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nature of the Challenge

South Thornton is where Thornton originated 
and is one of Denver’s first suburbs.  It filled 
an important niche in the post-World War 
II housing market and has been home to 
many generations of families. Now, seven 
decades later, it is beginning to show its age 
and is suffering from an accumulated lack of 
reinvestment.  By many different measurements, 
south Thornton is in need of revitalization. 

Revitalization is a demand problem - areas in 
decline do not provide what people need or 
want. This document focuses on evaluating the 
conditions that created the demand problem 
and general directions for addressing them. It 
is a component document to the South Thornton 
Revitalization Subarea Plan, which lays out 
specific strategies recommended by the 
Thornton Revitalization Advisory Board.   

This document first identifies the support for 
revitalization within the existing legal and 
planning context,  as well as capacity of 
the road and utility infrastructure to support 
revitalization and redevelopment. It then 
explores in great detail the challenges, 
and potential solutions, for south Thornton’s 
commercial and residential neighborhoods. 

The challenges facing the residential and 
commercial areas are widely different in 
nature (homes vs. stores) but intertwined.  

INTRODUC TION1

WhaT ReviTalizaTion Means foR souTh ThoRnTon

ReviTalizaTion is DiffeRenT

4. The ultimate aim is to meet market demands

- when you cannot provide what the market wants, 

demand falls

-  when demand falls, prices fall...

-  when prices fall, investment confidence falls...

-  when investment confidence falls, demand falls...

“...bringing again into activity and prominence”

“...to give new life, energy, activity, or success to 
something”

“The renewal and improvement of older commercial and 
residential areas through any of a series of actions or 
programs that encourage and facilitate private and 

public investment.”

1. Revitalization is the work of growing demand

2. Neighborhoods are markets

3. Revitalizing is intervening against the status 
quo
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The Residential and Commercial chapters 
present these challenges separately but also 
describe how they are intertwined.

1.1 Quantitative and Qualitative Analysis

Revitalizing south Thornton requires a 
quantitative and qualitative understanding 
of residential and commercial markets. In this 
report, the quantitative elements – facts, figures, 
and market data – document how the south 
Thornton commercial and residential market 
has changed, and is changing. The qualitative 
elements – discussions with stakeholders 
immersed in the day-to-day commercial 
operations of the south Thornton market – 
provide a storyline that gives the data context.

Said another way, while numbers can provide us 
with a snapshot of how the Subarea performs 
today and has evolved (and also provides 
a benchmark against which to measure 
improvements or decline), the numbers alone 
cannot offer up solutions to the failures that are 
occurring in the marketplace. For this information, 
an understanding must be sought from people on 
the ground.

It is important to remember that perception 
(or the qualitative elements) is as important as 
reality (the quantitative) in the revitalization of a 
place, so looking at both and weighing findings 
and recommendations against both perception 
and reality is critical. 
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2.1 The Comprehensive Plan

City of Thornton Comprehensive Plan (Sept 
2007) and Section 18 (Zoning) of the City of 
Thornton Municipal Code were reviewed to 
identify the degree to which existing policies 
and regulations support revitalization.

The Comprehensive Plan encourages the City 
to help revitalize declining neighborhoods.  
It suggests a number of changes in City 
policy to support revitalization, particularly 

REGULATORY AND INFRASTRUC TURE CONTEXT 
FOR REVITALIZATION2

Figure 1:  2007 Comprehensive Plan Land Use Map with south Thornton subarea outlined.

focusing on the way the City government 
interacts with the community, including 
management changes to create departments 
with a focus on neighborhoods (such as 
Neighborhood Services) and business/
employment development.  These sections of 
the Comprehensive Plan are the policy support 
for the actions taken by the City Council to 
form TRAB and initiate the South Thornton Area 
Revitalization Plan.
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2.2 Zoning

Zoning was applied to south Thornton after 
the community was already developed. As a 
result, the zoning code is targeted to suburban 
development patterns with larger lots and 
side setbacks than exist in most south Thornton 
neighborhoods.  Because the development 
precluded the zoning, existing buildings in south 
Thornton have a ‘grandfather’ exemption for 
non-conforming conditions.  Nevertheless, if one 
wanted to completely replace an existing home, 
it is likely that the zoning would allow a larger 
footprint than typically exists (up to 60% of 
the lot area), and would require the new home 
to have larger side setbacks (increase their 
distance from their neighbor’s lot).  The zoning 
height regulations (35’) would allow 2, and 
possibly 3-story structures.

Commercial business zoning generally occurs 
adjacent to arterial streets, with increased 
intensity of use closer to the interchanges with 
I-25. Some of the largest vacant parcels in the 
study area are designated as either Planned 
Development or City Center, both of which allow 
for a high intensity of use and 120’ building 
heights.

The existing zoning regulations allow for the 
creation of an Overlay Zoning District, which 
could be a useful tool for introducing new 
land uses in south Thornton without having 
to modify the zoning code.  As seen in the 
other overlay districts within Thornton, overlay 
districts encourage a greater variety of uses.  
While an overlay zoning district can expand 
development potential, even without an overlay 
district, the current zoning does permit significant 
redevelopment of existing homes and properties 
in south Thornton. 

Figure 2:  Existing zoning in the commercial core of south  
Thornton subarea.

Figure 3:  Visualization of building envelopes allowed 
under current residential zoning in south Thornton. 

Figure 4:  An Overlay Zoning District (simulated above 
for Washington Street) could be created for south 
Thornton to encourage a mix of uses, pedestrian-oriented 
streets, and appropriate building sizes.
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2.2 Transportation and Circulation

This section examines the circulation system 
of south Thornton and identifies issues and 
opportunities related to revitalization. 

2.2.1 Connectivity

One transportation issue is the inability to 
conveniently connect to desirable nearby 
destinations (schools, shopping, services) by car, 
foot or bike.  Initial planning of the Hoffman 
neighborhood in the 1950’s resulted in housing 
blocks of more than 1,200 feet. These long 
blocks create circuitous routes that force many 
residents to drive, even to nearby destinations. 
Although primarily a residential condition, it also 
affects commercial uses—once in a car it is just 
as easy to travel to shopping outside of their 
neighborhood as it is to patronize nearby retail 
establishments.  Making it safe for residents 
to walk, bike, or drive to a local shop, a café 
or nearby grocery store, helps support local 
commercial establishments.

A related connectivity issue is the lack of 
collector streets. Collector streets are the link 
between local residential streets and arterials 
that carry high traffic volumes. Collectors in 
south Thornton include: Hoffman Way, Eppinger 
Boulevard, and Poze Boulevard. 

The lack of collector streets leads to an over-
reliance on arterial streets; neighborhood traffic 
migrates directly to arterials, and the arterials 
become congested. This leads to the need for 
the ever-widening of arterials –which make them 
undesirable for residences, and uncomfortable 
for pedestrians.  As a result, wide arterials 
attract only car-oriented, big box or strip-
development commercial. Washington Street is 

Figure 5:  Cul-de-sacs and long blocks force a long, 
circuitous path to reach a destination that may be nearby--
which discourages walking.

Figure 6:  Lack of connectivity within neighborhoods forces 
traffic to the exterior-creating the need for more and 
larger arterial streets that are not pedestrian friendly, and 
that diminish the value of residential properties that front 
on them. 

300 feet
2100 feet
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an example of an arterial that at one time 
had local-serving stores, which were gradually 
replaced with car-oriented retail as the street 
widened. 

A complete grid of streets, with relatively 
short block lengths, and a network of collector 
streets, actually carries more traffic than an 
equivalent number of arterial lanes.

2.2.2 Street Widths

Street widths vary considerably in south 
Thornton. Primary street width issues include:

  While narrow pavement width is 
appropriate for low-speed, low-volume 
neighborhood streets (e.g. Ogden Street), 
the narrow width of some local street 
rights-of-way limits the City’s ability to 
improve the pedestrian environment.

 Pavement width on several residential 
collectors (e.g. Dorothy Boulevard) is 
wider than recommended standards 
for safety due to greater street widths 
encouraging increased vehicle speeds but 
also increasing the distance pedestrians 
must cross.

2.2.3 Walking Environment

The walking environment has a number of 
positives in much of south Thornton.  The gentle 
hills and tree lined streets offer a pleasant 
experience.  However, in many locations 
the level of pedestrian friendliness can be 
identified as “intolerant”, (where no sidewalk 
exists) or just “tolerant” (a sidewalk exists, but 
is not wide enough to feel comfortable) –which 
does not promote people to walk to schools, 

Figure 7:  A complete grid of streets, with relatively short 
block lengths, and a network of collector streets, actually 
carries more traffic than an equivalent number of arterial 
lanes.

Figure 8:  Classifications of 
relative “pedestrian friendliness”.

2-lane arterial @ 45mph = 2400 vehicles per day

Two 1-lane streets @ 30mph =  3600 vehicles per day
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recreation, or shopping.  

The primary walking environment issues are:

 Sidewalk widths vary, even by roadway type, 
and are generally narrower than desired to 
encourage walking

 Many sidewalks lack shade

 Attached sidewalks, in most locations, do not 
buffer pedestrians from traffic 

 Sidewalks in some areas are absent or only 
present on one side of the street

2.2.4 FasTracks

As part of a regional rail transit system, the North 
Metro Corridor extends from Union Station in 
Denver through Thornton and further north. A Park 
‘n Ride station is planned at 88th Avenue, with 
550 parking spaces in the near term and up to 
1,500 spaces by 2035.

Due to the barrier of the train tracks, access to 
the light rail from the south Thornton study area is 
limited to either a single pedestrian crossing via 
Yucca Way, or a circuitous route by car via 88th 

Figure 9:  A number of residential sidewalks are too 
narrow and many collector and arterial sidewalks suffer 
from lack of maintenance, lack of shade, obstructions 
by signage and light poles, and are not separated from 
traffic rushing by.

Figure 10:  The FastTracks station site is east of the study area (see inset above) and is not accessible directly from south 
Thornton except by a narrow pathway from Yucca Way.
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Avenue or Thornton Parkway (external arterial streets). 

Due to lack of funding, the original construction date of 
2018 will be delayed; potentially up to 2042.

2.2.5 Water and Wastewater

The City’s Water & Wastewater Master Plan (May 
2010) indicates that the present systems are capable of 
providing adequate service in the future based on the 
City maintaining the systems, providing recommended 
improvements in a timely fashion, and as long as future 
growth does not significantly exceed current designated 
uses and densities.
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In considering residential uses within the South 
Thornton Revitalization Area, there are three 
critical “truths” that those who are determined 
to strengthen their community absolutely will 
want to come to terms with.  

1. The challenges now facing the community 
- flat property values and the underlying 
reasons for decades of lack of investment 
in homes that create weak values - are 
curable

2. Recovery will only happen with a 
significant change in the everyday norms 
of community life

3. Effective, long-lasting recovery will come 
primarily from current residents who 
decide to behave differently in important 
ways - City programs and policies can and 
must help, but the future of south Thornton 
is really in the hands of its residents

Provided specific steps are taken by the south 
Thornton community, and specific policy and 
programming initiatives are enacted and 
funded by local government, a slow and steady 
recovery is very much within reach of achieving 
the goal of a vibrant, livable community into 
the future.

The opportunity is the unmet demand in the 
region for great entry-level family homes 
in a strong community.  This is the potential 
competitive advantage south Thornton has and 
can grow if it puts its mind to it.

RESIDENTIAL 
REVITALIZATION3

TO

Current South Thornton

little or no investment in homes

an image that is ‘tired’

subsequently flat property values

a resulting reduction in demand

homes purchased by weaker investors 
or households

Future South Thornton

continual reinvestment of time and 
money in homes (upkeep, expansion, 
aesthetics)

an image that ‘shines and pops’

stable rising property values

demand is greater than supply

a higher quality of life

Figure 11:  The opportunity for unmet demand 
in the region is for great entry-level homes in a 
strong community.
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For this to occur the market (potential residents) 
must conclude in the future that it makes sense to 
invest in south Thornton; today this is not the case.  
Indeed, families must not only conclude it’s wise 
to invest in south Thornton, they must believe that 
it makes more sense to invest in south Thornton 
than in comparably priced surrounding areas.  

In other words, convincing changes have to occur 
in south Thornton--on a number of fronts.  And 
without question, all efforts public and private 
have to be working together towards the same 
objective.

• Invest time and money so as to trigger a 
new habit of reinvestment by residents in 
their homes and communities (the result 
being greater levels of house-proud 
residents on one hand, and increased 
neighborliness on the other)

• Create a market that retains existing, and 
attracts new, “strong households” in the 
region - who determine that owning and 
buying a home, and raising kids in south 
Thornton makes excellent sense

Progressing from repeated lack of investment 
(and the expectations that lack of investment 
communicates) to continuous reinvestment is 
what the work of revitalization is all about.   An 
important step on this journey is to understanding 
what happened, and how neighborhood housing 
markets work.

3.1 Historical Perspective

In the 1950’s Hoffman Estates was one of the 
first new subdivisions to spring up in the open 
land north of Denver.  The original 640 acres 
was sold by Art Eppinger, a dairy farmer, to 
Sam Hoffman who chose to name the new 

Figure 12:  Hoffman Estates was one of the first new 
subdivisions to attract buyers out of central Denver.
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community Thornton after the governor at the 
time. The homes that were built consisted of 
one, two and three bedroom homes, ranging 
from 900 to 1200 square feet, most with only 
one bathroom. This was the norm for the time, 
and these brand new homes attracted many 
buyers out of the aging, attached homes and 
apartments in Denver. 

For the last 40 years, successive generations of 
south Thornton residents - many original residents 
of Hoffman Estates - have come to a fork in the 
road in their lives.  

One option was to stay in south Thornton and 
adjust their home to their changing family size 
and incomes.  The other option was to sell their 
house and find a home in the surrounding area 
more immediately suitable to their needs.   

Some families stayed.  Some left.  Each chose 
the path that best met their family’s needs at the 
time.  However, when a significant number did 
the math, and made a decision to “move out to 
move up” (get larger, newer homes) it made less 
and less sense for others who stayed to make 
major improvements to their homes.  

This resulted in thousands of homes that were 
less and less appealing –especially to a market 
with a growing appetite for newer and larger. 
To stay competitive in this market in the 1980’s, 
those who stayed needed to have continually 
reinvested in their homes—adding bedrooms 
and bathrooms, expanding kitchens, etc, — too 
many did not.  

As a result, many of the families that did move in 
to South Thornton were of less strength (income) 
to those that were leaving.  Consequently, the 
families that stayed were taking a third path—
NOT reinvesting.

Figure 13:  Thornton homes perfectly appropriate 
for the 1950s, no longer meet the needs of the 
marketplace in the twenty-first century.

Figure 14:  Single-unit properties built in the 1950s 
constitute 58% of Southern Thornton’s housing stock. 
Sources: Adams County Assessor’s Office, czbLLC.

Figure 15:  More than one-third of south Thornton single-
unit properties built in the 1950s still have just one 
bathroom. 
Sources: Adams County Assessor’s Office, czbLLC.
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These related dynamics are what accounts 
for the four decades long loss of value in 
the south Thornton market. 

Each year, slowly but surely, a few strong 
families would leave and “buy up” (having 
effectively concluded to move up required 
they move out).  Though some who stayed 
did in fact reinvest in their homes, a large 
number did not, virtually assuring that 
whenever a family did move in, the chances 
of the new family being of equal financial 
strength and civic capacity were less and 
less probable.

Like compounded interest, the cascading 
effect of layers of financially stronger 
families leaving during the normal course 
of their lives over four decades - with a 
significant percentage of those who stayed 
not concurrently reinvesting and upgrading 
- wound up creating an ever-widening gap 
between the value of residential real estate 
in south Thornton and surrounding areas.  

In recent years, the average sale price 
in south Thornton has trailed averages in 
northern sections of the city as well as in 
surrounding suburban communities. This 
is particularly true when looking at only 
single-story ranch homes (the most prevalent 
property type in south Thornton). These 
homes sell, on average, for substantially less 
than similar properties in other areas, likely 
with additional amenities (such as extra 
bathrooms and other upgrades).

By 2009, the gap in home values between 
south Thornton and the greater Denver 
region had grown to an 89% difference. 
South Thornton became defined by the 

Figure 16:   Successive generations of south Thornton 
residents have come to a fork in the road in their 
lives.

Figure 17:  Market conditions affect demand, which in turn, 
affect market conditions.

Figure 18:  The perception of neighborhoods is 
affected by decisions made by homeowners within the 
neighborhood as well as conditions in the surrounding 
neighborhoods.
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Figure 19:  Sales price comparisons between Thornton and the region.  Note that south Thornton has the lowest average. 
Source:  Multiple Listing Service, czbLLC

starter homes that once attracted an earlier 
market but by the mid 1970s were not just 
smaller but smaller and older, all while the rest 
of the region coalesced into move-up markets.

3.2 The Housing Gap Affects Revitalization

Understanding the impact of this housing 
value gap on the residential market (and 
subsequently the retail market) is a critical 
step in developing an effective revitalization 
program for south Thornton.  

First, when surrounding municipalities offer 
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a median home value of $250,000 the typical 
buyer of that home will have household income 
of roughly $80,000 (to afford the mortgage).  
By contrast, the typical $160,000 south Thornton 
home attracts buyers with an average income of 
approximately $53,000 per year.  

• Lower housing prices translate into lower 
incomes of owners

• Lower incomes translate into lower buying 
power (income to spend)

• Lower buying power impacts nearby 
commercial areas (less money to spend in 
the area attracts stores with either a smaller 
footprint, or lesser quality retail) - as the 
buying power supports less retail, it also often 
leads to increased retail vacancy

• When retail becomes vacant, what was 
an effect soon becomes a cause of further 
decline; the most salient example of this is the 
original Thornton Shopping Center and the 
other deteriorating areas at Washington and 
88th

A good way to understand this is to start in 1950’s 
with thousands of homes owned by families at an 
income capable of supporting a half a million 
square feet of retail space (two groceries, two 
department stores, a discount store, and 30 small 
stores), and then in 2010 replace 70% of those 
families with new arrivals having less income.  The 
result is either excess retail space, space leased 
by lesser quality merchants, or both. 

Second, a housing value gap of the type 
separating south Thornton from the surrounding 
competition in Westminster and Commerce City 
(and even from the rest of Thornton) derives from 
three main factors working in concert.  

• Surrounding homes are larger.  All else being 

Figure 20:  When retail becomes vacant, what 
was an effect soon becomes a cause of further 
decline.
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equal, a larger home costs more to build, 
and thus commands a higher price.  

• Larger homes correlate with higher rates 
of owner occupancy.  Consequently, smaller 
homes - due to less cost - are more prone 
to absentee owners (rentals), low-income 
starter homes, and/or elderly occupancy.  
These household types typically don’t have 
market incentives to upgrade continually.  
Every community needs to have its share 
of starter homes (i.e. modest dwellings for 
working class home ownership) and small 
houses for the self sufficient elderly, but 
south Thornton is primarily starter homes. By 
failing to diversify its housing stock however, 
south Thornton’s became the primary supply 
of affordable housing for the whole city!

Additionally, not only have many south Thornton 
homes not been enlarged, but also a sufficient 
number of them have not been upgraded.  The 
Denver regional market prospered tremendously 
from 1990-2010, defined not just by large 
homes but homes with quality finishes.  In south 
Thornton, too few owners added second baths 
or upgraded kitchen cabinetry and countertops.  
Few added exterior porches and back decks.  
Not enough owners invested in landscaping 
upgrades.  Consequently, the competition was 
getting larger and better while south Thornton 
was staying the same size and not really 
reinvesting, noticeably showing its age through 
deferred maintenance and minimal landscaping.

• When owner occupants give way to 
absentee owners, these trends harden into 
sustained social and financial disinvestment.  
Absentee owners perceive property more 
for its income-earning potential than for 
its imputed value.  And city property 

According to the 2005-2009 
American Community Survey, 22% 
of single-family properties in south 
Thornton (Census Tracts 91.01 and 
92.02) were renter-occupied.

Figure 21:  The size of new homes developed in 
south Thornton lag behind Thornton and the rest 
of Adams County. 
Sources:  Adams County Assessor’s Office, 
czbLLC
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maintenance regulations have little ability 
to motivate the absentee owner to upgrade. 
As a result, absentee owners often bleed a 
property as much as possible, extract cash 
flow and tax benefits while making few 
capital improvements then sell to the next 
(and usually lower breed of) investor down 
the line.  Rental properties typically receive 
heavy wear and tear due to high persons 
per room densities, frequent turnover, and 
a high portion of automobiles per structure.  
Houses become less like homes and more 
and more like automobiles that over time 
depreciate to zero.

Third, the nature of post WWII suburban 
development trended toward 100 percent build 
outs in short periods of time, usually inside of 
two years. The downside is that, all the structures 
aged at the same time compounding the growing 
gap in value.

Unlike older communities in Denver that 
grew incrementally (and therefore aged 
incrementally), by 1970, virtually ALL the homes 
in Hoffman Estates were 15 years old, and 
instead of adding a second floor and bath, the 
strongest of the first families who settled into 
Hoffman Estates were by then moving out and 
buying ever north, in Thornton, or in Westminster.  
The sheer number of nearby homes becoming 
outmoded had a depressing effect on the 
market.

The factors contributing to the housing value 
gap have created a number of seemingly 
insurmountable challenges:  

1. How to turn around a market defined by 
small homes?

2. How to engage residents to start 

Figure 22:  An indication that unlike other areas in 
Thornton, south Thornton homeowners were not 
reinvesting in home improvements.

Figure 23:  A home noticeably showing its 
age through deferred maintenance and 
minimal landscaping.

Citywide, the number of home 
improvement loans increased 
between 2002 and 2003 and 
remained high until 2006; in 
south Thornton, the number of 
these loans actually fell from 
1999 to 2004 and stayed well 
below 2002 levels through 
2007.
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reinvesting?

3. How to get as many 
institutions - religious, civic, 
and otherwise - to converge 
on the goal of growing 
demand?

4. How to do this when 
there’s been a massive 
demographic shift from all 
white to half white and half 
Hispanic?

5. How to mobilize a 
community whose deeply 
ingrained sense of 
community and neighborhood has, at least 
in part, gone dormant?  

Communities across the country have faced very 
similar challenges, and succeeded in turning 
things around:  

• The Manchester and Mexican War Streets 
neighborhoods in Pittsburgh

• The Patterson Park neighborhood in 
Baltimore

• Highland and West Highland in Denver

• Del Ray in Alexandria, Virginia

A final historical note: It is important to 
understand that what happened in south 
Thornton is not unique.  In many respects, no 
place is immune from such concerns.  It is in the 
ordinary course of a community’s aging that 
households make choices, and it’s very difficult 
to get the majority of those choices to be both 
good for the family and good for the community 
at the same time.  What must occur now is 
that residents of south Thornton have to move 
from the passive community it slowly became, 
and become the vibrant, engaged, and active 

Buying Power Comparison South Thorn-
ton Competition

Single Family House Values $160,000 $250,000
Income per Household $53,333 $83,333
Buying Power per Household $13,333 $20,833
Supportable Square Feet of 
Quality Retail per Household

67 104

Households in south Thornton 4,000 4,000
Total Supportable Square 
Feet of Quality Retail

268,000 416,000

Table 1:  A comparison between south Thornton, and the surrounding 
communities, of buying power translated into supportable area of retail.  
Source:  Adams County Assessor’s Office, czbLLC

Are these serious hurdles?  
Absolutely.

But the better question is “are they 
intractable?”  

Not at all.
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Figure 24:  A symbolic comparison showing the interrelationship of the south Thornton 
commercial and residential markets.
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community it needs to be, and indeed can be.

3.3 Moving Forward

The south Thornton market will become stronger 
if and only if Thornton decides to intervene to 
make it so.  And this requires collaboration and 
partnership, momentum-building activities that 
link resident capacity to physical change, and 
a clear an unambiguous focus on outcomes and 
accountability.

The path forward is full of moving parts. Success 
will be measured by whether or not property 
values in south Thornton start to make up ground 
lost between 1970 and 2010.  

To make up this ground, a community consensus 
will be needed on two fronts: the goal, and how 
to achieve it.

There must be consensus throughout Thornton 
that stable and rising property values and a 
higher quality of life are the goal for south 
Thornton. Why is consensus so important? 
Because the remedies will demand not only 
significant fiscal resources, but also a different 
approach to decision-making regarding land 
uses and programs in south Thornton. Once there 
is consensus, the task is to choose the path most 
likely to cost-effectively increase the market’s 
willingness to pay for housing in south Thornton. 

3.4 Building On Our Existing Strengths

The statutory requirements of federal housing 
and community development policies and 
programs are geared mainly to fixing problems 
and helping families in greatest need, those 
property owners that lack the “ability to pay”.  
Unfortunately, such strategies almost never result 
in successful revitalization outcomes; they are 

Figure 25:  An example of a ranch home upgraded 
to appeal to the market.

There must be consensus 
throughout Thornton that 

stable and rising property 
values and a higher quality 

of life are the goal for 
south Thornton. 
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reactionary and address the result of market 
failure, they do not preventative address the 
problem of market demand (appeal).

The central challenge in south Thornton is not due 
to low-incomes.  Instead it’s a lack of confidence 
between existing residents, who have slowly 
retreated from the rich community life and sense 
of shared futures that were the defining traits 
of original 1950’s Thornton.  Rebuilding this is 
what must occur.  And while public resources are 
essential, they will require local customization 
to slowly rebuild civic infrastructure and set new 
norms of neighborliness, closely connected with 
physical improvements that will both appeal 
to the market and signal this is a market worth 
caring about.

When not occurring organically (without 
assistance), these aims are best and least 
expensively triggered by indentifying blocks 
and neighborhoods that may be struggling but 
that have identifiable strengths (low foreclosure 
rate, high rates of owner occupation, visible 
landscape upgrades, strong neighborhood 
organizations), and focusing public resources 
and programs to tip those areas of visible 
but obscured strengths towards stability and 
improvement.

Fortunately, there are many blocks throughout 
south Thornton where such existing and latent 
strength can be leveraged.   It is in these areas 
of existing though possibly obscured strength 
where coordinated programs and resident 
organizing should be focused.

While obscured by challenges along Washington 
and along 88th that must be concurrently 
addressed, the blocks and homes between 
Thornton Parkway and East 88th and York 

Figure 26:  The task is to choose the path most likely 
to cost-effectively increase the market’s willingness to 
pay for housing in south Thornton.

?
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and Hoffman Way (and possibly all the way 
to Corona) all share the leveragable and 
marketable strengths of a mature tree canopy, 
gently rolling topography, large front yards with 
considerable landscaping opportunities, and an 
intact contiguous built fabric.  Under the canopy 
and in these homes are owners and renters 
who have a high level of pride in living in south 
Thornton, and who are ready to reconnect with 
neighbors, step forward and reinvest in their 
homes, and exercise leadership in mobilizing the 
community to set a new and higher standard for 
residency.

In this area (comprised partly of census tract 
9201 and 9202) are at least four, and possibly 
six clusters of 400 households each that 
separately and collectively can be mobilized 
to strengthen their own bonds to one another as 
neighbors.  By focusing resources and energy 
in this area, the approximately 5,000 people 
in 1,600-1,800 families would constitute a core 
focal point for slowly and steadily rebuilding 

Figure 27:  The strategy of 
“building on our strengths 
suggests identifying the 
areas with only moderate 
problems, such as the 
northeast part of south 
Thornton (indicated here 
by fewer junk and graffiti 
violations).
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south Thornton into a healthy community.

3.5 Cultivate Revitalization Partnerships

The path forward is clear, an investment in 
partnerships to support revitalization:  A genuine 
partnership of residents and local governments 
is needed to obtain a high level of coordination 
among different parties, each focused on 
building a healthy market in south Thornton.  

In “original Thornton” in the early 1950, 
everyone was cut from the same cloth:  young 
families starting out in life.  What resulted was 
a cohesive community comprised of families and 
emerging civic and religious institutions focused 
on creating a great place to live.  They formed 
formal and informal partnerships. Each did their 
part but all were aiming their efforts towards 
creating and maintaining community livability.  
Parks and playgrounds emerged with a strong 
school system, a volunteer fire department, 
and over time, well managed local government 
institutions.

This is not a nostalgic view of the past.  It is a 

Figure 28:   The first step is to start with neighborhoods 
that have underlying strengths, and build confidence 
in homeowners to upgrade their homes to better 
appeal to strong families looking to locate in a 
strong community.

Figure 29:  Four to six 
potential target areas for 
revitalization that “build on 
existing strengths”
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real and recent history, and it has a lot to teach.  

The main difference is that today there is much 
more competition, and south Thornton has a lot 
of ground to make up.  Strong partnerships can 
help make south Thornton more competitive.  

On a block scale, dormant good neighbor 
behaviors have to be re-awakened. An 
indication of success will be when residents know 
everyone on their street. 

On a neighborhood and community scale, 
residents and local government have to be on 
the same page.  Since schools are an important 
factor in deciding where to live, this means the 
community rallying together to support improving 
the local schools. With a shortage of park 
space for kids, it means the city and churches 
working together to creatively find places 
for playgrounds. Where city boundary lines 
meander through the middle of neighborhoods, it 
means municipalities coordinating local programs 
and standards. 

Where old civic institutions and social networks 
can be jump-started, they should.  Where they 
would be useful but don’t exist, they need to be 
created. 

3.6 The Role of TRAB

The challenges that today’s south Thornton 
community face cannot be solved by City staff 
alone. For the changes to be effective, and 
widely implemented, residents must be integrally 
involved.   How to do this?

We recommend that TRAB’s role be expanded 
to include implementation, follow-through and 
tracking, as well as providing a key linkage 
to the neighborhoods.  TRAB was originally 

Figure 30:  In the original Hoffman Estates of the 
1950’s and 60’s, neighbors worked together to 
create a vibrant community.
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charged by the City Council to develop 
recommendations for revitalizing south Thornton, 
to be expanded to the other parts of the city. 
In fulfilling this mandate TRAB has educated 
itself extensively about revitalization. It now can 
effectively serve as a coordinator representing 
the needs of the community. 

Such an expansion of TRAB’s role does not 
replace the essential obligation of residents to 
take control of south Thornton on their own with 
minimal assistance and maximum partnership 
from the City.  Rather, it simply recognizes the 
many roles an evolved TRAB ought to assume, 
and the consequent subcommittees that may 
emerge.

The work of TRAB is not going to be one-and-
done work.  To create a more competitive south 
Thornton will require an on-going and persistent 
commitment as well as a new way of thinking 
that reflects new partnerships.

3.7 Intentionally Repurpose Existing 
Programs

Few cities in the United States have as many 
programs and revitalization tools as the City 
of Thornton.  From “weatherization” to senior 
assistance dollars, community engagement to 
tree installation, if there’s a potential need, the 
City of Thornton has a program.  

This breadth of programs indicates that local 
government has considerable financial resources.  
Furthermore, it indicates that local government 
in Thornton has put serious energy into making 
sure that if a problem in Thornton has surfaced, 
somewhere between Community Services and 
City Development, there’s a coherent, thoughtful 
municipal response.

Problem

or

or

Do Something

Do Something Complain

City Response:
CREATE A PROGRAM

MOVE OUT STAY

Figure 31:  TRAB has educated itself extensively 
about revitalization. It now can effectively serve as a 
coordinator representing the needs of the community.

Figure 32:    The City has created numerous programs to 
respond to neighborhood concerns.  The challenge now 
is to coordinate these programs to reinforce each other 
and achieve overarching goals.
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But this abundance of revitalization tools amid 
a persistently weak market reality begs an 
important question:  Why has south Thornton has 
remained stubbornly stuck?  

The answer is that it has never been the explicit 
purpose of any of these programs to stimulate 
the south Thornton market towards stability and 
strength.  There has never been a concerted, 
coordinated effort - a campaign - to achieve 
the overriding objective that south Thornton 
is a healthy, functioning neighborhood with 
high standards and consistently high levels of 
reinvestment.

When problems have arisen - such 
as increasing code violations1, the 
response by neighbors was not to 
counterweight the violation with 
reinvestment of their own, but to move 
or complain.  As the complaints grew 
louder and became more frequent, the 
posture of the City - rightly - was to 
be responsive.  As the City staff saw 
opportunities (such as federal programs), they 
were responsive and created programs.

In almost every case, the resulting program 
made sense at an individual level.  As home 
ownership rates declined, home ownership 
programs arose.  As down payment requirements 
rose, down payment assistance appeared.  But, 
to take these two cases, home ownership was not 
used as a tool to stabilize south Thornton.  Rather 
it was an end in itself, a well-intended reaction 
to a complaint and opportunities.

The underlying market weakness (owing to small 
homes and decreasing levels of reinvestment) 
and resulting falling standards were never 

1 Increasing code violations are one symptom of creeping market 
weakness over time.

Code Enforcement Police Patrols

BBIG

CDBG Projects

Trees for 
Tomorrow

Capital 
Improvements

Neighborhood 
Watch

Thornton 
Development 

Authority

Stimulate the south 
Thornton market 
towards stability 

and strength

Figure 33:  Creating momentum involves making sure all 
programs are aligned to a common, overarching goal.
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addressed.  A by-product of this process was 
the gradual decline of an earlier, self-reliant 
Thornton that didn’t look to City agencies to fix 
problems; it fixed them itself.  After two decades 
of this, what now exists is a collection of well-
intended municipal efforts alongside continued, 
justifiable resident frustrations.

The missing ingredient is not a new program, but 
rather it’s more unlocking the potential already 
contained in each existing program, the key 
being intentionality.

By being intentional about stimulating market 
stability and strength in south Thornton, TRAB – in 
close partnership with the City staff – must work 
together to repurpose each of the two dozen 
programs and initiatives now operated by the 
City.  Each program has to be broken down to its 
core and “tested”, much like the US Treasury now 
stress tests banks against economic conditions, 
unemployment, and home price fluctuations.  

To accomplish this repurposing, the strategies 
adopted by TRAB in the STaR Plan Report, 
include a task to reexamine the existing program 
and determine how they can be adjusted to 
better achieve revitalization goals.

For each program, TRAB and the City staff, 
working together, must ask three questions:

1. How can this program be retooled to 
help the housing market in south Thornton 
become more competitive?

2. How can this program be retooled to grow 
the capacity of current residents to work 
together and establish and maintain high 
community standards? 

3. How can this program be retooled to 
intentionally, and measurably, link - housing 
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market strength and resident leadership 
capacity?

The overall outcome to work towards - for each 
initiative as well as for the whole - is a stronger 
real estate market and a community with strong 
resident leadership.  For each program, TRAB and 
the City must determine what specific outcomes 
are needed, and are to be required. 

This repurposing of existing programs has been 
built into many of the strategies adopted by TRAB 
in this Plan.  For the strategies that have existing 
City programs related to them, the “What’s 
Involved” section includes a recommendation to 
examine the existing programs and determine 
how they can be adapted or refined to better 
accomplish the overall goals of revitalization. 
Another approach to repurposing would be for 
TRAB and the City to jointly do a more systematic, 
comprehensive review of City programs. 

3.7 Distinguish Between Outputs and 
Outcomes

In working towards revitalization, TRAB and the 
City must be able to distinguish between outputs 
and outcomes.  

Outputs are the “units” that are produced.

A beautification program will have an output 
of a new flowerbed, for example.  A first time 
home buyer program will have an output of 
a new young family who has bought their first 
home.  A micro-grant program will have an 
output of a grant having been made to a young 
entrepreneur.  A code enforcement program will 
have an output of citations for code violations.  A 
police department will have an output of arrests 
or speeding tickets.
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Outcomes are when:

• A beautification flower bed is located in 
a way to help the sale of a home fetch a 
higher price and it is cared for by involved 
residents throughout the hot summer and 
through ensuing years 

• In home buyer program the buyer is 
welcomed by the neighbors and invited to a 
block party and the buyer not only borrows 
to buy a home, but is connected to a grant 
program for landscaping  

• The Department of Public Works resurfaces 
streets in linked schedules with beautification 
efforts

• A code enforcement output – a citation 
– becomes an outcome only when the 
violation gets converted to compliance and 
compliance thereafter becomes voluntary

• Residents feel safer and start to act on their 
feeling by being out and about more 

For each program, TRAB and the City must begin 
to determine the appropriate measures for 
success, and compare them to baseline conditions 
with indicators.

Figure 34:  A beautification flower bed is located in a 
way to help the sale of a home.
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3.8 Track Indicators

What will success look like?  How does each 
program fit into a larger whole?  The key 
statistical frameworks have been provided, but 
TRAB and the City are urged to track changes in 
the following key areas:

1. Property values

2. Home ownership rates

3. Code compliance rates

4. Reinvestment rates

5. Membership levels in civic institutions

These statistics are indications, or indicators, of 
the desired outcomes. They collectively measure 
improvements in the market and capacity. TRAB 
and the City may wish to devise other useful, 
even unconventional, “tests” all its own.  

For example, in some cities a useful measure of 
police engagement in revitalization was officers 
knowing the names and ages and grade/
school performance of every child under 18 in 
their area.  To achieve this, police departments 
discovered they had to modify deployment 
patterns. Officers in turn figured out that getting 
this information required they patrol on foot, 
instead of in the car.  When they did this, their 
relationship with the community completely 
changed, and soon they became the point 
persons for code compliance challenges.  It also 
happened that officers began to earn greater 
trust from residents and soon it was the case that 
known drug houses were flushed out owing to 
quality intelligence not previously shared.  All 
because a creative output was sought, that in 
turn was linked to an outcome.

We recommend whatever measures are chosen 
directly relate to two key indicators:  market 

Figure 35:  Indicators are measures of 
performance toward goals.  Performance 
that is measured is performance that usually 
improves.  Some indicators are more subjective, 
such as improving community standards 
(appearance of homes, yards, etc.).
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performance and community standards. 
Everyone must remember that those two 
indicators are what this work is all about, and 
that it is imperative that TRAB and the City work 
together to help achieve collective impact.

• The Police Department must be accountable 
for contributing to a strong and healthy 
market

• Code Compliance (Neighborhood 
Presentation) must be accountable for 
contributing to a strong and healthy market

• Residents must be accountable for 
contributing to a strong and healthy market

• Property owners must be accountable for 
contributing to a strong and healthy market

• Housing and community development 
programs must be designed to trigger 
market strength

Going forward, residents and staff have to 
collaborate on solving for what it is they both 
want and what they need to get there.   
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There are 6 ‘pillars’, or key strategies, to 
successful revitalization.

4.1 PILLAR I) Concentration of 
Resources

The straightest line to market stability 
(and south Thornton revitalization) is 
to geographically concentrate funding 
and assistance. Where should they 

be concentrated? The most effective approach 
will be to focus on small areas (a city block or 
two) that are moderately strong, that may have 
some homes in distress but that have many homes 
that are well maintained and can most easily 
increase marketability to strong families.  

This approach has three benefits:

1. It prevents blocks that are on the “tipping 
point” from sliding into distress

2. It requires less investment to show a 
significant improvement

3. It works the fastest

For example, in south Thornton between 88th 
and Thornton Parkway, significant investments 
are needed on both the east and west sides 
of I-25.  A traditional approach would be 
to allocate half the resources to each side. 
However, the same amount of money spent west 
of I-25 is likely to have significantly less influence 
in re-shaping south Thornton, than the same 
amount spend east of I-25.  Split the resources 
equally and neither area is likely to appreciably 
change.  

THE SIX “PILLARS” OF RESIDENTIAL REVITALIZATION4
six “PillaRs of neighboRhooD ReviTalizaTion

I.  Concentration of Resources

2.  Capacity Building

3.  Creating Significant Physical Change

4.  Building Momentum

5.  Immediacy

6.  Cost vs. Benefit

Figure 36:  The straightest line to market stability is to 
concentrate funding and assistance on small areas that 
may have some distress, but have a core of strong families 
and well-maintained homes.  The map above suggests a 
sequence of target areas.
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Some parts of Thornton may be reticent to 
endorse concentrating a large share of funding, 
and other assistance, in one particular area 
at the expense of another, even if it is for a 
short period of time.  Traditional community 
policies dictate that a fair share of resources 
be distributed to all neighborhoods. However, 
experience has shown that spreading scarce 
resources over a large area either won’t achieve 
market stability anywhere, or it will be achieved 
much more slowly than if the areas were 
targeted sequentially.

So part of the challenge for the greater 
Thornton community is not just coming to an 
agreement that the problem to solve is market 
weakness but agreeing that the best solution 
involves not merely targeting of resources, but 
targeting to places of measurably underlying 
strength.  In other words, while south Thornton’s 
challenges are completely fixable, hard policy 
choices must be made.

4.2 PILLAR II) Capacity 
Building

While revitalization requires 
stabilizing and improving the 
residential market (upgrading 
modest homes, installing landscaping 

improvements) these are only the most visible 
part of the challenge. The larger challenge is 
to create an underlying community commitment 
to reinvest.  Any improvements to the physical 
conditions in south Thornton have to be 
accompanied by a growing resident capacity to 
make those changes.  Any investment by the City 
has to emphasize NOT just making changes to 
the built environment but also building resident 
capacity as the means of obtaining physical 

Figure 37:  Capacity building, essential to long-term 
neighborhood change, involves creating means and 
opportunities for neighbors to work together and 
build trust.
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transformation—so that the changes come along 
with resident leadership development.  The bottom 
line is that the market is sufficiently weak that south 
Thornton cannot alone rely on building its way 
forward; instead it must manage its way there.

Said another way, for an older first or inner-ring 
suburb like Thornton to successfully reposition itself to 
compete in the land-rich Denver region as a strong 
option, the process of recovery always begins with 
existing residents.  

Current residents must first signal that they, themselves 
feel sufficiently confident about the future of their 
community.  They have to be able to communicate to 
the wider market that it makes sense to invest their 
time, energy, and money in south Thornton. The more 
people paint their homes on schedule, the more other 
people are apt to paint their homes on schedule.

4.3 PILLAR III) Creating Significant 
Physical Change

South Thornton’s potential market (residents 
and business entrepreneurs who might 
choose to move into the area) will base a 
part of their decision on what they see:   

• Are the lawns well-kept?  

• Are the home exteriors smartly lit and recently 
painted?  

• Is there attractive landscaping?  

• How nice and orderly are the mailboxes and 
porch lights?  

• Is the music at a reasonable level? 

• Are people friendly when out walking?  

• Is house numbering visible and attractive?

• Are neighbors enjoying barbeques in the parks? 

• Are there “Renovation by…” signs in 

Figure 38:  Revitalization for the south Thornton 
Shopping Center will be a dramatically significant 
change as envisioned in the simulation above.  

Figure 39:  An equally significant change can be 
accomplished on a neighborhood level, house 
by house, with remodels and landscaping better 
visible from the street.
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neighborhood yards? (evidence of home 
improvements)

These conditions all roll up to communicate an image 
of a place.  And the wider market will demand to live 
in south Thornton proportional to the positive image 
south Thornton projects.  

When potential home buyers visit south Thornton, they 
need to be able to conclude that those living there now 
really do care about the area’s image.  Then and only 
then will they thinking that south Thornton is a good 
place to buy a home.  The image that sets the market 
is created by those who live and own property in the 
area – and the degree to which they are taking care 
of their homes.

Programs and strategies implemented in south 
Thornton need to be prioritized on 
their ability to bring about the most 
visible significant physical change.

4.4 PILLAR IV) 
Building Momentum

Inertia is one of the 
biggest obstacles to 
revitalization. The root 
cause for inertia is the 

community itself failing to make 
hard choices: the ones involving 
concentration of resources, building 
resident capacity and creating 
significant physical change.  Creating 
momentum in these areas involves making sure all 
programs are aligned to a common, overarching goal, 
and then committing financial and staff resources, 
under local stewardship, to make sure that enough 
successes are achieved that the community recognizes 
a public resolve. 

Noticeable 
improvements

On-going 
funding

Staff support

Building 
capacity to 

work together

Repurpose 
existing 

programs

Community 
Recognition of 
Public Resolve

Figure 40:  Creating momentum involves a number of concurrent steps 
focusing on conveying a long-term commitment to change.
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4.5 PILLAR V) Immediacy

In addition to building momentum, 
it is important that at least some 
revitalization projects show results 
within a year or two in order to 
demonstrate that change is, and will, 

occur. In this regard it is important to look for the 
“low hanging fruit” –projects that can be done 
relatively quickly. At the same time, there are 
long-term strategies that have short-term tasks 
that need to be initiated to put the strategy 
in motion. So “immediacy” can be a reflection 
of short-term impact, or of the need to begin 
quickly to achieve longer-term objectives.

Short
(1 to 2 years) - These are strategies that can be funded 
quickly and organized without extensive preparation or 
approval by others.

Medium

(2 years to 7 years) - These are strategies that will 
require significant funding and approvals and/or where 
the execution will take more time. This designation also 
includes projects that may need less than two years to 
complete such as home renovations.

Long

(7 years and longer) - These strategies will need financing 
that requires significant approvals or legislative action, 
and/or the project is of a scale that will require a longer 
construction period.  This would include projects that 
require public financing, condemnation of property or 
legal action to accomplish.

Table 2:  Three categories of immediacy above relate to the funding cycles of the city.

Figure 41:  “Quick wins” can include active graffiti removal, 
banners, flowers, and community events.
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Benefit

Low High

C
os

t

High 4 2
Low 3 1

4.6 PILLAR VI) Cost vs. Benefit

With scarce resources, cost-effectiveness 
is always a high priority. Low cost/high 
benefit is obviously the preferred ratio. 
However it is not often achievable. While 
the cost is relatively easy to measure, the 

benefit is usually very subjective. For this reason, 
assessing the Cost/Benefit ratio requires a careful 
assessment of community needs and values.

4.7 Summary

At the beginning of this project, the first question 
asked was “What do we work on first – residential 
or commercial areas?’  As we proceeded the answer 
became clear that residential and commercial 
revitalization are interlinked in such a way that 
revitalization of either category requires a focused 
effort in both.  We determined that the buying power 
of local residents (or what portion of the collective 
income of residents can spend), has a direct impact 
on the type and extent of commercial development 
that is attracted to a community.

Revitalization of the residential area will help 
improve the commercial area by providing increased 
buying power, and revitalization of the commercial 
area will help improve the residential area by 
helping to attract homeowners who see improved 
commercial as a community that provides the services 
desired. 

Revitalization of commercial and residential uses 
hinges on the ability of buyers to easily connect to 
commercial uses within the subarea.  How convenient 
potential buyers that live in the neighborhood can 
access the commercial areas is critical for success.   

Revitalization is the process of slowly making more 
and more sense to invest in south Thornton – both 
in the residential and commercial areas. The work 

Table 3:    Evaluating project costs vs. benefits, 
the second choice is always to lean toward higher  
benefits.
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of revitalization will gradually move the $160,000 
south Thornton market eventually higher towards the 
$175,000 - $200,000 level increasing local buying 
power, which encourages quality retail. 

Getting there will require key efforts on very specific 
coordinated fronts.

1. The homes themselves need to become more 
appealing to the market.  This will require 
a physical transformation and the financial 
resources to make this possible.

2. The current standards of property ownership 
need to be upgraded.  This will require a 
combination of encouragements and incentives 
on one hand, and punitive measures on the other, 
working in concert towards the goal of building 
a firm floor in the market.

3. The bonds linking residents and businesses to 
one another need to be strengthened.  This will 
require intentionality on the part of residents 
and businesses to reestablish community bonds.

4. All efforts - by neighbors, by local government, 
by police, by owners and renters alike, have to 
be in concert, aimed at stabilizing standards 
and then property values, leading through 
demonstration, and the taking of some risk.

5. Actions that slow/stop the decline in values are 
needed to stabilize south Thornton.

6. The City should create opportunities by setting 
the stage for development by preparing the 
environment for investment, identifying and 
eliminating barriers and develop incentives to 
encourage appropriate uses. 

7. The City’s primary role is to support small, 
incremental changes that gently guide 
redevelopment by supporting and encouraging 
private sector investment to create small, 
incremental change.
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8. The City and community should encourage 
the market to drive private sector 
investment by providing the private 
sector a way to participate in funding 
improvements and a stake in how the 
district is improved.

To be successful in revitalization, you must be 
prepared to succeed and prepared to fail. 
A long-term commitment will lead to success.  
Community revitalization takes time, money, 
many tools and often many tries.
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The following sections describe the complexities 
of revitalizing the commercial market in south 
Thornton.  The description is both quantitative 
and qualitative. 

The first four sections (Population, Employment, 
Retail, and Development) address market and 
capacity - the quantitative elements - facts, 
figures, and historical data derived from 
research. They provide a storyline for how 
the south Thornton market has changed and is 
changing. 

The next five sections (Identity, Development, 
Business, Jobs, Physical and Social 
Environment) address image and perception 
- the qualitative elements - that give the 
data context.  They were derived from 
discussions with stakeholders (merchants and 
businesspersons) immersed in the day-to-day 
operations of the south Thornton market.

COMMERCIAL REVITALIZATION5

Four Components of Commercial Revitalization

Market ImageConditionsCapacity

Figure 42:  The quantitative elements – market and capacity over time – provide a storyline for how the south Thornton market 
has changed and is changing. The qualitative elements - conditions and image - give the data context.

While “numbers” can provide us with a 
baseline of how the district performs (and 
a benchmark against which to measure 
improvements or decline) the numbers alone 
cannot offer solutions to the failures that are 
occurring in the marketplace. Strategies and 
solutions require operational information from 
people “on the ground”.

It is also important to remember that 
perception (or the qualitative elements) is as 
important as reality (the quantitative) in the 
revitalization of place, so looking at both, 
and weighing findings and recommendations 
against both, is critical.

The final section of this chapter describes 
various approaches to revitalization of the 
commercial areas and provides a toolbox of 
strategies to implement them.
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5.1 Population 

5.1.1 Market

Thornton is one of the most rapidly growing 
communities in the Denver metro region in recent 
years greatly outpacing immediate neighboring 
communities Westminster and Broomfield. 
Thornton boasts a current population of just over 
120,000 people and since 2000 has accounted 
for nearly 10% of the growth in the region.

5.1.2 Capacity

Thornton’s growth is expected to continue. By 
2020, the city is expected to reach a population 
of over 150,000 and by 2030 nearly 200,000 
residents.  However, most of that growth will 
occur in north Thornton.

5.2 Employment

5.2.1 Market

Employment in Thornton is concentrated in the 
retail and service sectors.  In south Thornton, 
nearly 7,500 people are employed in over 
400 business establishments. The top two 
employment sectors are: health care (24%) and 
retail trade (16%). Thornton lags significantly 
in the “industrial sectors” of manufacturing and 
wholesale trade.

In 2008, Thornton’s workforce was 
approximately 52,000, while businesses only 
employed just over 26,000 individuals. This 
means half of the workers are commuting outside 
of the community for employment. The imbalance 
between jobs and housing reinforces Thornton’s 
reputation and fiscal structure as a bedroom 
community.

Figure 43:  Growth projections show most of Thornton’s 
growth, and purchasing power, shifting to north Thornton.



Nature of the Challenge
South Thornton Revitalization Subarea Plan

A.46

5.2.2 Capacity

Employment forecasts indicate significant 
demand for jobs in a variety of sectors. The 
jobs leakage in 
Thornton, combined 
with these regional 
employment 
forecasts, indicate 
an opportunity 
for Thornton to 
capture new business 
and employment, 
particularly in the 
following areas:

 Wholesale Trade

 Professional, 
Scientific, 
Technical

 Healthcare

 Finance/Insurance

With significant 
available land and convenient access to 
I-25, south Thornton is a strong location for 
businesses recruitment and growth.

5.3 Retail

5.3.1 Market

The regional retail market has grown 
significantly over the last 30+ years as 
development has moved north and west from 
the Denver metro area. These growth patterns, 
combined with the changing the profile of 
shoppers, has resulted in key shifts in the 
evolution of the retail market.

Figure 44:  The employment differences within these sectors suggest that many more 
workers are commuting to jobs outside of Thornton than are employed locally, 
reinforcing Thornton’s role as a bedroom community.
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5.3.2 1960s

The first real waves of change in the south 
Thornton commercial landscape with three 
major retail hubs opening in south Thornton, 
and the first waves of competition moving in.

5.3.3 1970s

Development continues farther north along the 
I-25 corridor. With the newer development 
come demographic shifts and changes 
in shopper’s patterns and needs. While 
south Thornton retail continues to serve the 
local marketplace fairly well, the regional 
competition begins to create fierce competition 
for shoppers, and dilute the potential market 
for south Thornton retailers.

5.3.4 1980s

Competition and newer offerings begin to take 
their toll on south Thornton and as regional 
retail expands, south Thornton begins to 
experience significant challenges.

Figure 45:  1960’s

Figure 46:  1970’s

Figure 47:  1980’s
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5.3.5 1990s

By the 1990s, it is increasingly apparent that 
the south Thornton retail and commercial market 
is struggling to survive. The pace of growth in 
the region only exacerbates these struggles, 
including competition within Thornton itself as 
development moves north in within the city 
boundaries.

5.3.6 2000s

The 2000s brought a significant new wave 
of change. Retail mega-developments in the 
surrounding communities compete strongly with 
existing shopping centers. The south Thornton 
marketplace itself begins to see a significant 
change in its offerings as well, as new Hispanic 
businesses open and find some success in the 
market.

Today, south Thornton commercial space hovers 
at approximately a 20-25% vacancy rate while 
the rest of Thornton remains at around a 10-
15% vacancy rate. The market in south Thornton 
is dominated by food and beverage outlets. 

5.4 Capacity

Table 4 (next page) illustrates the current retail 
mix in south Thornton.

To understand the retail capacity for south 
Thornton, one has to understand the spending 
capacity of the population: the total income of 
residents, and the percentage of that income 
that is disposable.  Table 5 compares the 
spending capacity of the north, central, and 
south Thornton. 

In 2005, the Total Personal Income (TPI) was 
approximately the same for all 3 areas.  By 
2030, south and central Thornton are projected 

Figure 48:  1990s

Figure 49:  2000s

Figure 50:   In summary, 
development of other 
commercial centers has 
gradually captured the 
demand that originally 
supported south Thornton.
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Table 4:  Retail Mix

Current South Thornton Retail Type Units Square Footage
Food and Beverage Stores 26 65,000
Eating and Drinking Establishments 67 211,500
Home Goods 21 787,000
Apparel 12 27,250
Leisure 43 218,350
Personal Goods 20 20,250
Automotive 27 98,000
Miscellaneous Retail 22 20,250

Table 5:  Spending 
Capacity North Thornton Central Thornton South Thornton

2005
Households 10,145 14,315 15,645
Average Income $91,699 $67,665 $56,503
Total Personal Income $930,284,000 $968,624,000 $883,989,000

2030
Households 38,121 18,610 19,455
Average Income $118,773 $87,644 $73,186
Total Personal Income $4,527,732,000 $1,631,046,000 $1,423,831,000

2005-2030
Growth in TPI $3,597,478,000 $662,422,000 $539,842,000
Percent of Growth 75% 13.8% 11.2%

Table 6:  Retail Demand North  Thornton Central  Thornton South  Thornton
Sales
Shoppers Goods $135,728,436 $141,322,242 $128,973,995
Average Income $86,516,412 $90,082,032 $82,210,977
Total Personal Income $49,491,109 $51,530,797 $47,028,215

Space Demand
Shoppers Goods 479,900 SF 499,700 SF 456,000 SF
Convenience Goods 246,400 SF 256,600 SF 234,200 SF
Eating/Drinking 165,000 SF 171,800 SF 156,800 SF
Services/Offices 222,800 SF 232,000 SF 211,800 SF

TOTAL DEMAND 1,114,100 SF 1,160,100 SF 1,058,800 SF
ACTUAL (2006) 699,300 SF 1,057,500 SF 1,786,200 SF
EXCESS RETAIL -41,800 SF -102,600 SF 727,400 SF

TOTAL 236 1,507,350
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to grow only modestly, while north Thornton TPI 
is projected to almost quadruple!

Table 6 translates the current TPI into 
supportable retail space (in square feet).  
Again, for 2005/6, the supportable retail 
area is approximately the same.  However, 
south Thornton actually has approximately 
700,000 more square feet than the TPI can 
support (which explains many of the vacancies).  
Unfortunately, the projected modest growth 
for south Thornton will only absorb a small 
portion of this excess.  This suggests that 
gradual conversion of retail to other uses is 
appropriate.

Simply put, south Thornton is significantly over-
built for the market.

However, this doesn’t mean that the solution 
is to attempt to completely eliminate that 
700,000 square foot of excess space, rather 
opportunities should be discovered to reduce 
the amount of non-productive space (e.g. 
eliminating the 10,000 square foot vacant 
Albertson’s building, renovating/changing the 
Thornton Shopping Center, etc.) and renovating 
old space and creating new space that is more 
productive and more workable with the type of 
retail development that is most likely to survive 
in the marketplace – small, local, independent 
businesses who need 5,000 square foot or 
smaller spaces.

So what does this all mean? South Thornton’s 
weak retail market and the strength of 
regional retail competition indicates that future 
retail developed in south Thornton should 
be oriented to serve the needs of the south 
Thornton residents and the amount of retail 
they can support. Any revenue that can be 

attracted from other communities can be looked 
at as a bonus, and one that likely would offset 
the outflow of south Thornton dollars to those 
competitive communities. South Thornton would 
benefit by attracting shops and businesses 
that better serve the current and projected 
residential market and by diversifying the 
land use mix (i.e. through redevelopment of 
older properties, etc. into mixed-use facilities). 
Redevelopment opportunities remain with the 
open parcels along the I-25 corridor.

5.5 Development and Redevelopment

What factors affect development and 
redevelopment of all kinds (retail, offices, 
services, etc.)?  How have recent development 
projects shaped south Thornton? For long-term 
planning projects, site-specific real estate 
factors are less important. Over time, values 
and opportunities will adjust to the market 
realities and in response to public policies and 
investments. It’s critical to set policies that direct 
market pressure and investment to desired 
locations, particularly in an overbuilt market like 
south Thornton.
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Figure 51:Current development projects in 2010 showed little 
activity actually in south Thornton.

5.5.1 Market

There are currently only a few, small active 
development projects in the south Thornton 
area (See Figure 51), though several projects 
are pending (see inset).

The Thornton Development Authority has also 
recently completed a blight study that could 
be used to support the formation of a tax 
increment financing district (either an Urban 
Redevelopment Authority or a Downtown 
Development Authority are a possibility) that 
may be used to assist in providing financial 
assistance for development and redevelopment 
in south Thornton.

Figure 52:  South Thornton Blight Study area

PenDing DeveloPMenT PRojeCTs in souTh ThoRnTon

 Mapleton School District:  The School District 
recently received a $32 million grant from 
the state that required matching funds. The 
school district completed a successful bond 
campaign to raise the additional $22 million 
in matching funds.

 Clinica Family Health Services: This much-
needed health care facility recently received 
a $3.7 million federal grant to expand their 
facilities. With the grant, they hope to add 
10,000 square feet to their existing 15,000 
square foot building. The funds will pay for 
renovating the existing facility. While Clinica 
was interested in relocating from Thornton 
Shopping Center site funds were limited and 
did not allow for a complete relocation.

 East Russell Boulevard Project 
Redevelopment Site: Located along I-25, 
this site is currently owned by the Thornton 
Development Authority and is ripe for 
redevelopment. The Thornton Development 
Authority (TDA) recently undertook an 
unsuccessful attempt to market the parcel 
to a developer via a request for proposals 
(RFP) process.  The RFP stipulated the area 
would develop as a professional office, 
senior/assisted living, medical facilities or an 
institute of higher education.

 Pinnacle Charter Schools (PCS): PCS is 
attempting to purchase a site at 84th and 
Huron for development of a vocational 
center for students. They are interested in 
public and private sector partners to help 
make the site a larger, multi-use project.
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5.5.2 Capacity

The south Thornton market has many 
redevelopment and reinvestment opportunities. 
A primary opportunity is the Thornton Shopping 
Center and the old Albertson’s building and 
another is the open parcel south of the Thornton 
Parkway. Development capacity is driven 
by market considerations, particularly when 
considering the City’s revenue-generating goals:

• Developing properties with increased retail 
sales tax is important, but any development 
must measure what the market can bear

• Office and industrial development often 
increase property tax revenues and create 
jobs

• Jobs are needed in Thornton and employing 
residents locally will benefit of the retail 
sector, as people tend to shop where they 
work 

5.6 Identity

Significant stakeholder outreach helps us 
understand how people do or do not identify 
with the south Thornton area and what those 
stakeholders feel about the identity of the place.

5.6.1 Perception

Outreach conducted in the fall of 2010, 
identified south Thornton stakeholders’ sense of 
frustration over a lack of community pride and 
the feeling that lack of pride comes in part from 
the City expanding focus and resources to the 
north.  They indentified an “old Thornton” vs. 
“new Thornton” mentality. Comments that came 
directly from stakeholders include:

• We have no identity – there is no sense of 
place
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• There is no celebration of community – we 
want to live, work, and play here but what 
is encouraging us to stay? 

• We feel abandoned in favor of the north

• The quality of life is lacking here – services 
are needed and we need to work together 
better to take care of each other and our 
families

• Who really are we now? How do we make 
ourselves stand out?

To address these issues, stakeholders identified a 
key set of desired services. These included:

• Daycares

• Grocery (fresh, healthy food)

• Hardware store

• Food banks

• Places for kids to be active/recreation 
center

• Accessible job training

• Medical care

• Social services

5.6.2 Reality

There are a number of important community 
events and services currently provided 
throughout Thornton.  Table 7 lists community 
events held throughout the city - events in bold 
are those held in south Thornton.

The biggest challenge with these events is that 
south Thornton stakeholders do not identify 
these events as being in “their neighborhood.” 
Most likely, this is because most events do not 
sufficiently involve the local business community.

Figure 53:  The Thornton Shopping 
Center is a primary opportunity for 
redevelopment and/or reinvestment as 
shown by the conceptual simulation above.
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There are a significant number of community 
services provided in the south Thornton area, as 
shown in Table 8.

Stakeholders noted that a lack of outreach 
and marketing leaves them unaware of these 
offerings. The lack of outreach along with 
the perceived “movement” of services north 
(stakeholders mentioned the movement of the 
library from east to west and the construction of 
the new recreation center to the north) is creating 
the less-than-positive south Thornton identity that 
many stakeholders share.

Opportunities to improve the identity of 
south Thornton that were suggested by the 
stakeholders include:

• Defining a brand for the area that 
embraces who and what south Thornton is

• Providing opportunities for the ‘business’ 
community to celebrate Thornton’s history 
and the community it is today

• Welcoming and ‘bringing in’ the Hispanic 
population

• Strengthening and growing the existing 
population by providing activities for 
children as well as job training and 
development

Figure 54:  Stakeholder comments regarding identity, 
with the size of words reflecting the frequency of the 
comment.
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5.7 Development

5.7.1 Perception

During the stakeholder outreach process a 
number of developers as well as property and 
business owners were interviewed to understand 
their take on development in south Thornton. 
Their feedback includes:

• It’s easier to develop elsewhere – 
developable land in south Thornton is 
too challenging and redevelopment, 
developable parcels with existing buildings, 
are too expensive to acquire

• Existing zoning is inappropriate for what the 
market wants to do (i.e. city center zoning 
does not encourage development)

• Incentives and tools are needed – 
development is unlikely to happen without 
some policies and incentives to direct it

• Lack of development in the neighborhood 
is hurting current property and business 
owners financially and mentally. Vacant 
parcels and boarded up buildings are 
dragging down the neighborhood, 
revitalization that has occurred (e.g. North 
Valley Mall) is good but still not enough

Community Events Location

Funtazikidz Carpenter Rec Center
Thornton Winterfest 108th/Colorado
Easter Egg Scramble Community Park
Cottonwood Classic 5K Thorncreek Crossing
Thorntonfest Thornton Multipurpose 

Fields
4th of July 108th/Colorado
Summer Concert Series Sherwood Hills 

Park, Bertha Heid, 
Springvale Park, High 
Ridge Court, Cherry 
Park, Cherrywood 
Park, Yorkborough 

Park
Harvestfest Community Park
Trunk or Treat Carpenter Recreation 

Center

Table 7:  Services and events currently provided in Thornton.    
Items in bold are held in south Thornton.

Service Total

Professional Organizations 3
Social Organizations 2
Elderly Care/Nursing Homes 2
Medical Facilities 93
Educational/Trade Schools 6
Religious Organizations 10
Daycares 5

Table 8:  Community services that serve the south Thornton 
area.



Nature of the Challenge
South Thornton Revitalization Subarea Plan

A.56

• A desire for mixed-use neighborhoods – 
residential development is good, jobs are 
great, and density is fantastic!

5.7.2 Reality

Physically, the commercial building stock in 
south Thornton is challenged.  Many properties 
built in a 1960’s era development style that no 
longer applies to the type of spaces and places 
consumers and developers desire.

Some positive changes have occurred in the 
south Thornton market thanks in large part to 
the Thornton Development Authority (TDA) who, 
utilizing urban redevelopment tax increment 
financing (TIF) and the powers of eminent 
domain has invested some $55.7 million into 
public improvements in south Thornton and the 
surrounding areas. The TDA was established in 
1981 to rejuvenate original Thornton, though the 
district’s powers to collect tax ended in 2007. 
The TDA’s largest expenditures to date have 
included:

• I-25/Thornton Parkway Interchange

• Land Acquisition

• Infrastructure Improvements for Economic 
Development

• Pedestrian Bridge

• Miscellaneous Economic Development 
Incentives

5.7.3 Challenges and Opportunities

Stakeholders identified several immediate and 
leveragable development opportunities in the 
south Thornton area, including:

• Clinica Family Health Services Building

• TDA site on I-25

Figure 55:  A brand conveys an image for a neighborhood 
and can be displayed in many different ways.

Business Stakeholder 
Comment:

We need a global 
development vision for 

the area, not just ‘one-of-
a-kind’ efforts.  The city 

needs to start thinking more 
entrepreneurially about how 

development occurs.
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• Mapleton Bond Issue

• Pinnacle Charter School – Vocational Center 
and Recreation Area

• Boarded up and underutilized properties 
including the Thornton Shopping Center and 
the old Albertson’s facility

These opportunities are present, but what is still 
unclear to stakeholders is:

• How does the City encourage and 
incentivize development in south Thornton 
when it’s easier and cheaper to go 
elsewhere? 

• What zoning amendments will help?

• What are the development priorities for the 
area? 

• What the development character does the 
market desire?

• Where is the long-term the master plan to 
help coordinate the area? 

5.8 Business

Stakeholders had a lot to say about ‘doing 
business’ in south Thornton. The following section 
addresses some of the perceived challenges of 
doing business in the city, particularly in the south 
Thornton area:

5.8.1 Perception

Stakeholders welcomed an opportunity to 
talk about challenges to creating successful 
businesses in south Thornton, including:

• “The terms “revitalization,” “renewal” and 
“blight” hinder investment in our business 
and property. Is the city going to take our 
property? Will we be able to stay here?”

Figure 56:  Boarded up buildings depress the 
image of the neighborhood.

Figure 57:  An opportunity exists to refurbish and 
expand the Clinica Family Health Services building.  
The design of the expansion can help integrate it 
into the neighborhood, and create shaded, walkable 
sidewalks, and achieve other neighborhood 
objectives.
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• “While the City of Thornton says they 
are interested in small business but they 
don’t show it” – (assistance is unfriendly, 
uncoordinated, and has long waits; 
businesses are frequently cited for minor 
things; the business development focus is 
on big boxes and big retail; and better 
communication overall is needed between 
the City and the business community).”

• “Help us help ourselves! – We want to be 
coordinated but need a facilitator. We 
need devoted image and marketing tools 
and programming.”

• “We need incentives and programs 
for existing and new business to help 
redevelop outdated spaces – the City 
should provide more accessible financial 
assistance and help the business community 
access available tools.”

• Retail space that is available in the market 
is dated, visually and functionally, and 
does not fit with market demand.

5.8.2 Reality

• Thornton is competitive in sales tax with 
surrounding communities, but Adams 
County’s low tax rate tends to attract 
locals out of the City to shop (See Table 
9).

• Rancho Liborio – a key anchor in the south 
Thornton marketplace – is struggling. The 
business opened in 2009 and in April 
2010 was subject to an immigration raid. 
The raid affected business and many 
consumers have not returned. Development 
of the pad sites adjacent to Rancho 
Liborio has been impeded by these events.  
Nevertheless, Rancho Liborio and Mi 

Figure 58:  Many business owners feel that the City focuses 
more on big businesses than small businesses like these south 
Thornton retailers.
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Pueblo are part of a regional draw to the 
Latino community. 

• A lack of adequate resources appears 
to be hindering the redevelopment of the 
Thornton Shopping Center.  The vacant 
and boarded image of the property gives 
a negative impression to the entire south 
Thornton area.

• Overall, sales tax receipts in the past three 
years have remained stagnant.

There are two programs that encourage business 
and retail growth, including:

• The City of Thornton Business 
Beautification Improvement Grant (BBIG) 
Program provides matching grants of up 
to $30,000 to commercial businesses to 
improve the exterior appearance of their 
properties.

• A designated State of Colorado Enterprise 
Zone, which includes a portion of the study 
area, provides tax credits to businesses 
and projects to promote and encourage 
economic development activities. 

5.8.3 Challenges and Opportunities

In reality, one of the the biggest challenges 
is related to communication. For example, 
the business community is confusing the STaRS 
planning process with urban renewal. They fear 
that the process is meant to identify parcels for 
clearing and to eliminate certain business types 
and worry that their businesses are in jeopardy.

As a result – some of the terminology being 
used for south Thornton – including the word 
“revitalization” – is scaring and paralyzing 
stakeholders and keeping them from making new 
investment.

Taxing Entity Rate

Thornton 3.75%
Westminster 3.85%
Northglenn 4.0%
Denver 3.62%

(4% food/liquor)
Adams County .75%

Table 9:  Comparison of Sales Tax rates

Figure 59:  Rancho Liborio, an international retailer, 
opened a flagship store in Thornton that serves a 
large segment of the Denver area.
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Stakeholders identified a number of 
opportunities that could improve the business 
environment in south Thornton, including:

• Package incentives for both new and 
existing businesses that 

• help businesses upgrade their spaces

• amend BBIG Program to create easier rules 
and process

• create a revolving loan program for small 
business to tap into larger capital to make 
improvements

• Centralize and streamline assistance for 
businesses via a business concierge at the 
City of Thornton.

• Help businesses gather to promote and 
support each other, including marketing, 
education, promotion, collaboration, 
activation. A Business Improvement District 
Merchants’ Association would be a good 
vehicle.

• Find ways to involve the growing Hispanic 
community.

• Help businesses – new and existing – to 
provide goods and services that meet the 
needs of the market. Explore a business 
mix study and business owner training and 
support. Is the appropriate space available 
for the right retail mix?

Figure 60:  Property improvements accomplished 
with the assistance of BBIG grants.

Figure 61:  The Thornton Enterprise Zone 
includes many commercial properties in south 
Thornton.
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5.9 Jobs

The jobs market is important to south Thornton 
because workers tend to shop in the communities 
in which they work, contributing to the leakage 
of business and sales tax to other communities. 
Retaining jobs could increase the patronage 
of local businesses, and encourage new 
development.

5.9.1 Perception

Stakeholders had several comments and 
observations on the importance of jobs to the 
south Thornton community, including:

• Jobs creation is the only way to help our 
community survive – we need to examine 
jobs as a way to keep our neighbors in their 
homes.

• The mix of jobs has to meet the abilities of 
the community.

• Job training and skills are needed for the 
people living in our community.

• Work opportunities in proximity to homes 
are among the most important factors to 
increasing south Thornton’s livability. 

5.9.2 Reality

As identified earlier, a significant portion of 
Thornton workers are commuting to other 
communities for employment, because those jobs 
are not being provided locally.

5.9.3 Challenges and Opportunities

There are several opportunities to capture job 
growth in the south Thornton area that would 
also contribute positively to improving the 
business and development environment. 

Figure 62:  Examples of streetscape improvements 
brought about by BIDs in other communities.
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A significant availability of workers exists in a 
variety of sectors:

• Wholesale Trade

• Professional, Scientific, Technical

• Healthcare

• Finance/Insurance

Ideas suggested by stakeholders include:

• Pinnacle Charter School has plans to develop 
a workforce training center for their students 
in the south Thornton neighborhood. This center 
could also be utilized by the community.

• South Thornton is home to a growing medical 
center and a growing number of medical-
related jobs which could be leveraged to 
recruit complementary business and bring 
more employers and business opportunities to 
the area. The North Suburban Medical Center 
and a growing complex of specialty medical 
clinics and laboratories in the area provide an 
anchor and an opportunity for growth in the 
southern portion of Thornton.

• Finding opportunities to accommodate larger 
employers in the south Thornton marketplace 
and providing incentives to lure them will be 
important. Today, the appropriate square 
footage for these types of businesses does not 
exist, and development is a challenge.
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5.10 Physical and Social Environment

The physical environment and social environment 
of a place are both critically important because 
they send a message about whom and what you 
are. Stakeholders had many comments on the 
environment, as demonstrated below:

5.10.1 Perception

Physical identity and social identity are two 
distinct but related elements of place. Below 
are several issues stakeholders perceive as 
problematic for south Thornton:

Physical Identity

• There is no distinctive physical identity. 
People don’t know when they’ve arrived in 
south Thornton, the gateways are uninviting, 
and 84th feels forgotten. It seems like 
Thornton Parkway gets all the money.

• There is poor street presence and aesthetics 
for business locations in terms of attracting 
drive-by business.

• Beautification and maintenance are not 
consistent – we need more green!

• No central gathering place – we want a 
park/town square!

• New investment is impeded by an unkempt 
environment.

• The physical environment could be improved, 
but how do you deal with degradation of 
vacant buildings?

• Graffiti and vandalism in the commercial 
areas are a problem – cleaning it from our 
properties requires significant resources. 
The City gives frequent citations, but no 
assistance via removal programs/strategies.

Figure 63:  Many existing entry signs are 
obscured and do not convey a sense of 
pride. 
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Social Identity

• Gang and crime issues are increasing – 
gang activity is invading our neighborhood 
from the south

• Social issues – alcohol, substance and drug 
abuse – are increasing throughout the south 
Thornton area

• Homeless and transient activities (begging, 
public intoxication, etc.) are all on the rise. 
Bus stops in the area are seen as havens 
of crime.  These problems are business 
deterrents.

• Police aren’t seen as business friendly

5.10.2 Challenges and Opportunities

Addressing issues of both physical and social 
identity is one of the ways many places create 
‘quick wins’, build confidence and spur investment 
and change. Some ideas from the stakeholders 
include:

• Quick wins are needed to improve the 
physical identity.  Quick wins like banners, 
flowers, gateway signage or wayfinding are 
fairly inexpensive but bring color and life to 
the area.

• Dressing up the streetscape can go a long 
way to instilling pride in our community. 

• Breaking up the streets and providing more 
pedestrian opportunities will make this feel 
more like a neighborhood. 

• A graffiti removal assistance program, to 
lower the cost for commercial properties to 
remove graffiti, will help keep the place 
clean 

Figure 64:  Junk and graffiti violations in south Thornton.

Figure 65:  “Quick wins” can include active graffiti 
removal, banners, flowers, and community events.
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• Increased community patrols – both 
security and police need to step up their 
presence, particularly in the evenings when 
problematic behaviors occur

• More evening activation – businesses would 
love to see programs/events that pull 
clientele into town at night 

Key findings from the research, survey and 
community outreach are highlighted here. This 
suggests the direction stakeholders would like 
to see south Thornton go, and are verbatim 
responses shared with us in the focus groups and 
survey.

When stakeholders were asked about the 
biggest opportunities to capitalize on in the south 
Thornton area, they shared the following:

• Redevelopment potential: Remove/develop 
blighted property and develop vacant land.

• Accessibility: I-25, Thornton Parkway, 
Washington, and bus routes make this an 
easy place to work and live.

• Growth in the number of young families who 
need services means a potential opportunity 
for businesses to emerge who support their 
needs.

The survey and focus group questioning asked 
each respondent to identify which plan outcomes 
would best help realize their goals. The 
stakeholders responded as follows:

Commercial Property Owners:

• Clean-up of underdeveloped areas

• Assistance keeping properties lease.

Figure 66:  Infill and redevelopment, combined with 
streetscape improvements, can take advantage of 
underutilized parking lots along major arterials as 
indicated in this simulation from another community. 
source:  Urban Advantage
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Business Owners:

• More neighborhood policing

• New development

• A neighborhood attractive to customers

• Fill-up empty buildings

• Provide small units for businesses to lease or 
buy

• More businesses!

Community Service Providers

• Working relationship between community 
organizations and the City

• Improve schools/residences to make area 
more desirable for investment

5.11 Commercial Revitalization Approaches

Revitalization is focused on the renewal and 
improvement of older commercial and residential 
areas.  Undertaking successful revitalization 
in a community is markedly different from 
development on undeveloped land, for a variety 
of reasons: 

• Assembling small parcels of land is often 
difficult and time consuming

• Remodeling and adding on to existing 
buildings is more expensive (per square 
foot) than new construction

• In a developed setting there are more 
existing neighbors that have to be satisfied

• Roads and utility services are expensive to 
modify around existing uses

• Demolition of existing structures adds to the 
total cost

axioMs of ReviTalizaTion

There are five key axioms of 
revitalization to be considered as part 
of the development process:

• A unique ‘toolbox’ and a specialty 
set of tools are requires for 
revitalization

• Real progress only happens 
incrementally

• Each project, program, investment 
must build momentum

• There is no direct path to success – 
revitalization requires you to tackle 
the challenge from every angle and 
to eliminate the barriers and take 
advantage of every opportunity

• Public sector investment must 
be leveraged by private sector 
investment, and vice versa
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Undertaking commercial district revitalization 
in an aging market area is challenging and 
complex due to a variety of factors, including 
land costs, mixed ownership, the unique needs of 
small business, and the different audiences for 
which you must understand needs, motivations, 
incentive types, etc. 

For these, and many other reasons, the standard 
rules, policies and procedures of development 
do not apply to revitalization.  Various forms of 
public assistance are often required to enable 
revitalization projects to be competitive with 
other investment options facing lenders and 
developers. 

Finally, there are three different primary 
audiences that must be considered in commercial 
district revitalization:

• Developers

• Property Owners

• Business Owners/Operators

All three audiences have to be engaged in the 
process effectively.

3.11.1 Steps to Commercial Revitalization

There are four important steps to the Commercial 
revitalization:

Stabilize – “Stop the decline…”

Stabilization is already occurring in south 
Thornton. Several things need to happen in the 
stabilization stage:

• Be vocal about intentions: Stakeholders will 
need to be convinced in this phase that the 
City is committed to seeing these efforts 
through. Goals and benchmarks must be 
established so that it’s clear to everyone 

fouR sTePs To CoMMeRCial ReviTalizaTion

Stabilize - ‘Stop the Decline’

Set the Stage - ‘Create opportunities’

Support - ‘Small, Incremental Chage’

Success - ‘Dare to Fail’
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what “revitalization” means and what is going 
to be achieved.

• Identify passionate stakeholder champions: 
Commercial district solutions must come from 
the commercial owners themselves. These 
private sector stakeholders with an interest in 
the district must be engaged, empowered and 
supported. All of the audiences – developers, 
property owners and business owners – must 
be engaged to ensure solutions to their 
problems are met, and that these solutions 
uniquely fit their needs. Engage people who 
will invest, act, and speak positively and 
‘carry the torch’ for the effort!

• Identify and implement ‘quick’ wins to build 
moral and demonstrate forward movement: 
Identify projects, programs and initiatives 
that you can tackle immediately and that 
will generate interest in and support for 
revitalization efforts. 

Examples of efforts to stabilize could include:

• Policy: Restrict liquor licenses, non-desirable 
uses; rezoning; address police response/
approach; create ‘concierge’ processes at 
City

• Programs: Design new incentive policies/
programs; facilitate development of an 
informal commercial stakeholder working 
group

• Projects: Create list of key parcels to be 
redeveloped; Clinica partnership; create a 
south Thornton identity

Set the Stage – “Create opportunities…”

Setting the stage is about preparing the 
environment for investment—by identifying 
and eliminating barriers, while also developing 

Figure 67:  Public space enhancements helps set the 
stage for revitalization.
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incentives to encourage appropriate uses. To set 
the stage several things need to occur:

• Many things at once to prepare the area 
for investment

• Identify primary barriers to success for each 
of your audiences

• Take steps to eliminate barriers and 
incentivize investment

• Build capacity for success by developing 
stronger public/private partnerships

Example of efforts to set the stage for 
revitalization in south Thornton could include:

• Policy: Utilize eminent domain to acquire 
strategic properties and prepare the land 
for development

• Programs: Encourage/support private sector 
in implementation of funding tools, incentive 
programs

• Projects: Public space enhancements – 
landscaping, lighting, etc.; wayfinding/
signage to define the area; retail mix study 
to identify types of supported retail

Support – ‘Small, incremental change’

During the support phase, the City’s primary role 
is to gently guide redevelopment by supporting 
and encouraging private sector investment 
to create small, incremental change. Several 
things need to happen to effectively ‘support’ 
revitalization efforts:

• Let the market drive private sector 
investment

• Public sector should support and encourage 
growth at every turn

• Recognize that in revitalization, there are 
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sacrifices in up-front profit for later return

• Give private sector a way to participate in 
funding improvements and a stake in how 
the district is improved 

Examples of successful opportunities to support 
growth include:

• Policy: Consider programs to encourage 
growth, development first in south Thornton 

• Programs: Dedicated staff to think 
entrepreneurially, market

• Projects: Leverage Clinica investment for 
bigger impact return; prep land at corner 
of I-25/Thornton Parkway for development

It should be noted that south Thornton has 
already demonstrated a successful case study 
for supporting private sector development with 
the Sportsman’s Warehouse project:

• Looking for a competitive, visible location 
along I-25

• Were planning to go up further north, but 
liked site of former, burnt-out hotel

• City-owned land, gave it to Sportsman’s 
Warehouse free to encourage development

• Have survived as one of the last remaining 
Sportsman’s Warehouses in the metro area 
– doing $40,000 to $50,000 of business 
per day

Success – ‘Dare to fail…’

To be successful in commercial district 
revitalization, you must be prepared to succeed 
and prepared to fail. It must be said that 
so many commercial districts across America 
undergoing efforts similar to Thornton’s have 
had to tackle the initiatives from multiple angles 
and fail many times before getting it right, but 

Figure 68:  One small, incremental change can be to 
establish a vision for this highly visible property at the 
intersection of I-25 and Thornton Parkway.
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the long-term commitment to keep at it is what 
ultimately led to success. Several things need to 
be considered to achieve success:

• Commercial district revitalization is a long-
term process. It takes time and money

• It takes many tools and many tries

• Dream big and dare to fail… take steps 
and tackle challenges from many angles

• Encourage stakeholder leadership - reward 
them for taking a chance

Examples of places in south Thornton that 
have already been working towards success 
incrementally include:

• Policy: Planning department streamlining

• Programs: BBIG revamp

• Projects: TDA successes and lessons learned

5.12 The Commercial Revitalization Toolbox

There are tools that must be considered for each 
of the primary audiences and there are some 
tools that benefit all. The toolbox must include 
options and opportunities for both the public and 
private sectors to invest, manage and ultimately 
receive benefit. Success in revitalization requires 
the use of many tools at once. It’s less about 
picking and choosing and more about how to put 
as many of these tools together as possible to 
work.

5.12.1 Developer Toolbox

• Urban Renewal Authority (URA) or 
Downtown Development Authority (DDA) 
or both that can collect either property or 
sales tax or both 

Figure 69:  Dare to empower business owners to work 
with City staff to customize existing programs and 
create new ones that will more effectively bring 
about reinvestment and revitalization.
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A URA harnesses the power of eminent domain 
and tax increment financing (TIF) to tackle 
otherwise difficult projects. There are currently 
URAs in 40 municipalities and there are more 
than 121 active districts in Colorado. 

DDAs provide TIF but not the power of eminent 
domain. They also provide the ability to levy 
property assessments. 

Both can be used to do common area 
improvements, upgrade infrastructure and invest 
in projects and provide incentives, etc. Successful 
use of these tools requires leveraging investment 
elsewhere, such as in Arvada, CO where big box 
development in one area of the URA funded 
revitalization in the Old Towne area.

• Community Development Corporations give 
communities an entrepreneurial toolset to 
provide incentives and encourage a group 
of willing investors to tackle projects 

• Incentives and tax abatements (property 
tax, sales tax, etc.)

• Streamlined review processes

• Parcel assembly assistance

• Active marketing

Thornton already has some of these tools:

• The City has recently made major efforts to 
streamline its review processes

• Thornton has a URA, the Thornton 
Development Authority, but the TIF 
mechanism has now expired 

5.12.2 Property Owner Toolbox

• Business Improvement District (BID) to help 
fund common area improvements. BIDs are 
common across Colorado and around the 

Figure 70:  A graphic description of how a TIF district 
keeps property taxes receipts constant for other recipients 
and uses the taxes from increased property values to fund 
improvements.
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world – there are more than 1,000 in North 
America alone. Some relevant examples in 
Colorado include: Havana BID in Aurora; 
South Broadway in Englewood; West 
Colfax and East Colfax in Denver, Alameda 
Corridor in Lakewood, and Downtown 
Boulder, Downtown Denver, Colorado 
Springs, Grand Junction and Durango, etc.

• Incentives to improve/expand older, 
underutilized properties or those in need of 
updates/upgrades due to age

• Matching grants

• Low-interest/no-interest loans (e.g. revolving 
loan pools)

• Design and technical assistance – remember 
that property owners may be good 
property managers, but not great at design 
and improvements

5.12.3 Business Owner/Operator Toolbox

Tools for business owners must help them 
leverage their collective knowledge about 
business and customers and promote a way to 
collectively market. Tools for business owners 
should be user-friendly and easy to navigate 
and address multi-cultural demands.

• A forum to come together and market, co-
promote, host events, etc. (informal business 
group, non-profit membership organization, 
BID)

• Streamlined City review processes for 
permitting, signage

• Resources to invest in their business – the 
BBIG program is a good example of a tool, 
but it needs to work effectively to meet 
stakeholder needs. It is critically important 
to engage stakeholders to make sure this 

Figure 71:  An example of the management area of the 
a BID (Boulder).

Figure 72:  An example of 
improvements that can be 
financed through a BID.
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happens

All of these tools set the stage for investment 
by the public and private sectors. The design 
and implementation of these tools must happen 
cooperatively between the public sector and 
private sectors stakeholders in the district. 
For special district tools, the private sector 
stakeholders must champion their creation with 
support from the public sector. These are not 
initiatives that an interest group can advance on 
their own; there must be interest from the actual 
commercial district investors to advance the 
concept.

Figure 73:  Formal and informal 
business forums help business owners 
cooperate, improve their skills, and 
solve common problems.
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