4.4 Collector With On-sstreet Parking

Source: City of Thornton

Exhibit 4.4 Collector With On-sstreet Parking

Source: City of Thornton



Chapter 5 Parks and Open Space

5.1 Overview

The Parks and Open Space Chapter describes the role
of open lands as an organizing element of the North
Washington Subarea Land Use Map and provides
park, trail, and open space recommendations for the
North Washington Subarea (See Exhibit 5.1).

Thornton is fortunate to have the Big Dry Creek
floodplain/floodway, a natural area with wildlife habi-
tat and varied environmental characteristics, which
can serve as a major open space area in the North
Washington Subarea. As a key organizing principle
for the North Washington Subarea Land Use Map, the
preservation and enhancement of the Big Dry Creek
floodplain, provides a spine upon which to organize
neighborhoods, employment centers, recreation areas
and civic spaces.  

In 2003, the City prepared the Big Dry Creek
Environmental Study, which provides detailed infor-
mation, identifies priority environmental areas and
provides recommendations on conserving, managing
and enhancing the Big Dry Creek area.  This study,
together with The Parks and Open Space Master
Plan, form the basis for recommendations for parks,
open space and trails in the subarea.

5.2 Open Space Master Plan

The City of Thornton Parks and Open Space Master
Plan was adopted by the Thornton as a supplement to
the Thornton Comprehensive Plan in September
2003.  The plan envisions a “string of pearls” for the
City – a system of parks, recreation facilities, open
spaces and other civic places such as schools that
would be linked by a system of off-street trails and
“pedestrian friendly” streets.

In the North Washington Subarea, the plan provides
for:

1. Open space along the Big Dry Creek through 
the Subarea

2. Park areas oriented to the Big Dry Creek

3. Park areas oriented to development north of 
E-470

4. Development of the regional trail along E-470

5. Development of a regional trail along the Big 
Dry Creek from I-25 through the Subarea

6. Development of a trail system oriented to the 
Bull Canal

5.3 Parks, Open Space and Trails

The parks, open space and trails recommendations
contained herein are essential to the planned develop-
ment of the Subarea.  The Big Dry Creek serves as the
spine, linking the land use areas, both residential and
non-residential.  In addition, the treatment of the Big
Dry Creek and tributaries provides the City with the
opportunity to establish the quality of development
and aesthetics so important to realizing the future
vision for the Subarea.  Parks, open space and trails
recommendations for the Subarea build on the “string
of pearls” concept as described in the Parks and Open
Space Master Plan.  Recommendations include:

City of Thornton North Washington Subarea Plan5.1

Parks and Open Space Guiding Principles

5-A Early maximum acquisition

5-B Require investment by developers

5-C Utilize public and private partnerships and IGA’s

5-D Parks and Open Space are integral to Thornton’s
identity, economic health and quality of life

5-E Plan with current and future maintenance needs
in mind

5-F Enhance the continuity of natural features
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5-1 Preserve and enhance the Big Dry Creek and
tributaries floodway/floodplain as the organizing 
element for land use and as the integral parks and
open space feature for the Subarea.  The crucial 
issue to proceeding with this is to define the long-
range floodplain/floodway to be protected and 
enhanced.  Two actions will define this beyond 
current conditions: 1) Discussions with 
Westminster regarding any changes to the I-25/ 
Big Dry Creek culvert(s) and with Adams County
and Weld County regarding the culvert under the 
railroad near Colorado Boulevard, and 2) Results 
of the Urban Drainage/Thornton study of the 
tributary streams to the Big Dry Creek.  

5-2 Where appropriate, community and neighbor-
hood parks should be accommodated within the 
Big Dry Creek corridor.

5-3 The future Urban Village should be integrated 
with the Big Dry Creek corridor. Appropriate 
civic uses such as an amphitheater, a plaza/
fountain area, and other such uses designed to 
provide program space and festival areas should 
be incorporated into the Urban Village.

5-4 A region-wide and city-wide trail system will be 
an important element supporting development of 
the Subarea.  The trails system should include:

a. Regional trail along E-470 linked to the Big 
Dry Creek Regional Trail and the Bull Canal 
trail

b. Big Dry Creek trail with linkage to the E-470 
trail

c. Sack Creek trail linked to the Big Dry Creek 
trail

d. Mustang Run trail linked to the Big Dry 
Creek trail

e. Shay Ditch trail linked to the Big Dry Creek 
trail

f. McKay Ditch trail linked to the Big Dry Creek
trail

g. Bull Canal Trail through the Regional 
Employment Center

5-5 Where possible trails should be separated from 
major roadways with underpasses, similar to that 
constructed for the trail under 136th Avenue near
I-25.  Where that is not possible, a safe pedestri-
an/bicycle crossing should be provided.

5-6 Neighborhood parks to serve residential areas 
should be provided at the time of development in 
accordance with City park standards.

5-7 As a follow-up to this Subarea planning study, a 
detailed plan of the Big Dry Creek and tributaries 
should be conducted. 
Recommendations should incorporate findings of
the Big Dry Creek Environmental Study and 
should include recommendations on relationship 
to and coordination with urban development; 
location of parks, open space and trails; accom
modation of storm drainage; and areas to be pre
served and enhanced to contribute to the beauty 
and utilization of the Big Dry Creek and its tribu
taries.
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Chapter 6 Implementation

6.1 Overview

The Implementation Chapter describes the imple-
mentation strategy for the North Washington Subarea
Plan.    

6.2 Plan Authority and Amendment

6-1 The North Washington Subarea Plan is a supple-
ment to the City of Thornton Comprehensive 
Plan.  Should a conflict arise between the North 
Washington Subarea Plan and the City of 
Thornton Comprehensive Plan, the North 
Washington Subarea Plan is the controlling
document.

6-2 To ensure that the North Washington Subarea 
Plan remains an effective guide for decision-
makers, the City should conduct periodic major 
evaluations of the Plan's goals and policies. 
These evaluations should be conducted on a
regular basis, depending on the rate of change in
the Subarea, and should consider the following:

a. Progress in implementing the plan.

b. Changes in Subarea needs and other condi-
tions that form the basis of the Plan.

c. Fiscal conditions and the ability to finance 
public investments recommended by the Plan.

d. Community support  for the Plan's goals and 
policies.

e. Changes in State or federal laws that affect the
tools for plan implementation.

6-3 The North Washington Subarea Land Use Map 
is intended to serve as a guide for public and 
private development and land use decisions.  
Land use amendments are anticipated as growth
occurs and market conditions change.  While 
land use amendments may occur more frequent-
ly than policy changes, they should not occur 
more than twice per year. By limiting opportu-
nities to amend the North Washington Subarea 
Land Use Map, the City will reduce the potential
for incremental land use changes that result in 
unintended policy shifts.

The implementation strategy is a critical piece of an
effective land use plan.  The planning process is just
the beginning, and must rely on creative implementa-
tion to successfully move the Plan’s recommendations
forward.  Key elements to any implementation plan
include the identification of 1) what needs to be done
– the targets; 2) how it is going to be done; and 3)
who is responsible to be the “champion” for a particu-
lar task.

6.3 Implementation Strategy

This North Washington Subarea Plan provides the
vision for future land use development.  

What then should be the focus of implementation
efforts for the City to accomplish the Plan?
Implementation considerations should include:

6-4 Development that is in conformance with the 
North Washington Subarea Plan and its North 
Washington Subarea Land Use Map should be 
encouraged.  Premature development and devel-
opment that is not in conformance with the 
North Washington Subarea Plan should be dis-
couraged.

City of Thornton North Washington Subarea Plan6.1
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6-5 The major amenity for future development will 
be the preservation and enhancement of the Big 
Dry Creek and its tributaries.  Preservation 
through regulations, planning for enhancements
and systematically scheduling and constructing 
improvements will signal the commitment of 
the City to the development community.

6-6 One of the major competitive attributes of the 
Subarea is the availability of water and waste-
water facilities for new development, and the 
systematic planning for and scheduling of major
roadway improvements.  Within the financial 
capability of the City, and through partnering 
with the private sector, this aggressive provision 
of infrastructure should be continued through 
the use of the CIP and other financing
techniques. 

6-7 The Corporate Campus and the Urban Village/ 
Big Dry Creek projects are the heart of future 
development in the Subarea.  While there are 
difficulties that will need to be overcome to 
make them a reality, they offer tremendous 
opportunities for the development community.  
These opportunities need to be brought to the 
attention of property owners and developers.  
Involvement of the Urban Land Institute (as rec-
ommended later) would provide such exposure.   

6-8 The major responsibility for leadership in imple-
menting the plan falls to the City.  Nevertheless, 
the City is not alone in carrying the workload of
implementing the plan.  The private sector, local
residents, and other allied organizations/
jurisdictions need to play a role in the process.  
The City should actively seek partners for the 
development process.  These partnerships could 
involve landowners, developers, financial insti-
tutions, community leaders, and other such 
individuals and organizations.   

The following section identifies implementation steps
to accomplish the above broad strategies.

The What: Plan Implementation Actions

A wide range of implementation steps will need to be
accomplished to implement the plan for the North
Washington Subarea.  These targets have been divid-
ed into three separate categories: public policy
actions, functional plans, and public/private partner-
ships.

Public Policy Actions

PP-1 Adopt The North Washington Subarea Plan as
a subarea plan of the Thornton 
Comprehensive Plan.  The adoption of the 
North Washington Subarea Plan is the crucial 
first step in implementation of the plan.  With
City Council’s adoption of the North 
Washington Subarea Plan and full support of 
it’s vision, all parties can move forward with 
confidence that this is the direction the City 
wishes to go.  The private development com-
munity, who will be an important part of 
implementation, can move forward with
confidence that the City is committed to the 
North Washington Subarea Plan.

PP-2 Update and amend the Thornton Zoning 
Ordinance to incorporate the land use cate-
gories for the North Washington Subarea.  
Code amendments would potentially include 
development of new zoning districts with 
development standards, uses, and review 
processes.  The City could also consider 
allowing limited transitional uses in the 
Subarea.

PP-3 Designate a Corporate Campus Development 
Overlay District.  Designation of this district 
would be designed to direct development to 
the Corporate Campus concept.  The District 
would include the identification of architec-
tural and site design standards, appropriate 
uses, and review/approval process.
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PP-4 Designate an Urban Village – Big Dry Creek 
Development Overlay District.  Designation 
of this district would be designed to direct 
development to the Urban Village concept.  
The District would include the identification 
of architectural and site design standards, 
appropriate uses, and review/approval process.

PP-5 Designate a Big Dry Creek Overlay District. 
The Big Dry Creek Overlay District should be
coordinated with the City's Parks and Open 
Space Master Plan. Include in the overlay dis-
trict standards for orientation of buildings, 
trail connections and public and private 
improvements.

PP-6 Once the Zoning Ordinance is amended and 
new overlay districts are established, the City 
should rezone properties in accordance with 
the North Washington Subarea Land Use 
Map. The update of the City's Official Zoning 
Map should ideally occur as a comprehensive 
legislative action, rather than on a case-by-
case quasi-judicial basis.  Such a program, 
known as a Zoning Transition Program, 
would allow for transition from old zoning 
districts to new zoning districts.

PP-7 Upon annexation of unincorporated property 
within the Subarea to the City, the annexed 
property should be zoned in accordance with 
the North Washington Subarea Land Use 
Map.

PP-8 Negotiate agreements with other jurisdictions 
to address interchanges, overpasses, drainage 
and overpass links to the major street system 
in each community.  This plan includes a 
number of areas for which coordinations and 
joint participation are needed.  The earlier 
these issues are resolved, the easier it will be 
to accommodate and guide the development 
that is coming to each community. 

PP-9 Work with other jurisdictions to resolve Big 
Dry Creek drainage/  floodway / floodplain 
issues.  The crucial issue is to confirm the 
floodway / floodplain through the Subarea so 
that more detailed planning can take place. 
Decisions regarding the I-25 opening on the 
west and the railroad opening on the east 
need to be made as early as possible.  If no 
decision can be reached, the City will need to 
proceed with the current floodplain/floodway 
designation, supplemented by findings of the 
drainage study of the Big Dry Creek tributar-
ies now underway by the City of Thornton 
and the Urban Drainage District.

Functional Plans

FP-1 Update the City Capital Improvements 
Program (CIP) to include North Washington 
Subarea projects.  As development of the 
Subarea proceeds, many capital projects will 
need to be designed and constructed in coor-
dination with private and public development.
The CIP provides the program for scheduling 
and funding those improvements.

FP-2 Complete the North/East Thornton Subarea 
Transportation Plan, including conceptual 
design for Grant Street, the bus circulator and 
roundabouts.  

FP-3 Amend the City's Parks and Open Space 
Master Plan to detail the plans for the 
Subarea, including the preservation and 
enhancement of the Big Dry Creek corridor, 
the development of active and passive parks, 
and the completion of a trail network.

FP-4 Prepare a detailed plan for the Urban Village 
District including marketability, land use, 
design standards, possible development enti-
ties, strategy for parcel assembly, applicability 
of incentives, and other key elements.
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FP-5 Prepare a detailed plan for the Corporate 
Campus Development District including mar-
ketability, land use, design standards, possible 
development entities, strategy for parcel 
assembly, applicability of incentives, and other
key elements.

Public-Private Partnerships

PR-1 Convene an Urban Land Institute (ULI) 
Workshop on the Corporate Campus and 
Urban Village/Big Dry Creek development 
areas.  The objective of this workshop would 
be to refine plans, determine the viability of 
market mix, identify catalyst projects initiate 
these developments, and to generate ideas for 
public/private partnerships which will move 
these projects forward.

PR-2 Assess organizational approaches to maximize
ease of land assemblage and marketing
associated with the Corporate Campus
development.

PR-3 Prepare Development RFP Packages for 
Urban Village/Big Dry Creek Development 
District and Corporate Campus Development 
District.  The packages should be structured 
for the development community to under-
stand the City vision and for them, in turn, to 
identify what partnership levels it would take 
to accomplish the vision.

PR-4 Seek corporate sponsorships for public uses 
such as an amphitheater or other civic use 
proposed for the Urban Village/Big Dry Creek
Development District.

PR-5 Work with School Districts to incorporate 
school sites and joint-use parks into the 
Subarea as development occurs.

PR-6 Research potential for alternative funding 
tools to provide infrastructure funding.  These
funding tools may include: metropolitan dis-
tricts, special improvement districts, general 
improvement districts, tax increment financ-
ing, tax rebates, impact fees, dedicated sales 
tax, and land assemblage by the City.

The How: Timelines and Financing

The timeline for each of these implementation targets
varies, depending on a number of factors including
funding, property ownership, impact, current market
trends, etc.  Short-term projects should be undertak-
en as soon as feasible by the City and, where appro-
priate, the private sector.  These projects should be
begun within the first two years of adoption of this
plan.  Planning for the intermediate projects should
begin within the next year and the projects should be
completed by the fifth year.  The long-term projects
are expected to begin after the mid-term projects.

The phasing and sequencing of projects is important
for the success of the recommendations in the plan,
as public resources for every project are not available
in the short term.  Therefore, projects must be
addressed in a fashion that allows them to move for-
ward within the bounds of realistic financing and
personnel capabilities. The project timeline illustrates
the recommended timing for the implementation
steps described. (See Exhibit 6.1) 

Financing Strategies

The City of Thornton has experience in using special
districts to fund improvements in the Subarea.
Examples include the General Improvement District
(GID) technique used to finance the I-25/136th
Avenue interchange and the Tax Increment Financing
(TIF) District in the City’s urban renewal area. (See

Exhibit 3.1)

Thornton has the authority to use special districts,
impact fees and issuance of bonds to underwrite the
implementation steps that are the responsibility of the
City.  Different steps will require different financing
techniques.  Therefore, a general toolbox of financing
techniques is provided as follows.
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City Capital Improvements Funding: The City of
Thornton’s capital improvement funding should be
considered for a major improvement project, such as
the extension of widening of Washington Street or the
improvements in the Big Dry Creek recreational cor-
ridor.

Tax-Increment Financing: The use of TIF financing is
currently used in the portion of the subarea designat-
ed as the Urban Renewal Area to facilitate develop-
ment within the study area.  A potential expansion or
series of TIF’s could be used to implement specific
development projects.

Metro Districts: Metropolitan Districts that are
special taxing districts that by law must provide two
or more municipal-type services such as recreation,
transportation, water or sewer. As such they are not
usually created within the boundaries of a full-service
municipality such as Thornton. Nevertheless they
provide a financing vehicle for a large project whose
owners need to provide services or infrastructure
outside of the host municipality's normal budget
procedures-such as is being done at the Stapleton
redevelopment project in Denver.

Special Improvement Districts: Special Improvement
Districts are a means of financing infrastructure that
provided a unique and specific benefit to a given
property. This is often used for smaller projects such
as alley paving or street improvements that benefit
the adjacent properties. The assessment is generally
made on a square foot basis rather than a property
tax.

General Improvement Districts: General
Improvement Districts impose an ad valorem (prop-
erty) tax over a set of properties to provide a specific
improvement (such as the I-25-136th interchange).
The mill levy is set to meet the debt service on bonds
and the district expires once the bonds are paid off.

Urban Renewal Districts: Urban Renewal Districts
have the advantage of allowing eminent domain to
aid in the assembly of property, and are often coupled
with the Tax Increment Financing mechanism. This
tool is currently in place in a large portion of the
Subarea and in the Larkridge development.

Impact Fees: Impact fees may be a possible source of
funding for public improvements in the Subarea as
long as the fees are reasonably related to the cost and
location of the improvements. However if impact fees
are not uniformly applied to development throughout
the city, other techniques mentioned here may be
more appropriate and defensible. 

Development Incentives: Attracting new development
to the Corporate Campus or Urban Village will be a
key element to the success in implementing the North
Washington Subarea Land Use Map.  Within these
areas, public incentives are often required to secure
new development.  The expansion of the existing TIF
district or other tax abatement incentives should be
explored to spur the desired development.

Grants: Several grant programs are available that
could facilitate plan implementation. Of particular
relevance may be the Great Outdoors Colorado
(GOCO) Legacy Grant that could be leveraged to
preserve and enhance the Big Dry Creek Corridor.

Private Sector Development: The private sector can
be thought of as a source of funds for a number of
development initiatives.  Funding for new develop-
ment comes primarily from the private sector.
Sources of private funding could include developers,
existing property owners and existing/new commer-
cial or corporate tenants.

Local Institutions: Local institutions, such as banks
and other local stakeholders, can also be a source of
funding.  Banks often participate in local building
rehabilitation programs by offering reduced loan rates
and other incentives.  The involvement of local stake-
holders in improvement efforts should be assessed as
part of a broad-based identification of funding
sources.

Fundraising: Special events can help community resi-
dents for a connection with certain areas - such as
gateway features into the neighborhood or public art
in open space/roundabouts.  When compared to the
total program funding needs, money from fundrais-
ers will be small. However, these funds could be used
in a variety of ways and could fulfill needs not met by
other funding sources.
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The  Who: Responsible Partners

The size and complexity of the recommendations in
this plan range from short-term tasks to long-term
development objectives.  As a prime partner, the
City’s authority includes development regulations,
special legislative acts (i.e. expanding the TIF dis-
trict), funding assistance and providing staff leader-
ship and resources.  At a minimum, the City's firm
commitment to the North Washington Subarea Land
Use Map will be a prerequisite for achieving the long-
term development objectives outlined as part of this
plan

A well-defined organizational structure should be a
key piece of any implementation program.  While
resources are understandably limited, there are those
available to begin repositioning the North
Washington Subarea and attract significant private
investment.  In order to attract such investment,
however, there must be a perception that the city is
willing to work with the development community,
and staff is accessible to help navigate the approval
process. Finally, the expectations of the public should
be clear and priorities should not change for individ-
ual projects.  

Adoption of this plan is critical to move the recom-
mendations outlined as part of this vision forward.
After successfully completing that task, the City can
facilitate the recommendations in this plan by remov-
ing any obstacles or by creating and packaging incen-
tives.  Development obstacles may include a long,
detailed approval process, multiple permits, or an
unclear agenda.  It may be beneficial and appropriate
for the City to create a priority review process for
developments that adhere to these plan goals.  

Alternatively, for projects that do not meet the quali-
fications of an expedited review, the City could dis-
count development permits and/or defer payments
for permits until the projects are completed.  Both
tools represent means of facilitating development; one
would generate “up front” resources for the City,
while the other would allow developers to postpone
payment of required costs.

The City should also consider the need to appoint/
hire a “special projects coordinator” to oversee the
various on-going work as related to the plan.  This
position could also be used as the primary point-of-
contact for marketing the plan to developers and
other interested parties. 

Public / private partnerships, which will be so impor-
tant in the North Washington Subarea, only work
when there is a strong mutual interest seeing a project
move forward.  The City of Thornton will need to
actively seek developers capable of undertaking all or
a part, of the Corporate Campus project or the Urban
Village.  Once potential partners are identified, the
City can select and negotiate a mutually beneficial
agreement, based on the North Washington Subarea
Land Use Map, to plan, design and construct a
project.

The role of the private sector, and particularly the
development community, is to participate in the
planning, designing, financing, owner and marketing
the project.  In the private sector there are many vari-
ations on how a  development project is structured
and partnered.  Property owners, individual lending
institutions, and other private interests may team
with the developer to make a project a reality.
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APPENDIX A

COMMUNITY INTERVIEW RESULTS

NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN

Results of Interviews 

The Osprey Group 
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN

Interview Results 

BACKGROUND

During August and September 2004, 27 interviews were held with members of the 
Thornton City Council, several Steering Committee members and interested stakeholders, 
and City staff members.  This document summarizes these interviews.  The purpose of 
conducting the interviews, which were guided by a semi-structured questionnaire, is to 
provide the Steering Committee and the four Subcommittees with background 
information and opinions about the North Washington Subarea that might be useful as it 
begins to expand its understanding of the issues and explore the most appropriate land 
use options for the area.  These results are summarized without attribution and reflect the 
interpretation of The Osprey Group alone.  A list of those interviewed is included as 
Appendix 1.

The summary provides information and perspectives about: 

General views about the area 
The importance of the area for the City of Thornton and its future development 
Priority uses in the area 
Retail development potential 
Transportation and utilities 
The factors, opportunities and trends that might influence development of the area 
Thornton’s image and views about how Thornton “markets” itself 
Advice to the Steering Committee 

Those interviewed have considerable experience with, interest in and dedication to the 
community.  All City Council members were interviewed.  Some are Thornton natives 
and eight have lived in Thornton for over 20 years.  A few individuals interviewed do not 
live in Thornton, but have interest in development in the area.   

Part of this process was to identify common themes that emerged that might reflect 
broad-based community sentiment.  Ten top themes are identified on the following page.  
At the same time, this report also identifies varying views when they might illuminate a 
different perspective that could be worthy of consideration.   
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TABLE 1
TEN TOP THEMES FOR THE NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN

1. The Subarea is the final frontier for Thornton’s economic and employment 
future.  It is the “promised land.” 

2. Accessibility, visibility and traffic patterns “scream retail.”  Retail is 
widely considered the highest priority land use. 

3. Overall, the community’s infrastructure in this area is seen as largely in 
place and supportive of the next stages of development. 

4. E-470 and I-25 may create a “perfect storm” in that these highways create 
significant opportunities for commercial development in this area. 

5. Commercial potential can help the City’s tax base. 

6. Retail opportunities are seen as significant at key interchanges or 
intersections, and some see the potential to attract higher end retail 
development. 

7. Thornton’s image has improved over the years as the bar has been raised.  
The City is no longer viewed solely as a bedroom community. 

8. Thornton is in transition.  Zip code 80241 is the wealthiest in Adams 
County.

9. Thornton markets itself unevenly, with several seeing the community as 
being in a reactive mode. 

10. Be strategic – the Steering Committee should focus on the what, not the 
how.
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GENERAL VIEWS ABOUT THE AREA

When asked to describe the North Washington Subarea, most used language that 
highlighted the opportunity or the potential of the area. 

Some worried that a lack of visionary planning would translate into continued single 
family development with occasional, spot commercial development.  Few saw this as the 
most positive outcome for the City – from several perspectives. 

The proximity to two major freeways, I-25 and E-470, is generally considered the key 
driving variable or factor that will guide future development. This is also an area whose 
“time has come.”  Or, as one individual said, this is Thornton’s “last hurrah” – a make or 
break opportunity to improve the City and enhance the tax base. 

Virtually all saw the area as a key geographic area within the City, but also as one that is 
integral to the City.  It is a key part of the entire City.   

There are challenges in the area and several were noted.  Some saw the fragmented land 
ownership as a difficulty to address.  Others thought that E-470 had not been built to 
handle heavy truck traffic.  Some noted that much of the land is not within the 
incorporated City limits of Thornton.  Some saw the Big Dry as an impediment while 
others considered it a potential amenity and a good buffer.  A few expressed concern that 
this type of planning exercise can come at a cost.  Decisions by some developers and 
retail companies over the near-term might translate into lost opportunities for Thornton 
while the City pursued a more comprehensive approach to planning the North 
Washington Subarea.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE AREA FOR THE CITY OF THORNTON

Virtually everyone who was interviewed saw this area as critically important for the City 
of Thornton.  As one person straightforwardly said, “This is the most important decision 
this council will make in its tenure.”

In an effort to quantify how important this area is perceived to be for the City, each 
interviewee was asked “On a scale of one to ten, where ten is critically important, how 
important would you say this area is for Thornton’s future development? 

The distribution of the responses reflects the view of everyone interviewed that this is a 
vital area for the City.  Two individuals could not be constrained by the one to ten scale – 
one rated it a 22.  Some used fractional ratings and in these cases, the number has been 
rounded to the nearest whole number (See Appendix 2).  However, assuming ten to be 
the highest possible rating, 15 of the 27 interviewed gave a rating of 10.  And, 20 of the 
27 rated it nine or higher.  Only one person rated it less than 8.  The average rating was 
9.3.
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Following up on the quantitative rating, those interviewed were asked why they rated the 
area as so important for the City of Thornton.  Most indicated that it was a combination 
of the opportunity for commercial development, generally attributed to the confluence of 
I-25 and E-470, and the concomitant benefits to Thornton residents that would come from 
having more employment, more retail opportunities, and more tax revenue for and 
services from the City. 

Several individuals cited various dimensions of the sales tax challenge.  One person 
mentioned the City of Northglenn having to lay off staff due to falling sales tax revenues.
Some saw this as not only the last best opportunity for commercial development, but a 
prime area for retail, office parks, and light industrial development.  One person said this 
was a potential “cash cow” that would carry Thornton a long ways into the future. 

Some also saw this as an opportunity to enhance Thornton’s identity.  Several mentioned 
that Thornton lacks a downtown retail focal point.  And, several saw this area as 
potentially providing a gateway or commercial focal point for the community.  One said, 
“This area could be a signature piece that establishes Thornton’s identity.”   

Several also noted that this is an opportunity to emphasize retail development that would 
compete effectively with the development that will occur west of Interstate 25.  A few 
thought developers’ decisions to move ahead on projects on the west side of the interstate 
might preclude Thornton from being able to compete effectively for these same types of 
retail tenants.  Many cited the retail potential and this was a specific area of enquiry later 
in the discussion (more later). 

PRIORITY USES IN THE AREA

After exploring the importance of the area in general, the interview moved into 
attempting to clarify the relative priorities for various land uses.  Recognizing that this is 
a large area and many different types of land uses will likely be present in the area, the 
goal was to hone the relative priorities.   

The question asked of the interviewees was:  “Let me list several potential uses that 
might exist in this area and ask you which you feel ought to be accommodated in future 
land use decisions.  Please indicate your sense of priority on the same one to ten scale, 
with ten representing a critically important land use.”  Appendix 2 shows the tabulation 
of the results. 

The choices included high-density housing, low-density housing or single family homes, 
light industrial or warehousing, office parks, retail, open space or parks, trails for 
bicycling or walking.  There was also the opportunity to add other possible land uses and 
several did. Suggestions included institutional uses, such as fire stations or libraries, 
lodging or hotels, public art, transit oriented development, medical offices or facilities, 
schools and churches. 
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Table 2 below shows the average rating for each of the land uses.  The extreme ratings 
are as noteworthy as the order of the ranking.  As the table shows clearly, the 
overwhelming preference was for retail development.  This was followed by office parks 
and light industrial or warehousing.  There was little perceived need for new low density 
or single family housing in the area. 

TABLE 2
AVERAGE RATING FOR PROSPECTIVE LAND USES

Priority Land Use 
Average Rating 

(1-10)

1 Retail 9.2

2 Office Parks 7.9

3 Light Industrial or Warehousing 7.0

4 Trails for Bicycling or Walking 6.8

5 Open Space or Parks 6.7

6 High Density Housing 6.2

7 Low Density or Single Family Housing 3.7

RETAIL DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL

Since retail was rated so highly by virtually everyone who was interviewed, this was an 
area of further enquiry.  Those being interviewed were asked about their vision for retail 
and how they thought that vision might be realized. 

Some of the highlights included: 

Visibility and access are key for retail development. 
The area near interchanges and intersections are prime for retail development, 
especially those areas along or near Interstate 25. 
Most did not express a particular model of retailing as preferable, but several thought 
that the day of the traditional enclosed mall might, with few exceptions, have passed. 
Most thought there was ample opportunity for a range of retail in the area from the 
big box to lifestyle centers to smaller community centers. 
Some expressed the need to be sensitive about having regional or big box 
development near or adjacent to residential areas.   
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Several individuals expressed the belief that Thornton could attract more up-scale 
retailers as well as big box retailers; however, many indicated that this is a market 
driven decision based upon demographics and not one the City can force.  
The proximity to I-25 was seen as most logical for big box retailers while community 
centers and smaller retail development was seen as more logical adjacent to 
Washington Street and areas farther to the east. 
While few saw a major enclosed mall in the area, several people noted the similarities 
of this area to that on the south end of the metropolitan area where Park Meadows is 
near I-25 and C-470/County Line Road. 

TRANSPORTATION AND UTILITIES

One consideration that could influence future development is the presence, or lack 
thereof, of infrastructure to support development and growth. 

The interviewees were asked if they had any particular concerns or ideas about 
transportation or utilities in the Subarea.  Comments were provided related primarily to 
transportation and access, but also about water and sewer. 

Transportation and access.  Several comments were made about the need for additional 
interchanges along I-25 and E-470.  Specifically, 128th Avenue and 144th Avenue were 
mentioned along I-25.  Overall there was the sense that major roads are in good condition 
and will be improved as development occurs.  Some thought that secondary roads will 
need attention.  Potential traffic congestion on Washington Street (e.g., “Need to increase 
Washington from two to six lanes.”) and the need for a “Grant Street” to serve office and 
retail development between I-25 and Washington Street were seen as areas that might 
need attention.  The need to improve State Highway 7 was mentioned several times.  The 
York Street exit off E-470 was cited as a negative for development and something that 
needed attention. 

Several individuals also cited FasTracks as a potential that might help the development of 
the area.  Some thought FasTracks was very important for the future development of the 
North Washington Subarea (e.g., “FasTracks will have huge impacts on development.”).   
Some thought light rail was needed and could be an asset, but did not like RTD’s 
proposal.

Some also thought the lack of active rail lines might impact potential industrial 
development.   

Trails and trail connections were mentioned as a transportation concern. 

Water and sewer.  While some thought the area was underserved in terms of utilities, 
most thought infrastructure was good and that capacity was not a significant issue.  Water 
availability is not seen as a concern.  And, sewer capacity is perceived to be adequate.  As 
one person summarized, “Sewer and water lines are well planned and access is already 
good.”  Drainage might be a concern if drainage issues west of I-25 in Westminster are 
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addressed; this would be costly and would add flow to Big Dry Creek north of 136th.  The 
Big Dry Creek overflowing with heavy rainfall was cited a couple of times. 

OPPORTUNITIES AND TRENDS

Those interviewed were asked about the factors, opportunities or trends that might 
influence future development in the North Washington Subarea.  While a variety of 
factors was cited, various dimensions of transportation were the most frequently 
mentioned as driving variables that will influence future growth and development in the 
area.

Transportation and accessibility.  Many cited the traffic volume along I-25 and E-470 
combined with the growing number of “rooftops” in the northern metropolitan area as the 
biggest variable that will influence the kind, nature and pace of development in the North 
Washington Subarea.  Highway 7 and the airport were cited less frequently, but also are 
seen by some as key factors. Related drivers include visibility, accessibility and 
convenience.  The location and future development of interchanges is viewed as a key 
determinant of future retail development.  Looking into the future, light rail is also seen 
as a future and perhaps important variable. 

Infrastructure.  The Thornton infrastructure is seen as sound, well-planned and supportive 
of growth.  This is particularly true with regard to water. 

Municipal competition.  While there are some revenue sharing mechanisms in place, 
competition with neighboring communities remains a factor, especially since several 
individuals perceived Thornton to be less competitive than its neighbors.  To some, the 
availability of local government incentives can play a significant role in driving 
development trends.  Some also thought that other jurisdictions might be more anxious to 
pursue development opportunities (e.g., “It’s a footrace for economic development.”).  
Some expressed concern about the image that Thornton is “freezing” out future 
development.  However, most placed a high premium on thoughtful, well-conceived 
development supported by good data, good planning and community support, which they 
see as timely and valuable to the community. 

Growth in the metropolitan area.  Several individuals considered growth in the northern 
portion of the metropolitan area as something whose time had come.  The parallel is in 
the retail and office development in the southern part of the metropolitan area.  As one 
person noted, “There is very little major commercial development north of I-70.   
The exact analogy with road layout is I-25/C-470/County Line Road.” 

Housing.  Generally speaking, few of those interviewed saw this area as critical for 
residential development.  In fact, most thought there was a need for commercial 
development to pay for residential public services.  However, a few individuals cited flat 
economic and employment situations as possibly forcing Thornton to accommodate more 
residential development. 
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Fragmentation of land ownership.  One impediment for future growth cited on a several 
occasions is that present land ownership is somewhat fragmented.  For some types of 
development, it would be desirable to have an assembly of larger tracts of land under 
single ownership. 

Thornton as “central location.”  Some see that Thornton increasingly has the potential to 
be viewed as centrally located. This stems from its relative proximity to DIA, CU and 
CSU.  E-470 now enhances access to other areas, such as DIA or employment along the 
US 36 corridor. 

THORNTON’S IMAGE AND VIEWS ABOUT HOW THORNTON “MARKETS” ITSELF

Those interviewed were asked about Thornton’s image and how Thornton markets itself. 

Generally, Thornton was seen as having a variable and changing image.  Several noted 
that Thornton suffers from its historical development as largely a bedroom community 
and a community that did not have a traditional downtown area.  As one person said, 
“Thornton has yet to establish an identity or character.”  Another said simply, “Our
identity is not well-defined.”  

Some thought that Thornton’s image is evolving and improving.  These individuals often 
perceived the community’s image as poor prior to the 1990s,  but, at the same time, the 
image is improving and the bar has been raised.  One person said, “We are well past our 
tarnished image.  Larkridge will help us redefine what Thornton is.  But, it’s hard to get 
over the image that we are just a bunch of houses with commuters.”  Thornton is now 
thought of as a more distinctly separate and positive community in the northern portion of 
the metropolitan area. 

A number of others echoed theme of transition: 

Thornton has an image of a bedroom community changing to more of a city – 
imperative to plan North Washington Area correctly.   

Thornton is perceived to be a bedroom community and does not have a good image.  
The City should improve this by using mechanisms such as requiring nice finishes on 
commercial development. 

Thornton is in the phase of developing from a small city to a major city, similar to 
Broomfield ten years ago. 

Thornton in transition.  80241 is wealthiest zip code in Adams County. 

Efforts to market Thornton were seen as uneven (or at least many were unaware of 
marketing efforts).  Some saw Thornton’s marketing efforts as limited to non-existent.  A 
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few thought the City was good for developers to work with, although the countervailing 
view was expressed by several others.  Examples of comments include: 

Not sure Thornton markets itself in north metro area.  The whole north metro area 
does poor job of marketing itself.  Broomfield, Louisville and Lafayette have 
marketed their proximity to Boulder. 

In the midst of competition, a moratorium and big box ordinance does not send a 
credible signal.  Is Thornton open for business?  From a marketing perspective we’ve 
dug ourselves a hole.  This process may be good, but it complicates Thornton’s 
marketability, especially for retail.  This is complicated by land not within city 
boundaries.

Thornton markets itself poorly.  Need to close deals.  North-south dichotomy, both 
regionally and within city.  Tend to “elephant hunt”, rather than target smaller, local 
businesses.  

Thornton is less competitive, although other cities are becoming more restrictive, e.g., 
Broomfield.  The south end is not as desirable as north end from demographic 
standpoint for retailers.  Thornton is one of the better communities to work with – 
good council and economic development department. 

Thornton is the only community of three (Broomfield, Westminster, and Thornton) 
that is reactive rather than proactive.  Thornton could improve its ability to work with 
the development community, relative to what its competition (Westminster, 
Northglenn) is doing. 

Thornton’s intrinsic quality for development good or better than Aurora, Lakewood, 
Highlands Ranch.  City has handled its business very well -- high profile, progressive. 

The history of working with the development community is perceived as mixed.  For 
example: An unfavorable history with developers – does not rank high on cities that 
are good to work with.  Image could change overnight.  Need to determine what they 
want to do and stick with it.  Or the contrary view: Thornton has sometimes done a 
good job listening to developers.  Example of Krispy Kreme coming to Thorncreek 
Crossing.

ADVICE TO THE STEERING COMMITTEE

At the conclusion of each interview, we asked “If you had one piece of advice to share 
with the Steering Committee as it begins its deliberations, what would it be?” 

The themes that emerged fell into several categories: 

Be strategic and forward thinking. 
The importance of listening, gaining understanding, and having an open mind. 



North Washington Subarea Plan -- Interview Results -- September 2004 Appendix A.12  

Be sensitive to current and future residents. 
Develop a politically acceptable solution. 

Some worried that near-term issues might overshadow the long-term needs of the 
community.  They stressed the need to be strategic, not tactical – to focus on the what, 
not the how.  One individual, recognizing the importance of being both strategic and open 
to changing conditions, said: “Be willing to consider everything.  Consider that over time 
things may change.”  Several individuals cited the Wal-Mart decision and subsequent 
divisiveness in the community.  These individuals noted that it is important to remember 
that the goal is not to counteract Wal-Mart.  Rather, that experience should guide the 
development in this area to ensure the long-term prosperity, community character, 
economic base, and revenue for the City.  One person said simply: “Be forward 
thinking.” 

Perhaps the most frequently mentioned guidance for the Steering Committee was the 
admonition that the Committee place a premium on listening and understanding.  Many 
felt it was important to look at the issues surrounding the North Washington Subarea with 
an open mind.  One individual said: “Keep an open mind and be fair.  Do not make snap 
decisions.  Seek understanding.”  A couple of interviewees cautioned the group to be 
wary of “truths” or “common assumptions” that just might not be grounded in fact.  
While it is important to appreciate the current environment and historical decisions, this 
could be an opportunity to propose new thinking and fresh ideas.  As one person said, 
there is a “need to plan for the future without forgetting the present.”  The term “clean 
slate” came up several times.  Others felt it was important to be open to the ideas of 
others and ensure that tough decisions can be made in an environment of collegial 
support and respect.  Along these lines, one individual commented: “Be good listeners; 
listen to the opinions of others.  Be respectful of each other.”

There were interesting perspectives about the need to make tough, but appropriate 
decisions.  One person said, “tell the City what it needs to hear, not what it might want to 
hear.”  Several mentioned the need to be specific.  For example, do not designate the 
entire area “mixed use.”  Others stressed the importance of sensitivity in the exploration 
of options and the formulation of recommendations.  One individual said we “need to 
know what the Council as a whole is willing to accept, especially in the context of the 
needs for the entire City.” 

There was a concern expressed about the need to come up with a thoughtful plan and 
move forward.  Some highlighted the need to act quickly, but deliberately.  On occasion, 
some mentioned the competition for commercial development and the prospect that 
studying this issue can seem like inaction.  Others cited the need to come up with a 
workable plan that incorporates community values and is, thoughtfully conceived.  Or, as 
one individual mentioned using the efficient woodworker’s guidance: “Measure twice, 
cut once.”



North Washington Subarea Plan -- Interview Results -- September 2004 Appendix A.13  

APPENDIX 1
LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

Carol Beckler 
Mayor Noel Busck 

Clarke Carlson 
Rebecca Cavanaugh-Miller 

Jeff Coder 
Susan Connors 

Jerry Eckelberger 
Jack Ethredge  

Don Finley 
Gary Fritzler 

Sheila Fushimi 
Gary Gaglia 

Myron Goldstein 
Erik Hansen 
Ron Hardin 

Robert Harmoush 
John Hurt 

Ron Kuehn 
Glenda Lainis 
Steve Lebsock  
Michael Lloyd 

Bob Loew 
Skip Miller 
Jo Thorne 

Mark Walker 
Rick White 

Marty Wisniewski 



North Washington Subarea Plan -- Interview Results -- September 2004 Appendix A.14  

APPENDIX 2
RATINGS OF THE IMPORTANCE OF THE NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA AND 

SPECIFIC LAND USES

 Subarea        

 Importance High Low     Open  Trails for 

 for  Density Density Light Office  Space or Bicycling/

Rating City Housing Housing Industrial Parks Retail Parks Walking

         

10 15 2 1 3 5 14 4 3 

9 5 3 1 5 6 4 3 3 

8 6 3 3 5 5 6 5 8 

7 1 3 2 5 5 2 3 3 

6 0 4 1 3 2 0 3 1 

5 0 6 2 2 2 0 2 3 

4 0 2 1 0 1 0 2 3 

3 0 2 2 1 0 0 1 0 

2 0 1 5 0 0 0 3 1 

1 0 0 3 2 0 0 0 1 

0 0 0 5 0 0 0 0 0 

         

n =  27 26 26 26 26 26 26 26 

         

Average 9.3 6.2 3.7 7.0 7.9 9.2 6.7 6.8 

         

         

Note: Many individuals saw the type of land use as dependent upon location or market conditions.  . 

One individual thought this was so key that the interviewee could not differentiate among the uses. 

All scores rated on one to ten scale.  Any mention of rating in excess of ten was counted as ten. 

Fractional scores rounded to nearest whole number.  Averages are weighted based upon number of  

responses and corresponding ratings.      
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APPENDIX B 

COMMUNITY MEETING INPUT

NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

SUBCOMMITTEE MEETING 
OCTOBER 20, 2004 

Land Use and Housing

Opportunities      Constraints 

Session 1

Try to buffer neighborhoods from major 
commercial uses.  Transition land use 
based on intensity. 

Capitalize on intersection of E-470 and I-
25.

Locate uses where existing infrastructure 
can handle. 

Take advantage of Big Dry as natural 
asset – open space including wetlands and 
similar natural areas. 

Once plan adopted, need more efficient 
way to have process for change 
particularly the public notice. 

Session 2

Limit retail commercial uses within area – 
don’t make it all commercial. 

If Fastracks passes, set stations and 
surrounding development to the City’s 
advantage.

Consider Master Planned communities 
within plan area. 

Plan emergency services in advance of 
development. 

Triangle go BP – non-residential SH 7. 

Plans for other services, i.e., hospitals, 
schools, etc. 

Opportunity for entertainment, etc. 

Opportunity for employment centers so 
people can live and work in same area. 

Session 1

Too much Business Park Zoning – it’s not 
realistic. 

Needs to be compatible with adjacent 
neighborhoods.  No tire store or dump 
adjacent to golf course or neighborhood. 

Existing zoning (Washington and 164th)
zoned BP not commercial – previously 
zoned commercial. 

Need to handle stormwater – areas 
currently cannot handle stormwater (Big 
Dry and 160th).

Interim period there are too many 
constraints to obtain conditional permit – 
they are in the county, while waiting for 
plan.

N. Washington Water User Association 
was alienated by last water regulations, 
process and has no intention of annexing. 

Session 2

Oil and gas wells existing and proposed for 
area.

Limit retail commercial uses within area – 
don’t make it all commercial. 

Too much BP – would like other diverse 
uses.

Much of land is undermined – tunneled. 

Existing zoning severely limits size of 
commercial building.  Provide other 
opportunities from large scale retail. 

Avoid Wal-Mart situation re:  proximity of 
existing residential neighborhoods. 
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

SUBCOMMITTEE MEETING 
OCTOBER 20, 2004 

Land Use and Housing

Opportunities      Constraints 

Session 3

Opportunity for employment centers so 
people can live and work in same area. 

Need for hospital/health care/assisted 
living.

Include parks and recreation. 

Potential for Tech Center type 
development within I-25/E-470/Fastracks 
in area south and west of Larkridge 
development. 

Proximity to airport (DIA) 15 to 18 minutes. 

Educational campus 

Go to Westminster/Northglenn/ Flatirons 
for retail/institutional uses – potential in 
area.

Capture Thornton $$ in Thornton (leakage 
currently to other areas). 

Need cultural/entertainment/sports. 

City-owned open space. 

Plan for emergency services.  Consider 
police substance in mall. 

Consider Master Planned community – i.e. 
Bradburn Village. 

Need to plan for future school sites. 

Plan for Park-N-Rides in conjunction with 
Fastracks and I-25. 

Get Super Wal-Mart. 

Plan for and consider use of incentives to 
capture next economic wave. 

Session 3

Capacity of infrastructure. 
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

SUBCOMMITTEE MEETING 
OCTOBER 20, 2004 

Economic Development and Marketing

Opportunities      Constraints 

Session 1

Proximity to Highway 7 & E-470 (office 
buildings, warehousing, industrial, hospital, 
medical center) 

For new interchanges along I-25. 

Big Dry floodplain. 

Opportunity for development because of 
open land. 

Concentrated commercial development. 

E-470 industrial development – no 
residential.

Not much residential should be built in 
area.

Fast Track. 

Session 2

Complimentary community development 
like grocery stores. 

Transportation Plan being developed. 

Need for services. 

Neighborhood services are not in 
existence in area. 

Interchanges give the access needed for 
service areas (size should vary). 

Recreation away from commercial in east 
portion of plan. 

Fast Tracks. 

E-470 proximity to DIA. 

Good area for office park/tech center 
because of access to DIA. 

Session 1

Uncertainty until land use plan in place. 

Access off of I-25 between E-470 & 144th.

Big Dry floodplain. 

Session 2

Roads are not completed in one phase 
(infrastructure keeping pace with 
commercial development) (funding). 

Lag time for getting infrastructure done. 

Location of existing rail line.  How to get 
people between businesses and rail line. 

Water, sewer, power. 
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

SUBCOMMITTEE MEETING 
OCTOBER 20, 2004 

Economic Development and Marketing

Opportunities      Constraints 

Session 2 (cont.)

Access really provides opportunity – close 
to DIA, downtown. 

Land uses determine needs of road and 
size of roads. 

Development will come… prepare for it. 

High rise development may be appropriate 
near 160th & Colorado Boulevard. 

Need areas for auto service land uses (put 
them in one, concentrated area).

Session 3

(Short-lived event) empty office space. 
Master Plan for long-term. 

Town center with restaurants and movie 
theater (place to want to go and spend 
time).

Office development for professionals 
(lawyer, doctors, accountants, medical). 

Cultural opportunities.  Public uses as an 
amenity (nothing here now). 

Proximity to DIA. 

Fast Tracks. 

Hotel complexes. 

Access to downtown. 

Visibility from I-25.  Be able to see 
buildings and signs from I-25. 

Take advantage of topography. 

Session 3

Office space vacant in area (Interlocken).  
How to compete. 

Provide stores for middle class (look @ 
demographics).

Architectural control to be attractive. 

Better transportation to DIA. 

Toll road is too high. 

Plan area is constrained in size. 

Do signs in an attractive way (class). 

Thornton drags its feet too much. 

Growth for the sake of growth is not 
appropriate.  Plan for what we really want 
(smart and makes sense). 

Thornton is missing out because of plan 
(economic impact). 

Development improves some pieces but 
improvement doesn’t continue. 
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

SUBCOMMITTEE MEETING 
OCTOBER 20, 2004 

Transportation and Utilities

Opportunities      Constraints 

Session 1

Need turn lanes and stop lights. 

New Big interchange at 144th Avenue. 

Straighten Washington and widen it to six 
lanes (with police, snow removal, lighting). 

ROW upfront. 

Widen roads early. 

Identify impact radius for development. 

Need water along 160th from Washington 
to York and along Highway 7. 

Session 2

New parks and bike trails around  
Highway 7. 

Reroute Highway 7 along 160th to I-25 and 
then north to the west of I-25. 

Light needed at 160th and York.  A light 
every ¼ mile. 

Need on-ramps at 144th.

Need transit lines to the north. 

Need Park-N-Rides north of 120th.

Grade separated multi-use path over 
Highway 7. 

Use Big Dry as bike/pedestrian path. 

The bike/pedestrian system in the south 
needs to be replicated up north. 

Recreation Center. 

Need City water. 

Pave York Street north of 160th Avenue. 

Fire Station. 

Need high speed internet. 

Session 1

Safety issues: 
- York and Highway 7 
- 160th Avenue merge with Highway 7 
- Traffic diverted to Highway 7 to avoid  
   tolls 
- Lack of speed enforcement 

Lack of signage, highway lighting. 

Over capacity, especially on Highway 7. 

No turn lanes at 144th & Washington and 
144th and York. 

Highway 7 and Colorado Boulevard is 
safety problem. 

Other cities are drilling our water. 

Session 2

Safety issues on Highway 7 – always been 
busy.

Speed limit on Highway 7 is too high. 

Lack of lights. 

Left-turn problems. 

No gas stations north of 136th and 
Colorado or 128th and Washington. 
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

SUBCOMMITTEE MEETING 
OCTOBER 20, 2004 

Transportation and Utilities

Opportunities      Constraints 

Session 2 (cont.)

Median and turn lanes on S. Washington. 

Build road capacity early. 

Bury utility cables. 

Master utility plan. 

Session 3

Sewer south of 152nd.

Strong system of secondary roads 
(Highlands Ranch is a good example). 

In between roads between Washington & I-
25.

144th Avenue interchange open in 2007. 

DTC is good example of moving lots of 
traffic (especially through secondary roads) 
but Greenwood Village has imposed 
numerous restrictions. 

Need to cooperate with surrounding 
jurisdictions. 

Boulevard aesthetics (e.g. Cherry Creek or 
Monaco Parkway). 

Session 3

Money.

Lack of water taps north of 136th.

Adams County sewer line. 

Short term impact of Larkridge. 



  Appendix B.7 

NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

SUBCOMMITTEE MEETING 
OCTOBER 20, 2004 

Parks and Open Space

Opportunities      Constraints 

Session 1

Storm Drainage Connect 

McKay to Dry Creek 136th & 144th

For open space – potential drainage 
connection under I-25. 

Trail connection under I-25. 

Pedestrian connection along 136th parallel 
to Huron and Washington. 

Open space is required in development 
process.

Big Dry Creek – use existing floodplains as 
open space; Master Plan calls for 300 ft. 
on each side for open space/trails. 

Consolidate open space required from 
multiple projects. 

Plan for a community park in this area. 

Purchase land for recreation/open space. 

Open space at 136th.

Session 2

People like parks/open space. 

Corner at 136th/I-25/golf course. 

View trails for existing and future growth. 

Noise mitigation along I-25 and major 
thoroughfares.

Big Dry trails and open space. 

Enforce landscape ordinances. 

Create gateway – improve image. 

Project existing home owners with open 
space/drainage requirement. 

Require storm water management. 

Session 1

Money.  Maintenance of open space. 

Session 2

No need for additional golf. 

Flood plains – increases runoff with 
development. 

Don’t put parks/playgrounds next to 
interstates/expressways. 

Don’t put playgrounds too close to major 
road.

Economics.
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

SUBCOMMITTEE MEETING 
OCTOBER 20, 2004 

Parks and Open Space

Opportunities      Constraints 

Session 2 (cont)

Purchase open space to improve drainage 
and mitigate problem areas. 

Continuity between parks wildlife corridor. 

No parks in Rolling Hills. 

Golf was considered the open space 
neighborhood.  Would like a park. 

One major park – connected by trails to 
other small parks. 

Consider another recreation center. 

Consider purchase of land in this area. 

Connect trail under I-25 where Thornton 
has already developed trail. 

Session 3

Plan/purchase Dry Creek corridor. 

Recreational facilities.  Plat at York & 144th

(outside study area). 

Communicate and coordinate with Adams 
County.

Plan for recreation (regional park) SE of 
Washington Street.  Realignment between 
Washington & Dry Creek. 

Put a traffic light at York & Highway 7. 

Save farmland and open space.  Save 
prairie dogs. 

Transition open space to residential to 
commercial along the roads. 

Plan open space around transit stops to 
allow for recreation for higher densities. 

Connect open space with trails. 

Session 3

Paths/trails that cross private properties. 

Infringement on the country and private 
owners.



  Appendix B.9 

NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

OPEN HOUSE 
JANUARY 20, 2005 

Concept 1 – The Marketplace

Flip Charts 

Pros  (+) 
+   Like what is north of E-470. 
+   Most feasible plan to actually happen with developer’s paying the bill. 
+   Least investment n½  of #2 and 1/5 of #3. 

Cons  (–) 
–   Way too much light industrial land – industrial property will lower residential value 

north of 160th Avenue. 
–   Commercial/retail unacceptable on the south side of 136th – not consistent with 

existing area – no one wants to relive the last 13 months. 
–   The end hub of FasTracks plan is minimal.  This will be a huge hub and you are not 

planning.  Why do you have shuttles to the hub south and nothing at the end? 
–   Redo southeast corner of I-25 and 136th Avenue (no retail, etc.) 
–   Just another “average” development with no distinguishing characteristics. 
–   Too much retail on south end (near 144th Avenue and 136th Avenue). 
–   Do not like Washington Street alignment at 152nd – traffic circle or light preferred due 

to 6 lanes on Washington Street. 
– Too much residential north of 160th Avenue.  Heavy traffic dangerous corner curving 

east.  Should have buffer on the 72 acre plan and the 117 acre plan. 
– NO retail on southeast corner and northeast corner of 136th Avenue and I-25. 

Comment Cards 
 The catalyst for the North Washington Subarea Plan was the Wal-Mart 

excitement.  It seems that by putting a retail center on the southeast corner of  
I-25 and 136th Avenue, you open the can of worms again.  How about replacing 
this land use with one of the elements from #2 or #3 for this parcel? 

 72 acres shown as medium residential along Highway 7 – should have retail 
along Highway 7. 

 117 acres shown as medium residential at southeast corner of Highway 7 and 
160th Avenue – change to retail commercial – like Concept 2 and Concept 3. 

 30 acres parcel at southeast corner of I-25 and 136th Avenue – due to the 
isolation and shape of this parcel, care must be taken in specifying a “single use”.  
There are opportunities for limited retail adjacent to 136th Avenue – either open 
space or multi-use family to the south.  Perhaps a multi-use zone is more 
applicable.
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

OPEN HOUSE 
JANUARY 20, 2005 

Concept 2 – Regional Campus

Flip Charts 

Pros  (+) 
+   I like openness of the low density – allows full development at an earlier time due to 

absorption rates. 
+   I like the shuttle. 
+   It would add the most beauty to the area. 
+   Buffer along the northwest side of golf course – I like trails and beautiful landscaped 

(treescaped) roads. 
+   I approve of the larger areas on the concept dedicated to wildlife habitat – even more 

would be better. 
+   Premier office space a plus. 
+   suggest combining retail village of Concept 3 onto Concept 2 – can be on both side 

north of Washington Street. 
+   Trails are great and will attract more families to the area. 
+   Bull Creek Trail – love it – put it in all 3 concepts. 
+   Love the open space concept – lots of buffers, trails, Dry Creek access. 
+   Like no residential south of 144th Avenue. 
+   Very smart and well thought plan. 

Cons  (–) 
–   The 72 acres north of 160th Avenue possible residential.  This should not be 

residential.  Highway 7 curve heading east is a dangerous traffic area.  This 72 acres 
should have retail or industrial as a buffer between neighborhoods. 

–   The end of FasTracks does not seem to be developed.  This just doesn’t make sense 
for such a high density traffic. 

–   North of E-470 suggest business to buffer noise rather than medium or high density 
residential.

–   Property owners on Downing own land and use for horses, barns, etc.  all the way to 
Washington Street – how does the city intend to acquire our property for trails etc 
and how much land will be taken?  When does this process start? 

–   Convert 14 acre business park (I-25 at 136th Avenue to open space and add it to the 
16 acres already there. 

–   Bull canal enters Thornton just south of 144th Avenue, why take the trail to 136th

Avenue?
–   Traffic circles do not manage traffic well. 
–   Move the 120 acres light industrial behind the 175 acres high density – against the 

highway.
–   Take portion of 171 acre business park and put in urban village (theme). 
 –   Yes, but not on I-25 like Concept 3 – put it off Washington Street. 
–   Do not like business park west of residential 144th Avenue and York Street (Quail 

Valley) would prefer residential. 
– Concept 2 is least favorite plan. 
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Comment Cards 
 Premier Business Parks – any possibility to assemble the small tracts of land? 
 What is the definition of wildlife habitat?  The 30 acres on the southeast corner of 

I-25 and 136th Avenue is immediately adjacent to I-25 and 136th Avenue – what 
wildlife?

 As owner’s representative for the 30 acre parcel at the southeast corner of 136th

and I-25, I have the following specific concern of this plan for the 30 acres. 
 Open space as shown will not benefit the homeowners east of the golf 

course because it is too far north and the business park parcel would 
have significant impact because of building heights. 

 Open space is not the highest and best use of this parcel because of the 
location and access.  We have participated with the city for 3-4 years in 
agreeing to dedications for the interchange, agreeing to be in a special 
district and working with Thornton to help in the construction of the 
interchange and improvements.  It was our understanding that this parcel 
would be some type of retail; to “rezone” it to open space and business 
park is a significant economic impact to the owner. 

 I liked Concept 2, but I would take half of the 171 acres business park lot, and 
make it Urban Village.  I would also theme the village like a place I remember in 
California (German) and theme would work as long as you bring people in. 

 I like this concept the most. 
 The physical feature at 152nd Avenue and Washington Street is nice, but not 

critical to the concept.  Drop if too pricey/ not required. 
 I really like the extensive trail and green space elements, along with the 

“circulator” connection to FasTracks.  Perhaps the circulator could even extend 
further north and south to connect those elements to the stations. 
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

OPEN HOUSE 
JANUARY 20, 2005 

Concept 3 – Urban Village

Flip Charts 

Pros  (+) 
+   Transit orientation addresses the problem of “urban sprawl”. 
+   Like the idea of more residential between existing homeowners and I-25. 
+   Exciting opportunity for our city to make a bold statement. 
+   Good combination of population density (larger tax base) while preserving open 

space and transit links. 
+   General comment – business park should include some high density residential and 

some retail. 
+   Urban Village is an excellent opportunity to create a “downtown” for Thornton.  This 

feature has been lacking for years. 
+   Best overall design plan (if you can attract the developer’s money to do it). 

Cons  (–) 
–   Traffic and traffic circle (144th Avenue and Washington Street). 
–   Major infrastructure cost (who pays)? 
–   FasTracks – a fatal flaw (will not be used) – bus connectors equally bad idea. 
–   Like Urban Village concept, but feel it would be better slightly off I-25 – perhaps 

Washington Street between 144th Avenue and 152nd Avenue. 
–   If it is like Belmar and Lowry, it is too congested. 
–   High density residential not consistent with area at 136th Avenue and I-25 – medium 

density ok. 
–   Try to have a better parking system than Belmar. 
–   Not enough Urban Village – good start – but add to the mixed use walkable 

neighborhood concept.  More pedestrian corridors.  MUCH less big blocks north of 
E-470 and more pockets of retail that residents can walk to i.e. southeast corner of 
160th Avenue and York Street, along Highway 7 southwest corner of 168th Avenue 
and York Street. 

–   Business park split in this area – no way it becomes “premier” if it is split. 
–   There is too much retail in the area already. 
–   Way too much light industrial land – lowers the value of residential around it. 
–   Why no shuttle to the end of FasTracks terminal? 
– Investment is 5 times that of Concept 1 and 2.5 times that of Concept 2. 

Comment Cards 
 The idea was communicated earlier that this would be prohibitively expensive.  

Won’t the greater population density (property taxes) offset this? 
 Move retail, commercial from I-25 and 144th Avenue, further east, to the west of 

Washington Street. 
 Height of development in business park and high density blocking view of 

existing development between 136th Avenue to 144th Avenue. 
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

OPEN HOUSE 
JANUARY 20, 2005 

General Comments

Comment Cards 

 Higher industrial at E-470 and York Street – would not be good for residential 
area to the north 

 Wal-Mart Corner 
o Not McDonald’s, not 12 story business parks. 
o Open space good. 
o Not retail. 
o Business park was the proposed use when neighborhood developed. 

 North Creek Farms – pre-approved development along Highway 7 
o Jeff Kirkendall will send us a plan – includes 45 acres of retail 

 Area bound by E-470, York Street, and Highway 7 does not vary much between 
each option. 

 Concern on height of development retail and high density between 136th Avenue 
and 144th Avenue.  Blocks view plain on existing development to the east. 

 Can you explain the building height restrictions by designated area? 
 Can you make these concepts available online? 
 Want walking paths at Larkridge tying into North Creek Farms. 
 We would like to see more walkways from Larkridge to North Creek Farms. 
 Where does the water come from? 
 Commercial is a better land use adjacent to business park than industrial is. 
 Would like to see frontage roads along E-470 to allow for retail development. 
 How does the city propose to take private horse property for open space and 

trails?
 Is availability of water a constraint in any of the plans presented? 
 What will be the final product which is produced? 
 Will the final plan be our new zoning and all property’s zoning will be changed? 
 If property has a viable, economic use now and it is changed to open space, will 

the owner be paid for his property? 
 North of 160th Avenue – east and west of Highway 7 –

o The residential is too much, the traffic is dangerous, should be used as 
retail to buffer, west of I-25 is huge residential development, Pulte Home 
south of Highway 7 and Vista Ridge North.  Too much residential. 
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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN 

COMMUNITY MEETING 
FEBRUARY 17, 2005 

QUESTIONS FROM CITIZENS

Commercial land uses 

1. Can the area support two or three large box centers/malls along with the 
Forest City Development within a two-mile distance apart? 

 Larkridge – 164th/Washington
 Retail – 136th/144th/Washington
 Forest City – 144th E. of I-25 

2. Considering the retail that will take place west of I-25, the retail at 144th-
136th East of I-25, what will happen to the Larkridge retail area?  This area 
is less than 2 miles apart.  Will we see problems with support for the 
already developing Larkridge center?  Can the area support such large 
box center/malls or will we have empty units? 

3. I would like to see a larger urban village, perhaps expanded into the retail/ 
commercial area … do we really need another big box store?  How will 
more Targets and supermarkets differentiate us and draw people into 
northern Thornton? 

4. Is urban village feasible with so much retail planned for the area? 

5. What is the timeline for Larkridge?  When will we start seeing stores? 

6. The “Gateway Mixed Use” category needs to have language in description 
excluding “Big Box Stores” from these properties. 

7. Gateway/Mixed Use – SE corner of 136th/Washington.  Representing the 
owner, I like the concept, but I see a potential technical problem – only 
one point of access, although it is divided.  Will the City of Thornton permit 
the level/type of development with that situation?

8. What is going to happen at northwest corner of 128th Avenue and 
Washington Street behind the gas station – size of church? 

9. Looking for information on the planned development at south side of 130th

& Washington – currently zoned retail/commercial.   
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Industrial area 

10. Why put residential (high-density) right next to commercial and light 
industrial?  Who wants to live that close? 

11. How do you explain industrial park (157 acres) across the street from 
signature business park (65 acres) on Washington?  Also, the same thing 
from across E-470.  It would be better to take advantage of E-470 
exposure to allow hotels, big boxes, car dealerships instead of industrials. 

12. Will the 157 acres Development (Industrial) Park be developed before or 
after the corporate campus? Or both at the same time? 

Open Space and Recreation

13. Plan looks great, but needs to be development driven and, therefore, 
flexible.  Office campus could be a long way out.  Is the City planning on 
acquiring/buying open space lands? 

14. Is the City planning on buying open space lands? 

15. Most open space is centered around Big Dry Creek corridor not taking any 
concern to the other 3,300 acres.  Environmental damage to Big Dry 
Creek … drainage and litter … noise and traffic … damage to wild life … 
displacing wildlife.  Would like to know if 2003 Environmental Study has 
been followed? 

16. I don’t think there is enough park area in the mixed density residential 
(133 acres).  One park for over 1000 units to share? 

Infrastructure

17. Concerned about Dry Creek … had flooding problems last summer.  Is 
anything being done? 

18. 144th Avenue Interchange … when will it be ready? 

19. How will CDOT help improve the I-25 freeway through this development?  
128th - Highway 7. 

20. Can the southern FasTracks station be serviced by the same shuttle 
service as the northern two stations?  It would provide access to the retail 
area between 144th & 136th.

21. Water supply – enough? 
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Other Questions 

22. When will City Council make its final decision on these concepts and will 
they choose one exactly as presented here? 

23. Will the City of Thornton and City of Westminster be working together on 
these building concepts? 

24. Can designated or preferred use be changed with proper planning by 
developer, with City’s input? 

25. Will individual properties be “penalized” by major infrastructure 
improvements to execute Subarea Plan? 

26. Is the land study being coordinated with other related City of Thornton 
departments such as traffic, economic development (to bring employers 
into Thornton)? 

COMMENTS FROM CITIZENS

Commercial land uses 

1. The uniqueness of this project may translate into a longer development 
period.  Also, the linkage of office/residential/retail densities in such a 
project is not well understood and may face some “market” resistance.  
Certainly strong encouragement from the City to fulfill this vision would 
help limit these concerns.

2. Ban all “big box” stores outside of Larkridge – we have enough already at 
120th

3. Larger urban village, less retail/commercial big box 

4. No Wal-Mart anywhere in Thornton! 

5. I think having two regional retail areas is a bad idea.  People coming from 
the south will stop at the southerly one, people from the north will stop at 
the northerly one.  It would make more sense to have one large retail area 
that everyone would go to.  This would also possibly encourage traffic 
through the corporate campus 

6. Putting 124 acres retail next to Larkridge is too much in addition to 300 
acres+ at 144th interchange. 
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Corporate Campus 

7. More corporate campus and less retail/commercial.  Large corporations 
will take 80-100 acres.  535 acres is not enough if you want a serious 
corporate campus. 

8. Need to limit the height of office buildings in the southern part of the 
corporate campus so they don’t block the view of the mountains for 
homeowners in Quail Valley 

Corporate Campus/Urban Village 

9. Glad to see the “Urban Village” concept located at the corner of 
144th/Washington.  Would very much like to see the corporate campus 
with a height limitation out of respect for the existing homeowners in Quail 
Valley at 144th/York and for the open space of Big Dry Creek located west 
of York at 144th to 152nd.

Open Space and Recreation

10. For SE corner of I-25 and 136th, a health/country club, other recreational 
facility, or a small outdoor walking mall would compliment the golf course 

11. The northern part of Thornton needs a recreation center.  Put this in place 
of retail/commercial. 

12. Expand open space. 

13. Between 160th and 156th, to the east of York, the map shows 77 acres of 
medium density residential with a neighborhood park included.  To the 
east of this is 104 acres of open space, to the south is 39 acres of open 
space and to the north across is 116 acres of open space.  There are at 
least 30 acres more of usable land (not in floodplain) to the east of York 
between 160th and 156th.  With the open space presently, I think it is 
wrong not to take advantage of these acres 

14. Please make the trail system with overpasses and underpasses at roads, 
like in Westminster. 

15. Consider transfer of density from floodplain to allow dedication of park 
land.

16. Add a recreation center in northern Thornton … 112th is too far to drive for 
people living 40-60 blocks north of the Carpenter Center. 
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17. FYI … nationwide, the prairie dog population is down 98% and the 
remaining habitat is fractured.  I am concerned that every prairie dog 
habitat along this development corridor has a FOR SALE sign on it.  
Prairie dogs have received a lot of bad press for many years, but they are 
a vital part of the environment and occur in very limited parts of the U.S. – 
this being one.  Please be proactive and take a stand to save areas for 
them as well as the other species which co-exist with them. 

18. Save the existing trees in this area.  We don’t have many in Colorado and 
should treasure the ones we have 

Infrastructure

19. We don’t have enough water to support this development. 

20. 128th Avenue will be impossible when the new high school opens next 
year.

21. Concerned as to where drain and flood water will drain to. 

22. Please include shuttle service from FasTracks which will include the 63 
acres at south/west section at 128th/Washington.  Important for its future 
appeal.

23. Please work out something so that auto traffic does not have to stop at 
FasTracks intersections. 

24. Shuttle service for corporate campus at southwest section of 128th Avenue 
and Washington Street an important feature for the future 

25. Traffic on 128th Avenue bridge – general traffic concerns 

26. Move light rail to I-25 
a. Put station next to industrial and retail 
b. Put a greenbelt and trail where rail proposed 
c. Proposed rail will increase traffic where crosses roads 
d. Rail will decrease property value and increase noise 
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Residential

27. I’m concerned about the realignment of 160th Avenue.  Never in any of the 
meetings prior was this mentioned.  Our property on 160th Avenue is now 
in high-density residential and totally surrounded on three sides by 
commercial and light industrial.  Our property won’t be worth anything – 
who wants to have a residential home right next to an industrial park?  
You’re making it into a low income residential area.   

28. 54 acres York and E-470 … needs to be mixed density residential. 

29. 54 acre York Street parcel should be mixed use residential (per 133 acres 
parcel to northwest); not a true gateway, not suited to mixed retail 

Other Comments 

30. A note to everyone in City Planning and, of course, City Council.  Your 
good work and communication to the public/land owners/etc.  The City of 
Thornton is doing a good job in working with everyone … did truly listen to 
other ideas.  Not always is that the case in other areas of other cities.  
Your doing Good Work!



North Washington Subarea Alternative Concepts

Tax and Employment Generation Factors 27-Dec-04

Acres of New Development (gross) (net) (gross) Annual

Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Low Density Residential 198 85 72

Medium Density Residential 340 24 406

High Density Residential 135 255 328

Business Park 517 719 555 260 347 16.52

Retail 408 342 318 160 213 10.14

Light Industrial 385 155 360 110 147 7.00

Open Space 343 746 465

  Total 2,326 2,326 2,504

Note: 178 acres in Concept 3 double counted as both retail and high density residential

Years to Buildout at 2004-2025 Pace 

Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Business Park 31 44 34

Retail 40 34 31

Light Industrial 55 22 51

Note: Residential should be built out by 2025.

Gross Development Density

Units per Acre Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Low Density Residential 5 5 5

Medium Density Residential 10 10 10

High Density Residential 18 18 18

Floor Area Ratio

Business Park 0.19 0.19 0.19

Retail 0.15 0.15 0.15

Light Industrial 0.23 0.23 0.23

Development at Buildout

Dwelling Units Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Low Density Residential 990 430 360

Medium Density Residential 3,400 240 4,060

High Density Residential 2,430 4,590 5,900

   Total 6,820 5,260 10,320

Suate Feet of Building Space

Business Park 4,278,900 5,950,700 4,593,400

Retail 2,665,900 2,234,600 2,077,800

Light Industrial 3,857,200 1,552,900 3,606,800

10,802,000 9,738,200 10,278,000

Employees at Buildout

SF/Employee Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Business Park 350 12,230 17,000 13,120

Retail 450 5,920 4,970 4,620

Light Industrial 550 7,010 2,820 6,560

  Total 25,160 24,790 24,300

Market Value at Buildout

Per unit or sf Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Low Density Residential $300,000 $297.00 $129.00 $108.00

Medium Density Residentia $175,000 $595.00 $42.00 $710.50

High Density Residential $100,000 $243.00 $459.00 $590.00

Business Park $100 $427.89 $595.07 $459.34

Retail $100 $266.59 $223.46 $207.78

Light Industrial $75 $289.29 $116.47 $270.51

  Total $2,118.77 $1,565.00 $2,346.13

SDLLC by 2025

Employees

Total Value (millions)

APPENDIX C
Alternative Concepts
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Property Tax Calculation Factors

Assessment Ratio

  Residential 7.95%

  Commercial 29.00%

Mill Levy 10.210

Property Tax Collections (millions)

Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Low Density Residential $2.41 $1.05 $0.88

Medium Density Residential $4.83 $0.34 $5.77

High Density Residential $1.97 $3.73 $4.79

Business Park $12.67 $17.62 $13.60

Retail $7.89 $6.62 $6.15

Light Industrial $8.57 $3.45 $8.01

  Total $38.34 $32.80 $39.20

Sales Tax Calculation Factors State 2003

Sales per Square Foot $305 ret sales taxable

Sales Tax Rate 3.75% Furniture 2112 1717 81.30%

Taxable Sales Percent 83.0% Electronics 1666 1274 76.47%

Bldg Mat 4334 3824 88.23%

Sales Tax Collections (millions) Clothing 2383 2160 90.64%

Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3 Sports/books 2195 1955 89.07%

Total Sales (millions) $813.10 $681.55 $633.73 Gen Merch 8343 5807 69.60%

Taxable Sales (millions) $674.87 $565.69 $526.00 Food & Bev 5953 5567 93.52%

Sales Tax Collections (millions) $25.31 $21.21 $19.72 26986 22304 82.65%

Summary of Economic Impacts

Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Total Tax Collections (millions) $63.65 $54.01 $58.92

Total Dwelling Units 6,820 5,260 10,320

Total Employees 25,160 24,790 24,300

Tax Sharing Zone Calculation Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Acres of Retail 408 342 318

Acres in Tax Sharing Zone 261 197 144

Percent of Sales Tax Shared 63.97% 57.60% 45.28%

Effective Sharing Ratio 26.67% 26.67% 26.67%

Share of Potential Kept 82.94% 84.64% 87.92%

Net Sales Tax to Thornton $20.99 $17.95 $17.34

GID Tax Zone Calculatiom

Acres Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Low Density Residential 0 0 0

Medium Density Residential 0 0 0

High Density Residential 0 0 30

Business Park 0 14 41

Retail 80 50 0

Light Industrial 0 0 0

Open Space 16 32 25

  Total 96 96 96

Percent of Acres

Low Density Residential 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Medium Density Residential 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

High Density Residential 0.00% 0.00% 9.15%

Business Park 0.00% 1.95% 7.39%

Retail 19.61% 14.62% 0.00%

Light Industrial 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

  Total 27.99% 12.87% 20.65%

Market Value (Milllions)

Low Density Residential $0.00 $0.00 $0.00

Medium Density Residential $0.00 $0.00 $0.00

High Density Residential $0.00 $0.00 $53.96

Business Park $0.00 $11.59 $33.93

Retail $52.27 $32.67 $0.00

Light Industrial $0.00 $0.00 $0.00

  Total $52.27 $44.26 $87.90
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TIF/URA Tax Zone Calculation

Acres Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3

Low Density Residential 0 0 0

Medium Density Residential 0 0 144

High Density Residential 0 54 82

Business Park 229 200 0

Retail 105 0 144

Light Industrial 0 0 65

Open Space 0 80 43

  Total 334 334 478

Percent of Acres

Low Density Residential 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Medium Density Residential 0.00% 0.00% 35.47%

High Density Residential 0.00% 21.18% 25.00%

Business Park 44.29% 27.82% 0.00%

Retail 25.74% 0.00% 45.28%

Light Industrial 0.00% 0.00% 18.06%

  Total 97.38% 44.77% 102.80%

Market Value

Low Density Residential $0.00 $0.00 $0.00

Medium Density Residential $0.00 $0.00 $252.00

High Density Residential $0.00 $97.20 $147.50

Business Park $189.53 $165.53 $0.00

Retail $68.61 $0.00 $94.09

Light Industrial $0.00 $0.00 $48.84

  Total $258.14 $262.73 $542.43

 Subtotal Residential $0.00 $97.20 $399.50
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APPENDIX D 

ALTERNATIVE EVALUATION

LAND USE and HOUSING Rating Comments 

LEGEND: 
+     more positive 
=      neutral 
-      less positive 
n/a   not applicable 

Concept  1 
“Marketplace” 

Concept  2 
“Regional
Campus”

Concept  3
“Village
Center”

Guiding Principles 

Plan incorporates a diversity of uses, is 
flexible and supports self-sustaining 
development. 

= + - 

Plan takes into account surrounding 
land uses, recognizing the larger 
regional context and avoiding adverse 
impacts on neighboring community of 
interest.

+ = - 

Plan creates an economic advantage 
to the community. = + - 

Plan creates a benefit to all present 
and future citizens of Thornton. + - = 

Plan is economically viable and reflects 
dynamic market timing and change. + = = 

Ensure Plan reinforces a positive, 
aesthetically pleasing gateway to 
Thornton through incorporation of 
architectural and design standards. 

= + - 
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ECONOMICS and MARKETING Rating Comments 

LEGEND: 
+     more positive 
=      neutral 
-      less positive 
n/a   not applicable 

Concept  1 
“Marketplace” 

Concept  2 
“Regional
Campus”

Concept  3
“Village
Center”

Guiding Principles 

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

+ = - 

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

= + - 

Ensure entitlement process is clear, 
consistent and timely. = = = 

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

- + = 

Recognize Big Dry as both an 
environmental and economic amenity. - + = 
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TRANSPORTATION and 
INFRASTRUCTURE 

Rating Comments 

LEGEND: 
+     more positive 
=      neutral 
-      less positive 
n/a   not applicable 

Concept  1 
“Marketplace” 

Concept  2 
“Regional
Campus”

Concept  3 
“Village
Center”

Guiding Principles - Transportation 

Establish and maintain level of service. = + - 

Couple desired transportation modes 
with projected land uses. = + - 

Balance aesthetics and function. - + = 

Minimize noise impacts on neighboring 
uses. - + = 

Create welcoming gateways (like 
136th/I-25 or Church Ranch Road/US 
36.)

+ + + 

Cooperate with surrounding 
jurisdictions. = = = 

Obtain future ROW consistent with long 
term plans. = = = 

Guiding Principles - Infrastructure 

Establish utility corridors in accordance 
with a Master Plan and in coordination 
with transportation and land use. 

= = = 

Leverage Thornton’s water advantage. = = + 

Underground utilities when possible to 
minimize visual impact. = = = 

Develop a long range plan for high-
tech infrastructure. = = = 

Overall impact on infrastructure = = = 
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PARKS and OPEN SPACE Rating Comments 

LEGEND: 
+     more positive 
=      neutral 
-      less positive 
n/a   not applicable 

Concept  1 
“Marketplace” 

Concept  2 
“Regional
Campus”

Concept  3
“Village
Center”

Guiding Principles 

Parks and Open Space are integral 
to Thornton’s identity, economic 
health and quality of life. 

- + = 

Require investment by developers. = = = 

Early maximum acquisition. - + = 

Utilize public and private partnerships 
and IGA’s. - + = 

Plan with current and future 
maintenance needs in mind. - + + 

Enhance the continuity of natural 
features. - + = 
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APPENDIX E

ECONOMIC AND MARKET ANALYSIS

THE ECONOMIC AND MARKET SETTING

AND

FORECAST OF DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL 

FOR THE

NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA, THORNTON COLORADO

Introduction 

Analysis and discussion of land use economics generally 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, 

without 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 densities 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 analysis deals primarily with the regional 

and local market factors. 
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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 satisfy a number of players—the landowner, the developer, the lenders and 

the end user. It is easy for things to get out of whack. Financial terms are influenced primarily 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 opportunities 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. 

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 projects 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 relatively 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 markets). 

There is a tendency to overweigh the fiscal impact of a given project, often with the 

thought that “residential 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 primary office 

and industrial jobs, there may be less residential, or at best, those residents will leave the 

community for work, and likely shopping as well. 
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These fiscal issues will come into play in the evaluation of alternatives in subsequent 

phases of the development of the subarea plan. 

Regarding the market issues, this report is organized in three sections generally 

corresponding to subtasks of Task B in the Scope of Services, although there is some overlap in 

the discussion that follows: 

B.3: Economic and Demographic Analysis 

B.4: Real Estate Conditions Review 

B.5: Commercial/Industrial Market Opportunities 

Economic and Demographic Background 

Population and Employment 

Thornton has been one of the most rapidly growing communities in the Denver 

metropolitan region in recent years. (In this report, the Denver region usually refers to the nine-

counties that make up the membership of the Denver Regional Council of Governments also 

referred to as DRCOG.) Since the 2000 census, Thornton has accounted for 10.3 percent of the 

population growth in the region, more than twice its current share of 3.9 percent. It accounted for 

over 40 percent of the growth in Adams County, outpacing other rapidly growing communities 

such as Brighton and Commerce City. Over the same period, Thornton accounted for 8.8 percent 

of new housing construction and 8.2 percent of the household growth. These factors explain the 

fact that the households in Thornton are on average larger than those in Adams County and the 

region, and that current housing vacancy rates in Thornton are also above those of Adams 

County and the region. These measures are shown in Table 1 below. 
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Table 1. Population and Housing Comparison 

      

     Thornton Share 

Population Thornton Adams Region of Adams  of Region 

2000 Census 82,384 348,618 2,419,079 23.6% 3.4%

2004 DRCOG 102,261 398,165 2,611,466 25.7% 3.9%

Change 19,877 49,547 192,387 40.1% 10.3%

Households       

2000 Census 28,882 123,013 947,966 23.5% 3.0%

2004 DRCOG 34,858 139,338 1,020,803 25.0% 3.4%

Change 5,976 16,325 72,837 36.6% 8.2%

Housing Units       

2000 Census 29,573 127,299 986,661 23.2% 3.0%

2004 DRCOG 38,217 148,889 1,085,430 25.7% 3.5%

Change 8,644 21,590 98,769 40.0% 8.8%

Average Household Size       

2000 Census 2.85 2.83 2.55 100.7% 111.8%

2004 DRCOG 2.93 2.86 2.56 102.7% 114.7%

Vacancy Rate       

2000 Census 2.34% 3.37% 3.92% 69.4% 59.6%

2004 DRCOG 8.79% 6.41% 5.95% 137.0% 147.6%

        

Source: US Census, DRCOG, and Sammons/Dutton LLC  

In contrast to its population share, Thornton accounted for only 1.5 percent of the 

region’s employment in 2002 (the latest year for which the data are available). As shown in 

Table 2 below, the employment in Thornton is more concentrated in the retail and service sectors 

than the county and region, and it lags significantly in the “industrial” sectors of manufacturing 

and wholesale trade. 
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Table 2. Employment by Sector, 2002 
Employment Percent Distribution 

Thornton Adams Region Thornton Adams Region

Agriculture  679 2,974 17,365 2.9% 1.7% 1.1%

Mining   4 318 6,557 0.0% 0.2% 0.4%

Construction  1,356 21,158 98,040 5.7% 12.1% 6.3%

Manufacturing  289 15,354 107,875 1.2% 8.8% 6.9%

Trans, Comm & Utilities 2,627 20,716 112,491 11.1% 11.8% 7.2%

Wholesale Trade  348 15,768 76,270 1.5% 9.0% 4.9%

Retail Trade  4,858 26,868 243,109 20.6% 15.3% 15.6%
Finance, Insurance & Real 
Estate 623 4,122 97,006 2.6% 2.4% 6.2%

Services   7,662 38,319 505,754 32.5% 21.9% 32.4%

Government  895 6,751 75,215 3.8% 3.9% 4.8%

  Wage and Salary Total 19,341 152,348 1,339,682 81.9% 86.9% 85.7%

Other   4,265 22,883 222,638 18.1% 13.1% 14.3%

  Total   23,606 175,231 1,562,320 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

           

Source: DRCOG and Sammons/Dutton LLC 

This imbalance between jobs and housing reinforces Thornton’s (and many other 

suburban communities as well) reputation and fiscal structure as a bedroom community, in spite 

of some of the opinions expressed in interviews conducted in an earlier phase of the analysis. In 

fact, as shown in Table 3, only Northglenn among major Denver area cities had a lower ratio 

than Thornton’s 0.68 jobs for each resident household, which itself is less than half the region’s 

average of 1.53 jobs per household. Denver and Broomfield lead the list. 
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Table 3. Jobs/Housing Balance 

 Households Jobs Jobs per 

City  2004 2002 Hsld 

Arvada 39,462 31,864 0.81

Aurora 113,458 109,335 0.96

Broomfield 16,245 32,712 2.01

Denver 247,494 507,396 2.05

Englewood 14,588 28,832 1.98

Lafayette 9,130 7,793 0.85

Littleton 41,360 29,914 0.72

Longmont 30,034 35,254 1.17

Northglenn 37,061 13,446 0.36

Thornton 34,858 23,606 0.68

Westminster 40,382 40,891 1.01

Region 1,020,803 1,562,320 1.53

Source: DRCOG

Retail Sales 

For most cities in Colorado, the sales tax is the most important source of revenue, and 

that is determined most directly by the level of retail sales, not only to one’s own residents, but 

also including regional sales attracted from neighboring communities or tourists. Thornton has 

long lagged its neighbors in attracting large retailers with a wide trade area. While that will 

change dramatically with the completion of Larkridge with up to 2.0 million square feet of 

regionally oriented retail at the intersection of I-25 and E-470, the latest state-reported sales by 

community shows Thornton behind other northern tier suburbs (except Northglenn) in per capita 

sales, as shown on Table 4 below. Not surprisingly, with American Furniture Warehouse, 

Thornton exceeds its neighbors in the furniture category and holds its own in general 

merchandise, but clothing stores were virtually nonexistent (until the recent arrival of Kohl’s) 

and the restaurant category was far behind as well. 
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Table 4. Non-automotive Retail Sales, Thornton and Comparable Cities, 2003 

Thornton Westminster Broomfield Northglenn Arvada 

Total Sales by Category       

Furniture/Furnishings $72,949 $42,987 $27,890 $12,003 $22,887

Electronics/Appliances $38,664 $86,762 $43,978 $3,868 $22,322

Building Materials $70,934 $37,540 $49,720 $49,246 $128,551

Food/Beverage $178,593 $225,227 $108,859 $51,921 $261,747

Health and Personal Care $16,593 $31,540 $22,523 $15,090 $29,783

Clothing and Accessories $8,208 $101,993 $157,992 $26,292 $10,296

Sporting Goods/Books/Hobby $33,619 $83,004 $47,448 $13,894 $34,937

General Merchandise $273,799 $310,639 $121,467 $22,357 $235,979

Miscellaneous $14,098 $46,057 $25,093 $33,759 $50,485

Eating and Drinking $83,426 $137,570 $97,818 $49,209 $114,358

  Total $790,883 $1,103,319 $702,788 $277,639 $911,345

Population (2004) 102,261 107,363 44,951 37,061 102,655

Per Capita Sales       

Furniture/Furnishings $713 $400 $620 $324 $223

Electronics/Appliances $378 $808 $978 $104 $217

Building Materials $694 $350 $1,106 $1,329 $1,252

Food/Beverage $1,746 $2,098 $2,422 $1,401 $2,550

Health and Personal Care $162 $294 $501 $407 $290

Clothing and Accessories $80 $950 $3,515 $709 $100

Sporting Goods/Books/Hobby $329 $773 $1,056 $375 $340

General Merchandise $2,677 $2,893 $2,702 $603 $2,299

Miscellaneous $138 $429 $558 $911 $492

Eating and Drinking $816 $1,281 $2,176 $1,328 $1,114

  Total $7,734 $10,277 $15,635 $7,491 $8,878

Note: Total sales in thousands  

Source: Colorado Department of Revenue and Sammons/Dutton LLC  

Building Inventory 

The employment levels and retail sales are reflected in the amount of building space 

which houses them. Because building space and land are the parameters of the development 

projections that will follow, the current estimates of commercial and industrial development are 

presented in Table 5 below. The information was obtained from Thornton, Westminster and 

Broomfield, and each has its own methodology and coverage. Thornton’s inventory appears to 

be the most complete and thorough, but even so, it still has less developed space in total and per 

capita then its two neighbors. Again Larkridge will shift the retail balance in the short run, but 

the other two cities are also contemplating major retail projects west of I-25. 
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Table 5. Commercial Building Inventory 

Thornton Broomfield Westminster 

Retail Space 4,852,000 4,084,000 4,862,700 

Industrial Space 1,521,500 4,866,000 2,217,600 

Office Space 2,430,800 5,786,300 3,899,100 

2004 Population 102,261 44,951 109,363 

Per Capita     

Retail Space 47 91 44 

Industrial Space 15 108 20 

Office Space 24 129 36 

Source: Respective Cities and Sammons/Dutton LLC  

Forecasts of Activity 

Development potential in the North Washington Subarea will depend in part on the 

economic activity in a broader region. While past studies by the city have made forecasts of 

development in the subject area, for example for traffic modeling and utility planning, this effort 

is not constrained by such past assumptions. Nevertheless some of the broader area forecasts are 

relevant and are incorporated into the methodology used to forecast a range of development 

potential for the North Washington Subarea. 

Regional Employment. The broadest of these forecasts are the regional employment 

forecasts developed for DRCOG by the Center for Business and Economic Forecasting as the 

control totals for the allocation to Traffic Analysis Zones (TAZs) and the cooperative 

MetroVision planning program. Table 6 below shows the forecast employment by major sector 

for 2004 (the forecasts were actually done in 2002), 2010 and 2025. These are region-wide 

framework forecasts only. In projecting the employment in any smaller geographic area such as 

TAZs, DRCOG expands the definition of employment and reclassifies the sectors shown in 

Table 6 into three categories: retail, production and services. The latter generally represents 

office development. The forecast methodology used here builds on the broader range of 

categories shown in Table 6. 
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Table 6. Denver Region Employment Forecasts 

2004 2010 2025 

Mining 7,500 6,000 4,400 

Construction 98,500 106,600 103,100 

Manufacturing 111,000 113,100 107,400 

TCU 108,400 126,100 139,100 

Wholesale Trade 78,600 87,500 99,500 

Retail Trade 248,800 290,200 356,300 

FIRE 101,700 114,300 137,800 

Services 455,600 569,700 799,600 

Government 194,000 208,100 236,600 

Total 1,404,100 1,621,600 1,983,800 

Source: DRCOG, CBEF, and Sammons/Dutton LLC 

Thornton Build-out Capacity. A second set of forecasts provide a perspective on the 

magnitude of developable land in Thornton to accommodate future commercial growth. The 

table below shows the amount of employment in the three DRCOG categories that was projected 

for all of Thornton in an earlier planning effort, along with the “build-out” capacity of the city 

given the city’s zoning categories, future annexations and land uses planned at the time. While 

these forecasts may be somewhat out of date, the city has not revised the employment projections 

(as they have population and housing), but they are still instructive. Table 7 also shows the 

developed land associated with the employment at typical densities. The principal conclusion 

was that between 2000 and 2020, Thornton could absorb about 1,300 acres of commercial and 

industrial land. Even so, that would be less than half the total zoned capacity of over 5,400 acres. 
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Table 7. Thornton Economic Forecasts 

  2000 2020 Buildout 

Employment (Jobs) 

Retail  17,645 41,808

Production  6,931 10,158

Service  16,960 81,412

  Total 17,900 41,536 133,378

Employment (Acres) 

Retail  823 1,949

Production  795 1,166

Service  485 2,328

  Total 814 2,103 5,443

Source: City of Thornton Thoroughfare Plan, 2000 

A preliminary analysis if the land characteristics as a part of this planning effort indicated 

that there are about 2,032 acres of developable land in the North Washington Subarea, after 

accounting for Big Dry Creek and other drainageways and the rights of way for future streets. 

Retail Trade Area Demographics. The retail potential of the North Washington Subarea 

will depend on the characteristics of a trade area that extends well beyond Thornton. For 

purposes of this analysis a trade area has been defined extending approximately six miles north 

and south and five miles east and west of the intersection of I-25 and E-470. The boundaries 

include all of Thornton lying north of 120th, areas of Westminster and Broomfield north of 120th

and west to the Boulder and Jefferson County lines, and the portion of Weld County lying south 

of Highway 52. The critical measure in retail analysis is the amount of income the residents of 

the trade area have to spend. In that regard the figures shown in Table 8 below are used to derive 

the Total Personal Income (TPI) in the trade area. The households are shown for 2010 and 2025 

for three subareas. 

The households for 2010 and 2025 were summed from DRCOG projections done last 

year for the TAZs that make up the trade area, except that for the Thornton portion the figures 

were modified to reflect the city’s recent input to DRCOG’s current update (not yet released) and 

adjusted to the city’s overall forecast households for 2025. 
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The average household income for the trade area was derived from the market 

demographic statistics provided by the City of Thornton Business Development Office, adjusted 

to constant 2004 dollar values and increased by “real” growth of 1.0 percent per year throughout 

the forecast period. The result is a TPI in the trade area of over $5.71 billion by 2025. 

Table 8. North Washington Trade Area Demographics 

2010 2025 

Households    

  Thornton North of 120
th
 19,700 28,300 

  Southwest Weld County 12,800 32,700 

  Westminster/Broomfield 12,100 20,300 

  Total 44,600 81,300 

Average Household Income $60,500 $69,500 

Total Personal Income (TPI) $2.72 Billion $5.71 Billion 

Source: Sammons/Dutton LLC  

Real Estate Conditions 

Construction and Absorption 

As noted, the projection of the retail market and space demand will be tied to the trade 

area demographics, competitive patterns and the North Washington Subarea’s locational 

advantages. The office and industrial potential will be determined in large part by regional 

growth and historical development patterns. In that regard, Table 9 below summarizes the total 

inventory of space and vacancy rates over time. Note that the vacancy rate and the pace of new 

construction in both office and industrial space have been cyclical over time; from the over-

building in the early 1980s, to rapid growth in the late 1990s, to again a soft office market, 

although the industrial market should rebound with vacancy rates at minimal levels. 
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Table 9. Regional Office and Industrial Space Trends, 1980-2004 
        

Office Space  Industrial Space 

Inventory Total 
Vacancy 

Rate Occupied  Total 
Vacancy 

Rate Occupied 

1980 29,093,000 9.0% 26,475,000  105,691,000 2.8% 102,782,200 

1990 69,585,300 23.1% 53,497,200  159,260,500 6.8% 148,510,400 

2000 83,400,000 7.6% 77,061,600  173,870,000 4.6% 165,872,000 

2004 95,395,000 17.9% 78,319,300  180,238,200 4.1% 172,848,400 

        

Annual Average Built  Absorbed  Built  Absorbed 

1980-1990 4,049,230  2,702,220  5,356,950  4,572,820 

1990-2000 1,381,470  2,356,440  1,460,950  1,736,160 

2000-2004 2,998,750  314,425  1,592,049  1,744,100 

        

Source: Sammons/Dutton LLC 

Location of Office and Industrial Space 

The distribution of this space around the region has been well established over time, with 

only a few significant changes. Among these are the emergence of the Boulder Turnpike as a 

major concentration of activity and the shift of industrial activity from the central railroad 

corridors to I-70 east in Denver and Aurora and near DIA. 

Table 10 below summarizes the inventories reported by three major real estate companies 

grouped into major geographic areas. While their coverage varies and their subarea boundaries 

are not entirely consistent, some clear patterns emerge. In the office sector, Downtown Denver 

and the Southeast corridor account for 55 percent of the space. The Northeast sector, which 

includes Thornton, has only 3.4 percent. Thornton’s 2.43 million square feet of office space 

accounts for about 2.5 percent of the region’s total. 

In the industrial sector, the Northeast is the largest sector and while that does include 

Thornton, most of that space is in the Montbello/Aurora/DIA areas. As noted earlier, Thornton 

has 1.52 million square feet of industrial space, less than 1.0 percent of the region’s total. 
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Table 10. Office and Industrial Real Estate Inventory 2004 

Office 
Cushman & 
Wakefield 

CB Richard 
Ellis Fuller & Co 

Average 
Distribution 

Denver CBD 23,861,499 23,856,978 28,638,523 23.9% 

Other Central 10,219,803 9,359,093 19,806,971 12.3% 

Aurora 4,374,609 5,616,176 8,317,604 5.7% 

Northeast 1,959,919 3,214,285 5,582,321 3.4% 

Northwest 5,972,074 7,845,189 12,065,351 8.1% 

Southeast 28,284,128 32,189,458 39,933,113 31.4% 

Southwest 9,623,521 6,785,245 8,959,343 7.9% 

West 4,572,876 6,528,554 11,822,960 7.2% 

  Total Space 88,868,429 95,394,978 135,126,186 100.0% 

   Vacancy Rate 20.9% 17.9% 17.1%   

   Occupied Space 70,294,927 78,319,277 112,046,633   

Industrial

Central 19,609,438 18,979,644 36,622,545 13.3% 

Northeast 77,020,170 87,521,094 80,121,185 43.4% 

Northwest 33,279,376 17,615,992 27,122,873 13.8% 

Southeast 15,754,637 15,224,103 18,694,687 8.8% 

Southwest 20,768,470 23,665,554 24,330,882 12.2% 

West 7,810,993 17,231,808 22,400,469 8.4% 

  Total Space 174,243,084 180,238,195 209,292,641 100.0% 

   Vacancy Rate 10.7% 4.5% 7.2%   

   Occupied Space 155,599,074 172,127,476 194,223,571   

Source: Cited Companies and Sammons/Dutton LLC 

Make-up of Industrial Space 

While manufacturing and “high-tech” industries are generally considered desirable 

objectives of economic development efforts, warehousing and distribution activity make up 

about 60 percent of the industrial floor space in the region. Table 11 below shows the 

distribution of industrial space by type as reported by Cushman & Wakefield. Manufacturing and 

office-showroom are the next largest sectors.  
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Table 11. Industrial Space by Property Type  

Square Feet Percent 

  2000 2004 Change 2000 2004 

High Technology 4,653,648 5,507,498 853,850 2.9% 3.2%

Manufacturing 29,923,160 30,534,124 610,964 18.7% 17.6%

Warehouse/Distribution 97,452,130 105,875,889 8,423,759 60.8% 61.1%

Other 5,240,480 5,405,868 165,388 3.3% 3.1%

Office Showroom 22,967,292 26,068,880 3,101,588 14.3% 15.0%

   Total 160,236,710 173,392,259 13,155,549 100.0% 100.0%

Source: Cushman & Wakefield and Sammons/Dutton LLC 

Current Market Conditions 

The recent economic slump has impacted the commercial real estate market. Office 

vacancies are the highest in years and rents are insufficient to support new construction. Indeed, 

much of the development activity has been in repositioning older buildings. As noted in Table 12 

below, average rents are highest and vacancies lowest in the Denver CBD. In the industrial 

sector, vacancies are respectably low, but there has been little new construction over the past two 

years due to the lack of employment growth. 

Table 12. Current Market 
Characteristics in Selected Submarkets 

Office Space Vacancy
Average 

Rent 
Central Business 
District 15.7% $18.79

Southeast 17.7% $14.69

Northwest 29.8% $17.90

North  16.8% $15.00

Overall 17.9% $15.77

Industrial Space

Airport/Montbello 5.5% $4.17

North Central 3.3% $4.64

Northwest 6.2% $7.23

West 2.8% $7.64

Overall 4.1% $4.85

Source: CB Richard Ellis
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Commercial/Industrial Market Opportunities 

The methodology for forecasting office and industrial demand is to: 

1) Factor the regional employment forecasts (Table 6) into jobs in the office- and 
industrial-using sectors, 

2) Convert that into building floor space demand using density ratios established by 
past trends, 

3) Add a factor for the replacement of obsolete space, 

4) Convert the building space demand to land demand using typical floor area ratios 
(FARs), and 

5) Establish a range of potential capture for Thornton and the North Washington 
Subarea.

Office Development Potential 

Table 13 below shows the derivation of the office demand for the Denver region. The 

first column shows the percentage of each sector’s employment that is deemed to occupy office-

type space. The next three columns show the resulting office-using employees, currently and in 

2010 and 2025. The ratio of building space to employees comes from long–term trends tracked 

since the early 1980s. The total increase in demand for each time period reflects normal vacancy 

rates plus the replacement factor. In the office analysis there is an additional step. Office 

densities (FARs) vary considerably between urban and suburban locations. Only when land 

values reach the point that it is less expensive to build a parking garage than to acquire land for 

surface parking will FARs exceed the practical limit of 0.20-0.30 dictated by parking and open 

space requirements. Therefore only the suburban share, estimated at 60 percent of the future 

growth in demand, has been converted to land demand. 

The suburban office land absorption for the Denver region is projected to be 846 acres by 

2010 and an additional 2,066 acres between then and 2025. 
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Table 13. Office Space Demand Forecast, Denver Region 

Percent Office Employment 

Office Using 2004 2010 2025 

Mining 75% 5,625 4,500  3,300 

Construction 5% 4,925 5,330  5,155 

Manufacturing 15% 16,650 16,965  16,110 

TCU 35% 37,940 44,135  48,685 

FIRE 100% 101,700 114,300  137,800 

Services 45% 205,020 256,365  359,820 

Government 20% 38,800 41,620  47,320 

Total Office Employment  410,660 483,215  618,190 

Occupied sq ft per emp.  201 200  200 

    2004-2010 2010-2025 

Demand for New Space   11,986,100 29,994,500

Replacement  500,000 sf per year 3,000,000 7,500,000

Total Construction   14,986,100 37,494,500

Suburban Density Share 60.0%  8,991,660 22,496,700

Suburban FAR 0.25     

Acres Absorbed   826 2,066

Source: Sammons/Dutton LLC 

Thornton and North Washington Subarea Office Potential. Most of the office space 

in Thornton is located either in Washington Square, the business park north of 120th between I-

25 and Washington, or around the hospital and civic center in the City Center redevelopment 

area. The only recent construction has been medically-oriented space near the hospital and 

several smaller buildings in Washington Square. Existing office space in Thornton represents 

about 2.5 percent of the metropolitan total. Regarding the future, the market dynamic will 

change. As residential growth extends north, the demand for consumer-oriented office space will 

increase. E-470 and the Northwest Parkway give the North Washington Subarea a regional 

focus, which with the stimulus of Larkridge will attract larger single-tenant employers. 

Nevertheless, the momentum of office development is well established to the southeast along I-

25 and, more recently, the Boulder Turnpike. And the Gateway area near DIA will over time 

become a major employment concentration. With the overall pattern in mind, Thornton could 

over time attract 10-15 percent of the suburban office market in the future. That would be 290-

430 acres developed by 2025. What share of that could be accommodated in the North 

Washington Subarea will depend on many factors, including the outcome of this planning 
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process. Its prime location, easy access and high visibility along I-25 and E-470 put it in a 

position to attract a large share of this potential, but there are other areas within Thornton, such 

as the City Center and Washington Square, and other interchanges along E-470 that will compete 

for a share of this market. As a planning target, the North Washington Subarea could expect to 

attract 60 percent of the city’s potential, or up to 260 acres by 2025 

Industrial Development Potential 

Table 14 shows a similar calculation of the projected industrial space and land demand 

for the Denver region. Using density and FAR factors appropriate for industrial uses results in a 

projection of industrial land absorption of 3,013 acres by 2010 and an additional 3,614 acres by 

2025. As noted earlier, most of this will be in warehouse and distribution activity. 

Table 14. Industrial Space Demand Forecast, Denver Region 

Percent Industrial Employment 

Ind. Using 2004 2010 2025 

Mining 25% 1,875 1,500 1,100

Construction 25% 24,625 26,650 25,775

Manufacturing 85% 94,350 96,135 91,290

TCU 45% 48,780 56,745 62,595

Wholesale Trade 100% 78,600 87,500 99,500

Services 20% 91,120 113,940 159,920

Total Industrial Employment 339,350 382,470 440,180

Occupied sq ft per emp.  509 525 525

    2004-2010 2010-2025 

Demand for New Space   33,375,405 32,231,600

Replacement 1,000,000 sf per year 6,000,000 15,000,000

Total Construction   39,375,405 47,231,600

Average FAR 0.30     

Acres Absorbed   3,013 3,614

Source: Sammons/Dutton LLC 

Thornton and North Washington Subarea Industrial Potential. Thornton does not 

have a well established base of industrial activity. The largest users are the warehouse 

components of American Furniture Warehouse and Soundtrack. In fact the largest 

“manufacturing” building in the city’s inventory is the old Gerry Baby Products building, which 
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is now occupied by the Adams 12 School District. These three buildings account for two-thirds 

of the industrial space in the city, which is, in turn, less than 1.0 percent of the region’s industrial 

space. The most recent addition to the city’s industrial base is the Hunter-Douglas facility at 

128th and Washington. This 116,000 square foot building is the first in a 71-acre business park 

that could accommodate up to one million square feet of space. As with office space, the 

competitive position of the I-25 and E-470 corridors will change and Thornton can expect to see 

its share of industrial development increase, should it wish to do so. Any significant increase 

would require accommodating the warehouse and distribution sector, which makes up the 

majority of the industrial market. Given the regional development patterns, the maximum market 

capture Thornton could expect to achieve would be 5.0 percent of the region’s growth, which 

would amount to 330 acres by 2025. How much could be accommodated in or attracted to the 

North Washington Subarea again depends in part on the outcome of this planning effort. Large-

scale warehouse and distribution facilities are not likely to be able to afford the land prices that 

the I-25 corridor will command, so the industrial demand may be limited to high-tech and light 

manufacturing sectors. Washington Square and the Hunter-Douglas project also have capacity to 

absorb additional space. As a planning target, the North Washington Subarea could expect to 

attract 33 percent of the city potential, or 110 acres by 2025 

Retail Development Potential 

As noted, the retail potential for the North Washington Subarea will be derived not from 

a step-down of regional demand, but from the specific demographics and needs of a specific 

trade area (Table 8). The amount of retail sales in a trade area is determined largely by the 

population of the area, the income level of the population and the amount of that income that is 

spent on retail goods. In analyzing the retail market, it is useful to look at various categories of 

retail goods. In this analysis, three broad categories have been used: 

“Shoppers goods,” which include department stores, apparel, furniture, and 
single-line specialty stores such as sporting goods or books, tend to locate in 
major shopping centers or in clusters at high-access locations. Shoppers are 
willing to travel further from home to do comparison shopping to increase their 
selection and find the best price. Most expenditures for such goods are made at 
regional shopping centers or increasingly at “big box” specialty stores. Within the 
trade area currently the only significant shoppers goods space is at Thorncreek 
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Crossing (392,100 square feet) at 120th Avenue and Washington Street at the 
southern edge of the defined trade area. Larkridge (up to 2.0 million square feet), 
now under construction, will be the first true regional-oriented center in the trade 
area

For “convenience goods,” expenditures are made closer to home and generally at 
a neighborhood center or retail strip anchored by a supermarket. This category 
includes grocery stores, pharmacies and liquor stores. Such uses tend to be 
concentrated in supermarket-anchored neighborhood shopping centers. Mission 
Trace (218,300 square feet) and Thornton Plaza at 120th Avenue and Colorado 
Boulevard (123,900 square feet), and the new Homestead Hills center (130,000) 
at 136th Avenue and Colorado Boulevard now serve the Thornton portion of the 
trade area. Broomfield Plaza (180,800 square feet) is located at the far 
southwestern edge of the trade area. 

A third category encompasses “eating and drinking” establishments, which can 
exhibit the characteristics of either shoppers or convenience goods, depending on 
their market orientation and coverage pattern.  

Some categories of retail sales that have extensive outdoor sales area, such as automobile 

dealers and nurseries, are not included in the analysis. Non-retail uses such as services, 

entertainment and community-serving office space that are often interspersed with retail activity 

in a shopping center commercial strip are addressed as an add-on to the retail space demand 

calculation. 

The first step in the retail analysis is to estimate and project the expenditures of local 

residents in these categories. Table 8 earlier showed the households, average household income, 

and total personal income (TPI) of the trade area residents. Their retail expenditures are based on 

the typical percentage of TPI spent in each category. The expenditure in each category as a share 

of income is calculated from U.S. Census data for the State of Colorado. Note that this is the 

amount spent by residents of the trade area, without regard to where the purchases are made. 

Also this is based on the type of store in which the purchase is made, not the type of merchandise 

bought. Thus there may be a wide variation in the pattern in a small area, depending on the types 

of stores available—for example, clothing could be bought at a clothing store or a department 

store. Therefore the analysis is more valid regarding the totals in each of the three major 

categories, than in the individual subcategories. Table 15 below indicates the total expenditure 

potential of trade area residents for 2010 and 2025. 
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Table 15. North Washington Trade Area Retail Expenditure Potential 

Sales
Percent of 

TPI
2010

Expenditures 
2025

Expenditures 

Shoppers Goods 

  General Merchandise 5.97% $161,088,500 $337,325,900

  Apparel & Accessories 2.17% $58,553,100 $122,612,600

  Furniture & Furnishings 3.14% $84,726,600 $177,421,000

  Hardware & Home Centers 1.64% $44,252,100 $92,665,700

  Specialty Stores 1.66% $44,791,800 $93,795,800

     Subtotal 14.59% $393,682,000 $824,386,100

Eating & Drinking 5.32% $143,549,600 $300,598,600

Convenience Goods 

  Grocery Stores 7.14% $192,658,600 $403,435,000

  Specialty Food 0.10% $2,698,300 $5,650,400

  Health & Personal Care 1.26% $33,998,600 $71,194,400

  Liquor 0.80% $21,586,400 $45,202,800

      Subtotal 9.30% $250,941,900 $525,482,600

Total Retail 29.21% $788,173,500 $1,650,467,300

Source: Sammons/Dutton LLC 

The next step is to convert the expenditure potential into supportable square feet of 

development and the associated land acreage needed. This calculation, shown in Table 16 

involves several steps: 

First, the expenditures are converted to supportable square feet by applying industry 
productivity standards, expressed as “sales per square foot” derived from the Urban Land 
Institute’s annual publication, Dollars and Sense of Shopping Centers.

Next, the supportable square feet of retail space is factored up to account for other service 
commercial and consumer-oriented offices that are typically a part of the tenant mix in a 
shopping center or strip commercial area. The ULI reference suggests that this about 20 
percent of the total space. 

Finally, the total supportable square feet of space is translated to land needs based on a 
typical FAR of 0.20. 

Based on these inputs, the projected need for retail land by trade residents will be 371 

acres in 2010 and 776 total (not additional) by 2025. 
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Table 16. North Washington Subarea Retail Space Potential 

Sales per 
Square Foot 2010 2025 

Shoppers Goods 

  General Merchandise $250 644,400 1,349,300

  Apparel & Accessories $350 167,300 350,300

  Furniture & Furnishings $300 282,400 591,400

  Hardware & Home Centers $300 147,500 308,900

  Specialty Stores $300 149,300 312,700

     Subtotal  1,390,900 2,912,600

Eating & Drinking $300 478,500 1,002,000

Convenience Goods 

  Grocery Stores $400 481,600 1,008,600

  Specialty Food $250 10,800 22,600

  Health & Personal Care $250 136,000 284,800

  Liquor $250 86,300 180,800

      Subtotal  714,700 1,496,800

Total Retail  2,584,100 5,411,400

Supporting Service Commercial at: 20% 646,025 1,352,850

Total Retail and Service Commercial  3,230,125 6,764,250

Total Acres at Floor Area Ratio (FAR) of: 0.20 371 776

Source: Sammons/Dutton LLC 

Thornton and North Washington Subarea Retail Potential. The retail potential 

identified does not limit the development that can occur if for example, stores can attract more 

shoppers from outside the trade area, including the transfer of some sales from existing centers to 

the south. On the other hand, the trade area defined is typical in terms of the coverage for a 

regional-oriented center, and the Northwest Parkway provides convenient access to the Flatiron 

Crossing area from much of the trade area. On balance, the 776 acres projected for the trade area 

potential is likely a reasonable limit on the total amount of space that can be absorbed by 2025. 

How this potential gets distributed among Thornton, Westminster, and Broomfield will depend 

on many factors. Clearly Larkridge will establish momentum in Thornton, and in the process 

take up about 200 acres of the identified demand. The space identified as “convenience goods” 

will be distributed throughout the trade area roughly in proportion to the population—about 12-

15 supermarket-anchored centers overall, a few of which could be located in the North 
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Washington Subarea. How much of the remaining demand can be accommodated or attracted 

there depends in part on the outcome of this plan, but a reasonable expectation is that the 776 

acres would be distributed roughly as follows: Larkridge, 30 percent; scattered neighborhood 

centers, 30 percent; and other major concentrations, 40 percent. The North Washington Subarea 

would then be in a position to attract 25 percent of the convenience centers and one third of the 

other major concentrations. The result is a potential development of 20 percent of the total trade 

area demand, or about 160 acres within the North Washington Subarea by 2025. 

A Concluding Thought 

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 designated for the intended uses to 

provide flexibility and choice of location to the developers and ultimate tenants 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. 

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. If on the other hand the objective is to develop the area more quickly, 

additional land use types might be considered and/or public policies and investments must be 

instituted with that objective in mind. 
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