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This chapter discusses a variety of tools available to implement the Master Plan goals and vision.

TOOLS FOR EXPANDING THORNTON’S PARK AND OPEN SPACE SYSTEM

The Master Plan proposes an expanded parks and open space system that will contribute to preserving Thornton’s 
environmental resources, its historical and cultural heritage, and its quality of life. Residents involved in the public 
outreach component of the update process repeatedly cited Thornton’s parks and recreation facilities as a tremendous 
community asset. For this reason, it is important to ensure that a strategy is in place to maintain and/or expand the 
existing parks and open space system. The following tools are currently available to the city of Thornton to allow timely, 
efficient response to system expansion opportunities as they arise.

Public Land Dedication (PLD) Requirement

One of the resources available for acquiring and developing parkland and open space is the city’s Public Land 
Dedication requirement. This requirement is part of the city’s Development Code and applies to residential and 
commercial development at the time that the land is subdivided. The Code requires developers to dedicate land and 
construct improvements for parks, open space, and trails OR to pay a cash-in-lieu fee. All provisions in the existing PLD 
requirement remain unchanged, except for:

�� The number of people per household be changed from 2.87 to 2.86 per the 2010 census findings.

�� The current Public Land Dedication cash-in-lieu requirement will be adjusted to reflect current market values 
and the needs of the community. 

The expectation is that the public land dedication requirement is sufficient to provide the pocket parks and 
neighborhood level parks shown in the Parks and Open Space Plan (Exhibit 4.1).

Parks and Open Space Taxes

On January 1, 1998, the city of Thornton began collecting a one-quarter percent sales tax for the purpose of funding 
park and open space projects. The Parks and Open Space Tax generates approximately $6,100,000 each year. In 
2000, voters approved a $22.4 million bond issue, which is in effect a loan funded by recurring tax revenues. Further, 
Adams County has administered a tax for parks and open space, a portion of which is refunded directly to the city of 
Thornton and another portion that is available on a grant basis to the municipalities.

In 2018, the parks and open space tax sunsets. During the 2012 update process and in discussions with POSAC in 
2012, participants expressed an interest in gauging public support for extending this tax. To highlight the impact that 
the tax has had on the parks and open space system, a diagram entitled “Projects Completed/In Progress since 1998” 
was generated, which served as an important tool to educate and celebrate the community’s commitment to the parks 
and open space system and will be used in subsequent discussions and public outreach efforts.

This Master Plan uses the all encompassing term “Parks and Open Space” when referring to 
Thornton’s citywide system of parks, recreation programs, recreation facilities, designated open 
space, open lands, and trails.
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It was decided on June 3, 2013, by Thornton City Council to put the parks and open space tax up for renewal on 
the November 2013 ballot, which passed with a 69% vote and extends the parks and open space tax through 2038. 
Specific information pertaining to the extension can be found in Appendix 4.

Other Preservation Tools

A number of specific tools are available for preserving open lands.  Not all of these tools require cash payment. The 
most common tools are listed below, and are described in the Technical Appendices-Appendix 11.  

�� Conservation Easement
�� Cluster Development
�� Deed Restrictions/Covenants
�� Reserved Life Estate
�� Cash Purchase
�� Donation or Gift
�� Land Exchange

�� Purchase of Development Rights (PDR)
�� Transferable Development Rights (TDR)
�� Estate Planning
�� Land Preservation Development
�� Intergovernmental Agreements (IGAs)
�� Eminent Domain

The city does not currently have enough local dedicated funding to acquire acreage to implement the Parks, 
Recreation, Trails, and Open Space System envisioned by this Master Plan Update. Thus, the city must exercise 
a high degree of creativity in its use of preservation tools and collaborate with partners to leverage all available 
resources. Suggested ways of leveraging funds and creating partnerships are noted below. 

�� Work with landowners to find win/win solutions. Often, by engaging landowners early in the process and 
exploring a variety of options with them, new ways or new combinations of ways can be found to meet the 
objectives of the public and the landowner. In many cases, the options available and their implications are 
not known by landowners. For example, a below-market sale can generate tax credits that might be extremely 
valuable to a corporate seller. Estate considerations can be very significant to others. Even the designation 
(without purchase) of parkland or open space will increase the value of the remaining land in a subdivision.

�� Use the most appropriate preservation tools and combine tools, where feasible. Many of these tools will allow 
property to be preserved at no cost or acquired at prices favorable to the city. They also allow the city to structure 
transactions that will address the varying tax and estate conditions of the sellers. 

�� Purchase land only when necessary. Local funds will purchase a relatively few acres per year.  Thus, direct 
purchase of land should be a tool used when other options have been exhausted. Even then, the city should 
consider strategic, “catalyst” purchases first.  hese are purchases that might, for example, preserve a key parcel 
(around which other strategies can be used to tie in adjacent parcels) and where the city will provide matching 
funds for public and private grants.  

�� Prioritize open lands and open space acquisitions using a uniform set of criteria. It is important to focus on 
the most important opportunities and urgencies in any given budget year. The use of a standard set of criteria 
reduces subjectivity, helps the public to understand the basis for decisions and brings continuity from year to year. 
The criteria are outlined in Chapter 7. 

�� Work with partners whenever possible to leverage other resources. There are other agencies and organizations 
that could be coordinated to achieve many of the park and open space system objectives. These cooperative 
actions can range from intergovernmental agreements such as with Adams County and adjacent municipalities.  
Land trusts and conservancies will occasionally purchase properties outright but more often prefer to facilitate 
acquisition of properties by government entities. 
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Exhibit 8.1 - Public Land Dedication (PLD) Requirements Change Recommendations

TNEMERIUQER DEDNEMMOCERTNEMERIUQER GNITSIXEEUSSI

As of 2003, the City requires residential and non-residential developers to dedicate 
improved land for park, trails or open space purposes as noted in this column.  The Code 
includes criteria to give the City flexibility to require developers to pay a cash-in-lieu of 
improved land fee, rather than dedication of improved land.

As part of 2012 Master Plan update effort, the City’s current public land dedication requirement and the 
2009 proposed change to the requirements were evaluated.  This Master Plan Update proposes no change 
to the existing Public Land Dedication Requirement. The existing requirement of 10 acres per 1,000 residents 
compares favorably to neighboring jurisdictions and has been well received by the development community.

 stnediser detcejorp 000,1 rep serca DEVORPMI 01 ,tnempoleved laitnediser roF �deriuqer egaercA
generated by a development is required. 

� For commercial development, 8% of the land area in the project site is required.

� For residential development, this update recommends no change to Acreage Required

� For commercial development, this update recommends no change to Acreage Required

 eht htiw tnetsisnoc eb llahs noitacided rof desoporp dnal fo noitacol dna retcarahc ,eziSsnalp htiw ycnetsisnoC
policies of the Thornton Comprehensive Plan. 

Size, character and location of land proposed for dedication shall be consistent with the current Thornton 
Comprehensive Plan and the 2012 Parks and Open Space Master Plan Update or otherwise approved by City.  

Improvements to dedicated land Dedicated land shall be improved in accordance with landscape regulations of Thornton’s 
Development Code. Improvements on City owned land shall conform to Construction 
Standards and Specifications.

Dedicated land shall be improved in accordance with recreation design guidelines, landscape standards 
incorporated in Thornton’s Development Code and Standards and Specifications for Design and Construction 
of Public Improvements, and the Parks and Open Space Master Plan.  At its discretion, the City may collect 
a park development fee from the developer and construct improvements on land dedicated to meet PLD 
requirements, rather than requiring the developer to construct improvements.

 DLP fo  %52 ta detiderc eb llahs nialpdoolf raey-001 a fo yawdoolf eht nihtiw sliarT �sliart rof tiderC
requirements.

� Trails outside the floodway but within a 100-year floodplain, or which are part of 
irrigation ditches or storm water detention areas shall be credited at 50% of PLD 
requirements.

� Multi-purpose trails outside the floodway but within a 100-year floodplain, or part of irrigation ditch or 
storm water detention ponds shall be credited at 25% of PLD requirements, unless the trail location is 
consistent with the 2013 Master Plan. If so, the trail square footage will be credited at 100% of the PLD 
requirement.

Credit for detention areas Detention areas are excluded from PLD requirements because the land is not considered 
usable park or recreation land.

Land in storm water detention areas shall not be credited toward PLD requirements. (No change.)

DLP drawot %521 detiderc eb yam ytiC eht ot detacided sekaL.sekal rof tiderc sserdda ton seod ecnanidro tnerruCsekal rof tiderC  requirements at the City’s discretion, if design, 
water dedication, and construction comply with City standards.

Restrictions on improvements to floodplains City code states that development is not allowed in floodplains. Although per Federal 
procedures, floodplains may be reduced in some instances.

Channelization of land in a 100-year floodplain shall not be permitted.

Factors used to calculate PLD requirement As of 2003, the City’s Public Land Dedication requirement uses the following factors in 
calculating the land dedication or cash-in-lieu fees required from developers.
� Household size is 2.87 people per unit for all types of residential units, based on the 

2000 Census.

� Price per acre for calculating cash-in-lieu fees is based on the average price to acquire 
land used for single family residential development, and is set periodically by City 
Council as part of a fee resolution.  As of January 2013, the current price used for 
calculating cash-in-lieu fees is $1.50/sq. ft. residential, $3.00/sq. ft. commercial.

The following factors would be used in calculating cash-in-lieu fees required from developers:
� Household size is 2.86 people per unit for all types of residential units, based on the 2010 Census.

� Improved land for parks, open space and recreation is typically dedicated to the City of Thornton as part of 
the development process. However, if improved land, which is specifically allocated for parks, open space 
and reaction, is not included in the development proposal, the City of Thornton requires a cash-in-lieu 
payment based on current market values for land and improvements, as required by Code.

� Cash-in-lieu fees are calculated using current costs of projected/proposed improvements for parks, trails, 
open space and recreation amenities as required by Code.
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CAPITAL BUDGETING

Each year, the city prepares a one-year operating budget and five-year capital improvement plan. The city council 
reaches its decisions about how to spend capital funds through the development of these budgeting tools. In the 
context of the Master Plan, the city will make decisions on land acquisitions for park or open space purposes, and on 
improvements to and/or construction of new park and recreation facilities as part of the capital budget. These decisions 
should be consistent with the vision, goals, and policies set forth in the Master Plan and with the Parks and Open Space 
Master Plan Map (Exhibit 4.1).

The Master Plan was prepared and updated, in part, to fulfill a requirement of the ballot language that established the 
parks and open space sales tax. This language states that a comprehensive open space and parks master plan shall be 
developed and updated every three years, and that city council shall determine how the sales tax proceeds are to be 
spent based on recommendations from the Parks and Open Space Advisory Commission (POSAC) regarding parks and 
open space projects referenced in the master plan.

STAFFING REQUIREMENTS FOR MANAGEMENT AND MAINTENANCE

The Open Space and Project Management Division in the Community Services Department oversees the planning for 
purchase of parks and open space parcels. The Capital Projects and Planning Manager oversees the parks and open 
space planning and implementation of the Park and Open Space Master Plan. The Parks and Golf Manager oversees 
parks operations and maintenance. The Recreation Manager oversees recreation facilities and programming.

Initially, the city’s parks and open space responsibilities included public awareness, intergovernmental coordination 
and acquisition planning. As the city has acquired land and/or easements and the parks and open system has evolved 
and expanded, the Community Services Department has incurred expanded responsibilities, including environmental 
stewardship, public education, and design and construction of improvements throughout the parks and open space 
system.

The Parks and Golf Division has a stand alone management plan that highlights staffing requirements for management 
and maintenance of the parks and open space system, as well as city-owned vacant land, some medians, and 
some rights-of-way. Responsibilities include turf management, irrigation/water conservation, mowing, and amenity 
maintenance and management of lakes, fishing facilities, and urban forestry programs.  
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PLAN AMENDMENTS AND REVISIONS

Regular updates to the city’s Parks and Open Space Master Plan allow the city to assess whether the vision, goals, and 
policies for the parks and open space system remain current, whether the needs of the community have changed, what 
action steps have been accomplished, and what new actions are needed to assure that this Master Plan is realized.  

Of utmost importance is an evaluation of whether the overall parks and open space system envisioned by the Master 
Plan in Exhibit 4.1 is being achieved. Adjustments may need to be made in the park and open space opportunities 
included in the system, to take into account the possible loss of certain sites because of development, prohibitive costs, 
or other reasons, as well as the emergence of new opportunities and acquisitions.

Amendments and revisions to the parks and open space system must remain consistent, however, with the overall vision 
of the Master Plan.    

The overall vision is to create an integrated system of parks, recreation facilities, trails and open space that will:
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Reviewing the progress on the plan also allows for an assessment of pressing current issues and how to address them.  
Attention should be given to the general demographic conditions in each Ward, whether adjustments are needed with 
a comparison evaluation of the park and open space resources necessary to best address the needs and desires of 
Thornton citizens. Master plans, without such an updating process, may become out-of-date or irrelevant to the needs 
and desires of the community. 

 
RECOMMENDED ACTION STEPS

The action steps related to parks, recreation facilities and trails are listed in Exhibit 8.2, and the action steps for open 
space are listed in Exhibit 8.3 and are not prioritized. The assumption may be made, however, that parks, recreation 
facilities, trails, and open space are equally important and that, among these elements, one element is no more or no 
less a priority than another.
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Exhibit 8.2:  IMPLEMENTATION ACTION STEPS for Parks, Trails and Recreation Facilities (not prioritized)

1 Analyze the feasibility of a second bond issue to accelerate the purchase or improvements of park, recreation facili-
ties, recreation programs, trails, and open space parcels.

2 Prioritize the list of school/church opportunities with programming opportunities defined and integrated into pro-
posed expenditure plans.

3 In park deficient areas of the city, identify specific park development opportunities with other partners.  Explore op-
portunities for joint development of parks with landowners.

4 Identify specific parks sites or other park resources in need of maintenance, restoration, additions, and for water 
conservation opportunities.

5 Prepare a detailed analysis of the historic ditch system and explore the opportunity for the use of State Historic Funds 
to preserve ditches and improve trails.

6 Assist Adams County in developing strategies to expend county open space tax funds in Thornton.

7 Prepare an expenditure plan for each annual budget process for the parks and open space tax funds.

8
Revise the 5-year operating plans for parks, trails, recreation, and open space to address changes in programs and 
facilities recommended by this Master Plan or as existing facilities are renovated and updated.

9 Each year, develop a 5-year capital program for constructing park, trails and recreation facilities that will maintain 
current levels of service as new development occurs or as existing facilities are renovated and updated.

10 Review annually the action plan for connecting trail segments into continuous routes and incorporate plan propos-
als into the capital budget.    

11
Annually review the inventory of the city’s historical and cultural resources and incorporate these resources into 
parks whenever possible.

12
The city of Thornton should, to the extent possible, maintain an update-to-date database of city-owned, joint use 
and privately owned parks, playgrounds, trails, recreation facilities, and public right-of-ways including location, 
use, ownership, maintenance, size to reflect new improvements, facilities/parks upgrades, safety concerns and new 
acquisitions.

13
The city of Thornton should, to the extent possible, continue to explore opportunities for partnerships with local 
agencies, public and private entities and neighboring jurisdictions that would benefit Thornton residents, expand the 
city’s parks, open space, trails and recreation system and complement and/or expand existing recreational pro-
gramming.

14 Cash-in-lieu fees should be revisited to update current market values.

15
Maintain maps and GIS data of the city’s parks, trails, and recreation facilities. Post revised and/or updated infor-
mation on the city’s website.

16 Monitor and update parks and open space maintenance standards to ensure that current maintenance regimes are 
adequate and meet expectations.

17 Expand the update interval for the Parks & Open Space Master Plan from three years to five years.
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Exhibit 8.3:  IMPLEMENTATION ACTION STEPS for Open Space (Not prioritized)

1 Analyze the feasibility of a second  bond issue to accelerate the purchase and improvements of open space parcels.

2 Continue to contact property owners who own land that the city is interested in acquiring for open space.

3 Continue to monitor and update existing information on natural resources to better document significant wildlife 
and vegetation habitats.

4 Maintain maps and GIS data of the city’s open space and open lands. Post revised and/or updated information on 
the city’s website.

5 Increase awareness of the tax and estate planning benefits of donations of land to the city’s open space program

6 Initiate and continue discussions with Adams County and surrounding municipalities regarding coordinated preser-
vation of open space corridors that cross jurisdictional lines 

7 Develop relationships with groups that provide funding for open space acquisition such as Adams County Open 
Space, Land Conservancy, Trust for Public Land, Great Outdoors Colorado; utilize these funding sources whenever 
possible.

8 Annually review the inventory of the city’s historical and cultural resources and incorporate these resources into 
open space lands whenever possible.

9 The city of Thornton should, to the extent possible, maintain an update-to-date database of city-owned open space 
and open lands including location, use, ownership, maintenance, size to reflect new improvements, safety concerns 
and new acquisitions, with special consideration for maintenance necessary after initial acquisition.




