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What is a small area plan? 
 
Denver is made up of unique neighborhoods and places.  Each one of these areas has its 
own distinct set of issues and problems that need to be addressed.  Small area plans are a 
way to identify these issues and ultimately find feasible solutions.   
 
Small area plans benefits community residents, businesses and the city as a whole.  The 
plans offer areas a way to identify funding from various sources in order to meet unique 
needs.  Current issues can be analyzed and implemented using the latest tools and 
Blueprint Denver concepts.  Small area plans also provide areas the opportunity to tie 
into adjacent areas and to benefit from their activities.  Giving communities a way to 
protect their character while solving issues is the underlying goal of small area plans, and 
make Denver a better place to live and work. 
 
The advantage of a small area plan is its ability to engage issues and people on a close-
up, personal scale.  While the City’s comprehensive plan finds solutions to generalized 
issues, a small area plan is able to make recommendations for very focused issues.  
However, the potential disadvantage of a small area plan is if it is unrealistically narrow 
in scope, considering only local issues while ignoring the city-wide context.  The result 
can fragment Denver into a parochial society of neighborhoods that could conflict with 
broader goals.  Therefore, this handbook outlines minimum necessary content for a small 
area plan to ensure that, while addressing the localized issues of the area, it also responds 
to the City-wide context and addresses City-wide goals and issues. 
 
There are also disadvantages when each small area plan uses a different process or 
proposes unique solutions to similar problems. The result can be delayed implementation 
and difficult administration.  If each neighborhood plan includes its own unique zoning 
designations, design standards, or street types, over time Denver’s planning and zoning 
would become hopelessly complex and fragmented. This handbook recommends a 
standardized process for small area plans so they can be smoothly crafted, readily 
adopted, efficiently administered, and even more readily implemented.  Additionally, a 
set of standardized tools is included for use in small area plans — again so those plans 
can be easily developed and efficiently administered. 
 
There are three types of small area plans: neighborhood, corridor and district.  The type is 
determined by specific geography and similar characteristics.  A plan can cover as few as 
10 acres or as many 4,500 acres – the size of Stapleton or Gateway – as long as the areas 
studied contain comparable attributes.  While a majority of plans apply only to Denver, 
some include other jurisdictions.  A corridor spanning several cities or a district 
straddling two communities is an example. 
 

SIDEBAR: 3 Types of Small Area Plans 



• Neighborhood area plans primarily concentrate on largely 
residential areas. 
• Corridor area plans focuses on a linear geographic area such as a 
street, waterway or highway and the adjacent area. 
• District area plans center on areas with unified characteristics and 
issues. 

 
Neighborhood Area Plans: 
 
Denver is organized into 77 neighborhoods based primarily on census tracts.  Census 
tracts are small, relatively permanent statistical subdivisions of a county.  Census tracts 
usually have between 2,500 and 8,000 persons and, when first delineated, are designed to 
be fairly homogenous with respect to population characteristics, economic status and 
living conditions. 
 
Neighborhood plans are generally used for predominantly residential areas, and are often 
initiated in response to changing conditions.  Changing conditions can mean any foreseen 
changes that potentially modify a neighborhood’s physical or perceived character.  
Examples are a large development proposal, rapid growth, transportation infrastructure 
construction such as light rail, the expansion of a large institution or any change that 
could increase traffic and housing demand. 
 
High priority issues within neighborhood planning areas include city services, housing, 
education and human services.  This is due to the residential nature of most plans, but 
almost any issue affecting a neighborhood can be addressed.  The Sunnyside small area 
plan, an example of a neighborhood area plan, addressed the relationship between 
residential properties and adjoining industrial properties.  The neighborhood plan 
identified maintaining a strict adherence to ordinances that require buffering, landscaping 
and screening between industrial and residential areas.   <<FCA to expand case study>> 
Other neighborhood plan examples include Park Hill, Whittier, and Cherry Creek.   
 
Corridor Area Plans: 
 
A corridor plan focuses on a significant linear feature such as a street, waterway or 
highway and the adjacent area of influence.  Many corridor plans address streets that 
serve as the boundaries between neighborhoods.  Often, the involve business disricts that 
have developed along major streets.  These streets tend to be long enough to encompass 
portions of several neighborhoods.  Due to the often-narrow geographic scope of these 
plans, an increased emphasis should be placed on the corridor’s relationship to adjacent 
residents, properties and neighborhoods. 
 
The City or local business associations typically initiate corridor plans in response to a 
proposed capital investment or a shared issue.  Capital investment projects can include a 
major public beautification investment for the corridor; introduction of new transit 
technology such as bus rapid transit or light-rail; or open space and trails along a 
waterway.   



 
Corridor plans place emphasis on land-use, transportation, infrastructure, urban design, 
and economic development issues.  The Boulevard Plan was developed for Colorado 
Boulevard, and _________.  <<FCA to expand case study – need copy of plan>> 
Examples of other completed corridor plans include the Federal Boulevard Plan, and the 
Cherry Creek Greenway Plan. 
 
District Area Plans: 
 
District plans are for an interconnected area with common conditions and issues.  The 
content and process varies according to the development and constituency.  The plans can 
encompass relatively small areas such as campuses and neighborhood, town or regional 
centers, as well as large additions to Denver such as Stapleton or Lowry.  Often, district 
plans are the result of a large proposal, for instance the expansion of a large institution, a 
new neighborhood, or redevelopment and infill. 
 
District plans address the land-use, development, urban design and transportation 
characteristics.  Planning for relatively large areas also may encompass new open space 
and parks, public investments, new streets and transportation service, as well as land-use 
and transportation issues. 
 
Recently, with the introduction of light rail to Denver, transit-oriented development plans 
have been in the spotlight as examples of district plans, such as the Colorado Station Area 
Framework Plan. <<FCA to expand case study – need copy of plan>> Other examples 
include the Stapleton Development Plan, the Lower Downtown Plan and the Stadium 
Area Plan. 
 
How is the process initiated? 
 
The pressures of growth and public investment create tremendous demand for 
undertaking small area plans. Again, small area planning is a partnership between the 
City and the area’s stakeholders — residents, businesses, institutions and other 
government entities. Neither can do an effective small area plan alone. As a result, there 
is and will be a need for more planning than there are resources.  
 
It is therefore essential to use criteria to evaluate and prioritize requests for small area 
plans. The goals and policies in the City’s comprehensive plan (Plan 2000) and land use 
and transportation plan (Blueprint Denver) were influential in the creation of the 
following criteria: 
 
Plan 2000 criteria to establish priorities for small area planning: 
 

• Evidence of disinvestment, deteriorating housing, and high vacancy, 
unemployment and poverty rates.   

• Significant change is occurring or anticipated. 
• Public facilities and/or physical improvements need to be addressed. 



• Opportunities for substantial infill or redevelopment are present. 
• Opportunities arise to influence site selection, development or major expansion of 

a single, large activity generator. 
• Opportunity for development in conjunction with a transit station exists. 

 
Blueprint Denver criteria to establish priorities for small area planning: 
 

• Creating opportunity for appropriate development in Areas of Change. 
• Stabilizing conditions that threaten Areas of Stability. 
• Promoting public investments that increase transportation choice. 

 
Note:  All areas of Denver are designated as either an Area of Change or an Area of 
Stability under Blueprint Denver.  A map can be obtained from the Community Planning 
and Development Agency, and a detailed explanation is available in the Blueprint Denver 
document. 
 
City staff from relevant agencies, with assistance from the Planning Board, will evaluate 
neighborhoods, corridors and districts using these criteria to establish priorities. Available 
resources will be allocated and timeframes established for starting specific plans.  
Organizations may be able to supplement City resources by helping with public 
involvement and participating in the planning process. 
 
What is the process? 
 
The small area plan development process entails: 

• an inclusive public process, 
• established level of analysis, 
• standardized set of tools, 
• and recognition of civic responsibilities and City-wide context.   

 
There are four positive consequences for having a standardized process to develop small 
area plans. First, citizen and staff time will be better utilized. Those who develop plans 
often learn some of the same lessons and come to the same conclusions as those who 
developed plans before, but only after spending valuable time reinventing the wheel. 
Second, a smooth process assures broader participation, more timely completion and 
faster response to changing conditions. Third, the content of each plan is improved 
because time saved can be spent on evaluating citizen input, thorough technical analysis 
and clearly articulated implementation strategies. Fourth, administering a completed 
small area plan becomes easier because plans are in a similar format and address similar 
issues with similar recommendations and tools. As a result, small area plans will be 
undertaken and updated more often, administered more easily and include more effective 
recommendations to improve conditions in the subject area.  
 
Any small area plan is a joint undertaking of the City and the citizens of the affected area. 
Considerable teamwork and coordination is required, especially if another organization, 
such as a neighborhood association, is a co-sponsor of the planning effort. 



 
Before beginning the plan, some basic research on the area, including a review of existing 
plans and studies should be completed so that a well-established set of steps can be 
outlined. Every plan must incorporate these steps, although the details may vary from 
plan to plan. The following sections describe the major steps, or phases, and the order in 
which they come in the standardized planning process. The time and effort spent on each 
phase will vary depending on the characteristics of the area and experience of the 
participants.  Creating a Gant chart or timeline is an easy method for ensuring the timely 
progress of a plan. The actual plan — the written document — may arrange its contents 
to best relay the information, so long as the plan document is well organized, clear, 
concise and tailored to the findings. 
 
<<FCA to insert case study that is followed through process – need best example to 
date>> 
 
Phase 1 – Vision statement 
 
The vision statement is a concise description of the area at some point 10 to 20 years in 
the future. There also may be guiding principles to further advise the planning process 
and recommendations.  Defining the purpose of the plan for the City and for the other 
stakeholders early in the process is an important task.  Define the primary goal(s) in 
undertaking the plan.  If necessary, these goals, and the overall vision statement, can be 
adjusted through the process. 
 
Phase 2 – Background and Introduction 
 
This first phase sets the stage for the planning process to come. Typical components 
include: 
 
• Defining the planning area and defining subareas, if applicable: 
The planning area should be a community of like interests, natural boundaries, definitive 
architecture, or other similar characteristics.  If the planning area is of significant size or 
if some sections have perceived or real differences than subareas can be defined within.  
For instance, when the Northeast Downtown Plan was drafted it included three subareas: 
Upper Larimer, Baseball Environs, and Arapahoe Square. 
 
• Discussing the planning process 
Before undertaking the development of a small area plan, an initial schedule should be 
established.  The schedule should outlines steps, timelines and responsibilities.  The 
plan’s vision statement can act as a guide to set priorities and identify key stakeholders. 
 
• Creating a public involvement strategy and identifying stakeholders and partners: 
Public involvement is a key element to ensuring each community member has the 
opportunity to voice his or her opinions during small area plan development.  Issues and 
solutions addressed in small area plans often have an affect on more than just that area.  
For instance, nearby residents, business owners and their employees all might be affected 



by transit improvements recommended in a corridor study, even if their business or home 
is not within the study area boundary.  A successful public involvement strategy includes 
a wide range of mechanisms for people to share their ideas, questions and concerns.  The 
strategy should: inform a broad variety of citizens; provide ample opportunities for 
participants to provide feedback; and give more involved citizens an opportunity to 
interact directly in the process. 
 
Depending on the size and complexity of the plan or group, several of the methods 
described below may be used for one planning effort.  No matter which methods are 
selected, the goal is the engage as many citizens as possible in an efficient, effective and 
timely manner.   
 
Get the public involved early and frequently.  It is important to involve community 
members at key steps throughout the planning process, such as during the development of 
the vision statement, after research completion and key findings, during issue and 
solution development and at the final draft stage. 
 
The following are some common methods for citizen participation. 

 
Charrettes: 

 
A charrette is a workshop where participants actively design a future for the planning 
area using maps or aerial photographs.  For example, participants may identify specific 
land uses they want to change, specific landmarks to be preserved, locations for 
additional growth, changes to the street cross sections, or key public improvements.  
 
During the development of Blueprint Denver, the City’s land use and transportation plan, 
several charrettes were held in neighborhoods designated as “areas of change”.  During 
the charrettes, participants were divided into small groups and given large-scale maps of 
their neighborhood, stickers representing various development types, and markers.  
Participants were then asked to place stickers where they, as a group, would like to see 
the given development type.  The markers were used to delineate barriers, gateways, 
problem areas or any other points of significance.  These maps were then analyzed and 
used to create an illustrative concept plan for the neighborhoods.  
 
A charrette is an informative way to gain knowledge of how residents view and interact 
with their community, as well as a way to make participants feel like their individual 
concerns are being addressed. 

 
Citizen Advisory Committee: 
 
A citizen advisory committee is a group of informed citizens representing a full range of 
interests that meets regularly to review information and products and make 
recommendations as the plan is being developed. They are useful as a sounding board for 
new ideas, to ensure that the plan’s content reflects the values of citizens and 
stakeholders in the area, and to develop innovative ideas.  



 
Newsletters and surveys: 
 
Newsletters and surveys are an easy way to inform and solicit ideas from a broad 
constituency.  They are also an excellent way to grab the attention of community 
members who would not otherwise be able or willing to participate in the planning 
process.   
 
Newsletter should be short, yet informative.  Generally, most recipients will not spend a 
great deal of time reading a newsletter.  The should be designed to be read in no more 
than 10 to 15 minutes, containing a maximum of 2,500 to 3,500 words.  Therefore, it has 
to be visually appealing with informative graphics and articles to capture interest.  A 
newsletter should highlight the main purpose, issues and goals of the project.  Be sure to 
include contact information and dates of any upcoming meetings or workshops in case 
the recipient wants more information. 
 
An early newsletter may contain a response survey.  This is a way to discover important 
issues and opportunities near the beginning of the planning process.  Survey questions 
should be simple and concise, and not leading to a desired response (this may be done 
unconsciously by the author).  Be open to opinions that are conflicting with City or 
neighborhood goals, the best processes are inclusive of a diversity of opinion.  It is 
especially important to welcome minority opinions. 
 
 Newsletters and surveys can be delivered through a variety of means, such as the mail, as 
a newspaper insert, or through the Internet.  An increasingly popular survey form is the 
“visual preference survey”.   Visual preference surveys allow community members to 
rate various concepts based on their visual appeal.  Concepts may include architectural 
styles, traffic calming measures, urban design and street characteristics.  The survey 
results give valuable feedback to citizens’ likes and dislikes.  A visual preference survey 
can be available on the Internet and/or at open houses and workshops. 
 
Open Houses: 
 
Open houses are a good way to keep citizens informed while giving them the opportunity 
to discuss issues with planners and stakeholders.  Open houses not only allow citizens to 
get questions answered but also to provide feedback directly to those involved in the plan 
development.   
 
Whether a formal meeting with presentations or an informal gathering around displays 
and maps, periodic updates on the plan’s progress can be easily showcased in the open 
house format.  Open houses should be fun, informative and get people talking.  They can 
even help foster a sense of community in a neighborhood, district or corridor, helping to 
motivate support for the planning process. 
 
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT): 
 



SWOT is an effective participation method designed to engage many ideas from many 
people on an equal basis. Participants are asked to identify the strengths and weaknesses 
of, the opportunities present in, and the threats facing their area. The resulting list can be 
used throughout the process to develop a vision statement, check identified issues and 
verify that implementation covers those issues. It also can help focus planning efforts on 
issues that have the greatest impact on the area. 
 
Phase 3 – Planning Context 
 
<<establish how citywide documents address the specific area>> 
 
Every area of the city has a planning context based on already adopted plans and previous 
studies. This phase defines the context, which may include some or all of the following: 
 

• Comprehensive Plan (Plan 2000) 
The Comprehensive Plan lays out city-wide goals, policies and objectives.  Small area 
plans should strive to meet and adhere to these when formulating individualized goals 
and policies. 

 
• Small area plans adopted as supplements to the comprehensive plan 
Existing small area plans refer only to their stated planning area.  However, they can 
be helpful in determining strengths and weaknesses of tools.  Existing plans for areas 
adjacent to a proposed plan area can be especially useful. 

 
• Blueprint Denver  
Blueprint Denver is a city-wide land use and transportation plan.  The Blueprint 
outlines tools and concepts that should be adhered to during the small area plan 
process.  Included in Blueprint Denver is the Plan Map, a land use and transportation 
concept map that outlines general locations for future change. 
 
• Other city-wide plans such as the Bicycle Master Plan or proposed Parks Game 

Plan 
Other city-wide plans are useful in determining what future changes may already be 
in the works for the proposed planning area.  This could include new parks or future 
bike routes and trails. 

 
• Transportation, urban design, drainage, or other studies of specific issues 
Often, the City researches specific issues that may be prudent to a small area plan.  
For example, a transportation study might be done before a new light-rail stop is built.  
These studies can provide valuable and detailed information for small areas. 

 
• State or federal policy direction that may be applicable 
State and federal policies generally supercede local policies and should be considered 
during the planning process. 

 
• Phase 4 – Assessment 



 
Assessment is the inventory and analysis phase of the process. It includes an inventory of 
existing conditions covering all of the chapter topics of the comprehensive plan, Plan 
2000, and an analysis of the issues to be addressed by the plan. Neighborhood, district 
and corridor plans will place different emphases on the various components.  A list of the 
Plan 2000 chapters and topics that might be included in the assessment follows.  Each 
topic should be addressed; however, less applicable elements can be covered briefly. 
 
Demographic trends  
 
Analysis of demographic trends should include past trends for the area, available 
projections and comparison with the city for population and household characteristics, 
income and poverty rates, education levels, and human services.  Demographic trends can 
help to track changes in the area as well as identify potential issues.  An area’s strengths 
and weakness can begin to emerge through comparisons with city-wide demographics. 
 
Available sources include: 

• U.S. Bureau of Census 
• City GIS data 
• Local school districts 
• Applicable City agencies 
• Private firm trend analysis   

 
Environmental sustainability  
 
Analysis of environmental sustainability should include topics such as physical setting 
and topography, tree canopy (the uppermost spreading branchy layer of trees which 
provide cover and shade), street trees, flood plain, brownfields (abandoned, idled, or 
under-used industrial and commercial facilities where expansion or redevelopment is 
complicated by environmental contamination), and localized air and water quality issues. 
The focus and depth of the discussion will depend on the attributes of the planning area. 
 
<<FCA to insert case study>> 
 
Available sources include: 

• Federal Emergency Management Agency 
• National Wetlands Inventory 
• Environmental Protection Agency 
• Department of Natural Resources 
• Private environmental organizations 
• Applicable City agencies 
• Arial photography (for estimating tree canopy) 
• Others? – State GIS resources 

 
Land use and zoning 
 



A key component of the land-use and zoning study is to evaluate, refine and correct the 
Blueprint Denver Plan Map. Refinements may include regional and local destinations and 
additional Areas of Change and Areas of Stability. The existing land-use regulatory 
framework (zoning, view plane, historic structures and districts, design review districts) 
must be defined and mapped. The same must be done for the existing land uses and built 
form attributes. A comparison of these can identify needed buffers and transitions 
between different uses and densities and significant discrepancies between land use and 
zoning. Another component is to define the likely change agents such as significant land 
assemblages, opportunity sites, and major proposed projects.  
 
Available sources include: 

• City GIS 
• Community Planning and Development Agency 

 
<<SIDEBAR/SEPARATE SECTION>> The Blueprint Denver Plan Map: 
 
The Blueprint Denver Plan Map was created during the development of 
Blueprint Denver, the City’s land use and transportation plan and sets the 
basic parameters for future land-use decisions.  The Plan Map identifies areas 
where the land uses or intensity of uses are envisioned to change (called 
Areas of Change), as well as areas where land uses should be maintained and 
improved in their existing state (called Areas of Stability).  
 
As a key inventory step during the small area plan process, an area’s 
Blueprint Denver map gets reviewed, corrected and refined to balance 
neighborhood and City interests. This includes the Areas of Change and Areas 
of Stability within the area, as well as the street types and transit lines. The 
plan recommendations must justify any significant deviation from the 
Blueprint Denver Plan Map. 
 
If the small area plan recommends land-use types, transportation, Areas of 
Change, and Areas of Stability consistent with Blueprint Denver, this portion 
of the plan would be considered acceptable without further study. 
 
If recommended changes represent an underlying change from Blueprint 
Denver, a technical study will be required to see if the change suggested has a 
significant impact to the City as a whole and if that impact is positive or 
negative. 
 
Through the process of producing a small area plan, it might be determined 
that lower or higher levels of growth would be consistent with the plan’s 
vision. Minor differences up to a 20 percent variation do not need to be 
specifically addressed. However, major differences should be addressed in the 
plan, and its impact on Denver as a whole should be examined. This includes 
not only the individual impact of the specific plan, but also the cumulative 
impact of similar decisions in other neighborhood plans. 



 
Housing 
 
Analysis of housing should include housing characteristics and change over time, an 
inventory of housing by type, home ownership and tenancy trends, and housing cost 
compared to city and metro area. Opportunities to meet a broader range of housing types 
and prices also should be identified. 
 
Available sources include: 

• U.S. Bureau of Census 
• Applicable city agencies (CPDA, Housing?) 
• U.S. Department of Housing and Development (HUD) 
• Private firm market analysis data 

 
Legacies 
 
Plan 2000 identifies legacies such as a historic preservation, parks, and urban design. 
Mapping residential types and discussing types of architecture, building materials, site 
attributes, and other aspects of urban form is one component. The historic preservation 
element should discuss the history of development and resulting development pattern and 
identify landmark structures and districts, both designated and eligible. Similarly, the 
existing parks, parkways, and open space system needs to be evaluated and mapped. 
Some of the other urban design elements may include significant views, focal points, 
gateways, and area and sub-area edges. 
 
Available sources include: 

• National Park Service’s National Register of Historic Places 
• City’s Community Planning and Development Agency (CPDA) 
• Local historical society or museum 
• City Parks Plan 

 
Mobility 
 
Major components of mobility may include the street system (overall street pattern, street 
classification, street type), traffic patterns and volumes, parking issues and inventory, 
transit routes and frequencies, bike routes, pedestrian connections (especially related to 
destinations), and pedestrian and bike safety issues. In some planning areas, attention 
may be given to identifying existing or potential pedestrian or transit priority areas and to 
neighborhood traffic management issues. 
 
Available sources include: 

• Applicable City agencies (CDPA, Public Works) 
• Regional Transit Authority 
• City’s GIS data 
• International Transportation Engineers (parking survey data) 

 



Economic activity  
 
Economic activity will vary considerably from one area to another. Where considerable 
employment, retail and other activity is an important present or future attribute, 
information about existing businesses and employment, retail, and industrial areas and 
sub-areas is essential. Other information may include estimates of employment by 
category and inventory of other economic generators, significant retail shopping patterns 
in and out of the planning area, and development trends. In some cases, it may be 
appropriate to conduct a market study. 
 
Available sources include: 

• Economic Development Agency 
• Denver Council of Governments (especially the transportation model, which 

contains up to date employment information) 
• Private firm market study 
• Other Denver data 

 
Neighborhood  
 
The key attributes of neighborhood issues may include the social fabric of the area 
(community organizations and informal gathering places, for example), communication, 
and an inventory of community facilities (schools, recreation centers, religious 
institutions, senior centers, libraries, other public facilities, and major private facilities). 
In some areas, public safety and health issues (crime rates) will be significant. 
 
Available sources include: 

• Walking surveys / Interviews with local residents and business owners 
• City GIS data 
• Local neighborhood organizations 
• Applicable City agencies (CPDA, _____) 
• Local school districts 
• Police department 
• Chamber of Commerce 

 
Arts and Culture 
 
Arts and culture is sometimes an important component for an area. Artistic and cultural 
facilities not only increase an area’s economic base by drawing people to the vicinity, but 
they also increase the education and awareness of area residents.  An inventory of large 
and small arts and cultural facilities often is the best way to depict this characteristic. 
 
Available sources include: 

• Chamber of Commerce 
• Other? 

 
Phase 5 – Plan Recommendations 



 
The plan recommendations must incorporate three components: a concept plan for the 
planning area (based on the Blueprint Denver Plan Map); plan recommendations in the 
form of goals and objectives, issue identification and resolution; and civic 
responsibilities. 
 
Phase 6 – Plan Implementation Program 
 
The final component of the plan is to create an implementation program by applying the 
tools described in this handbook to achieve the plan recommendations.  There are three 
types of tools — regulatory, public infrastructure, and public-private partnership — that 
need to be considered and used to achieve the plan recommendations. Other components 
of the implementation program may include discussion of the capacity and resources for 
implementation (public, private, nonprofit, organizational) and assignment of priorities, 
responsibility and schedule. Follow up for evaluating progress and setting new priorities 
also should be discussed. 
 
What are the civic responsibilities of a small area plan? 
 
A basic tenet of small area plans is that specific areas cannot solve problems at the 
expense of their neighbors or the City as a whole. Each small area should address a set of 
civic responsibilities that will improve the City’s livability. One example is that it is a 
civic responsibility to provide many different housing types to accommodate people of 
different ages and income levels. By addressing this responsibility, Denver can be an 
accessible place for many different types of individuals and families. Another is 
accepting and reinforcing the Area of Change and Area of Stability designations that 
have been refined by the planning process. This assures a City-wide approach to 
channeling growth to increase benefits and minimize burdens. 
 
Affordable housing .The need for a broad range of housing types and prices throughout 
the City is very important to the quality of life for Denver as well as the entire region. A 
diversity of housing is essential in every part of the City. Housing types that meet the 
needs of each particular stage in life enables a resident to age within the same 
neighborhood. This allows the young and old to live in the same neighborhood with their 
parents and children respectively, if they so choose. Affordable housing also can mean 
modest-wage workers living closer to their jobs, decreasing transportation expenses and 
increasing transportation efficiency. 
 
Transportation system integrity. Having a connected regional system of roads and rapid 
transit is essential to continuing the metropolitan area’s vitality. Improving streets so that 
they complement adjacent land uses, and vice versa, is encouraged. Roadways of City-
wide importance and new transit lines are identified and discussed in Chapter 6. For 
example, there may be an opportunity to increase sidewalk width, provide on-street 
parking or add a transit stop along certain commercial streets. However, to reroute a 
transit line may have adverse impacts on other parts of the City.  This does not mean that 
it can never be considered, but the impacts external to the small area must be evaluated. 



 
Transit Oriented Development (TOD) .TOD is an example of another transportation 
element in Blueprint Denver that has broad importance for the City. TODs bring 
employees and residents within walking distance of high-frequency transit routes, and, as 
a result, improve the efficiency of the regional transportation system. 
 
Community facilities. While most community facilities are viewed positively, those that 
are deemed less desirable nonetheless often are essential to serving the needs of the 
neighborhood and the City. Some of these facilities are best clustered, while others need 
to be dispersed throughout the City. Every plan needs to deal with existing facilities and 
potential expansions, as well as new facilities. Some major facilities will require special 
planning and site selection processes. 
 
Consistency with adopted plans .A proposed plan must be consistent with already 
adopted plans including Plan 2000, Blueprint Denver and plans for adjacent small areas. 
Substantial differences between the proposed plan and adopted plans must be identified. 
In some cases, the difference may point out a new trend that should be incorporated into 
the other plans; if not, the proposed plan should be adjusted. The Planning Board’s 
review and recommendations regarding proposed plans will take this into consideration. 
 
Regional coordination. Regional coordination is increasingly important to Denver. In 
some cases, consistency with regional smart growth and transportation policies may take 
priority over local neighborhood recommendations. 
 
 

SIDEBAR/SEPARATE SECTION: Should the plan follow a specific format? 
 
Following a standard format ensures that each plan contains the same 
information and can be easily administered.  Each small area plan should follow 
the same basic format that is outlined in the “What is the process” section.  
Within this basic format, flexibility is allowed as long as the minimum content 
outlined in this chapter is addressed. 
 
In addition to the basic order and minimum content, each plan should: 
 
Summarize recommendations: 
 
Recommendations made during the plan process should be summarized in a 
concise and understandable manner.  An additional section of the plan should 
outline recommendations through a more detailed analysis. 
 
Determine priorities among recommendations: 
 
The plan should determine priorities among its recommendations based on need, 
benefit and feasibility.  A matrix showing priorities, timeline for implementation, 



responsibility and estimated or known costs (if any) is a simple way to represent 
the information.  
 
Use standardized tools: 
 
Recommendations in the small area plans should use standard tools, available 
Citywide. 

 
Use standardized tools: 
 
Land-use and transportation conclusions in the small area plans should use standard tools, 
available Citywide, that are explained below.  (More information is also available in 
Blueprint Denver.)  If a new tool is needed, it will be developed for use in other 
neighborhoods as well. The use of standardized tools keeps the administrative burden on 
the City within a reasonable level and enables recommendations to be drafted and 
implemented more quickly. 
 
Regulatory Tools  <<FCA to add case study>>  
 
Regulatory tools can be implemented to shape, encourage and discourage future land-use 
changes. 
 
Zoning 
 

• Zoning tools include: 
• Amend language in code 

Note: Amending code language is often difficult because it affects all properties 
in a zone, not just properties within the planning area. 

• Rezone selected parcels to a new district 
• Apply fundamental overlay zones — e.g. transit or pedestrian overlay 
• Utilize a specific overlay zone district 
• Evaluate the need for additional design review 
 
The advantage of zoning changes is that they can correct both city-wide and localized 
problems at the same time. However, zoning changes can be time consuming, 
politically charged and use finite city resources. 
 

SIDEBAR: What is an overlay zone? 
An overlay zone district is a zone district that modifies a base zone district, 
but it does not replicate the breadth of the base zone.  An overlay zone 
district is essentially “laid over” the base zone district.  For example, a 
commercial zone district may have an overlay zone that enhances 
ordinances on pedestrian friendly design such as wider sidewalks, elevated 
design standards and lower parking standards. 

  



Landmark district 
 
For those buildings or districts with architectural, historical or geographical significance, 
a landmark district may be recommended to provide protection from demolition or 
inappropriate remodeling.  However, not all areas may qualify for landmark distinction, 
and strict policies may not appeal to all property owners.  Increasing design standards is 
an alternative to pursuing landmark district status. 
 
View protection 
 
A view of downtown or the mountains from a point in an important public place can be 
recommended for protection through a view preservation ordinance. 
 
Public Infrastructure Tools <<FCA to add case study>> 
 
Public investments in an area have an immediate impact and are not subject to market 
conditions and private decisions. However, they are subject to a competitive City 
budgetary process. Plans should prioritize desired investments to ensure that the most 
beneficial investments are addressed first. Recommendations from City-wide and small 
area plans will be included in the annual budget process. 
 
Transportation 
 
Transportation investments include: 
 

• Neighborhood traffic management 
• <<get latest NTMP documentation, summarize key points, refer to documents>> 
• Street improvements, including storm drainage, alleys and targeted roadway 

capacity improvements 
• Medians 
• Transit improvements 
• New bus route 
• Improved bus service 
• Fixed-guideway buses 
• Light-rail transit corridors 
• Local circulator buses 
• Additional transit stops 
• Improvements to transit stops, including pedestrian connections 
• Bike lane, route, path, and other amenities 
• Sidewalk improvements 
• Priority signals for pedestrians, bikes and transit 
• Street trees/detached walks 
• Street furniture 
• Parking structures and/or surface lots (shared-use) 
 



Parks 
 
New parks and open spaces have obvious benefits to the community and surrounding 
property owners. Park facilities are popular and sought after but can be expensive to 
create, operate and maintain. Combining facilities such as parks and open space with 
storm water quality and detention facilities are important but require additional operation 
and maintenance coordination. 
 

• Green streets — beautified pedestrian connections along streets between parks. 
• Parkways — streets with broad medians and treelawns 
• Parks — neighborhood, community or regional scale 
• Open spaces — natural areas 
• Plazas — public space within more dense urban districts 

 
Facilities 
 
Some neighborhoods are in need of key civic facilities such as: 
 

• Recreation centers 
• Libraries 
• Ball fields 

 
Partnerships Tools <<FCA to add case study>> 
 
In the absence of a strong private development market that can produce positive change 
without public money, partnerships can be formed between public and private partners. In 
Areas of Change, a partnership can help stimulate additional private investment by 
changing market perceptions. In Areas of Stability, partnerships can be useful tools in 
developing affordable housing or in improving a business district. Partnerships and Areas 
of Change and Stability are discussed more fully in Chapter 7 of the Blueprint Denver 
document. 
 
Examples of investments that can occur through partnerships include: 
 

• Shared parking 
• Brownfield mitigation 
• Public plazas or parks 
• Affordable housing 
• Land assemblage 
• Business recruitment 
• Façade improvement loans 
• Business incubator 
• Pilot projects 
 



Various revenue sources are available to the City including Community Development 
Block Grants, other federal programs for tax increment financing and special programs. 
 
How does the plan get implemented? 
 
Because small area plans are so important in helping direct future resources, adoption 
involves a thorough evaluation, as well as formal action. The process, in order, is as 
follows:  
 

• A completed plan draft is formally submitted to the Planning Director.   
 

• The Planning Director directs a multi-agency, technical review committee to 
evaluate the plan’s format, contents and process, especially related to Plan 2000, 
Blueprint Denver, and other adopted plans. The committee recommends changes 
as needed. The recommended changes, if any, are reviewed by the entity that 
drafted the plan, and then a response to the recommendations is submitted.  

 
• The Planning Director transmits the revised plan to the Planning Board for a work 

session to review the contents, committee recommendations and compatibility 
with Plan 2000, Blueprint Denver and other adopted plans.   

 
• The Planning Board conducts a public hearing and makes a recommendation to 

City Council based on the review committee’s findings and public testimony.   
 

• City Council acts on adopting the proposed plan as a supplement to Plan 2000.   
 

• The adopted plan is put into digital format and published electronically. Limited 
numbers of printed copies will be available.  

 
SIDEBAR:  Updating Small Area Plans developed prior to the 
implementation of Blueprint Denver 
Until they are updated using this process, existing neighborhood plans will 
continue to guide City decisions. For example, plans that call for 
implementation through zone changes or neighborhood improvements will 
continue to be considered for implementation. However, existing 
neighborhood plans vary greatly in their format and their implementation 
effects. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Similar problems should have similar solutions. The tools presented in this handbook 
offer a variety of mechanisms for developing implementation strategies for small area 
plans. If plans take advantage of the broader range of tools in the regulatory, public 
infrastructure, and partnership categories, City implementation should be readily 
available.  
 



Implementation takes place on many levels for the City and other partners. Regular 
recommendations and decisions such as review of proposed developments and 
recommendations on rezonings can benefit from a thoughtful, clear small area plan. 
Similarly, a neighborhood association’s annual work program can be more targeted based 
on clear recommendations. Some of the more substantial recommendations, such as 
public infrastructure, are dependent on the highly competitive annual funding of capital 
improvements. 
 
One of the criteria the City will use to consider implementing a plan’s programs is the 
effectiveness of proposed investments in improving conditions in the City, as measured 
by objective benchmarks.  Benchmarks are measurable indicators that are used to assess 
the City’s progress toward its goals.  Some benchmarks will be quantitative 
measurements, while others will be more subjective, based on individual goals. 
Therefore, a small area plan should attempt to forecast how it would improve those 
benchmarks that are applicable to the small area planning process. 
 
Small area plans should be updated at least every ten years.  If area conditions change 
dramatically, a plan can be amended earlier. Updates and amendments follow the same 
format and implementation process as a new small area plans.  During the process it is 
especially necessary to analyze and gather new data in order to track the effects of 
changing conditions. 
 
Neighborhood plan updates should build on the foundation of prior plans.  These plans 
represented the neighborhood and City consensus at the time the plan was completed. In 
many cases, these plans have been the agents of change for the areas they serve. A 
comprehensive review of the successes, failures and the ideas not yet implemented 
should form the foundation of any renewed planning effort. 
 
Checklist 
 
<<FCA to insert small area plan checklist>> 
 
Who to Contact 
 
Area Planning Manager 
City and County of Denver 
Community Planning and Development Agency 
200 West 14th Avenue 
Denver, Colorado 80204  
720-865-2915 


