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1.1 

Thornton’s Comprehensive Plan (“the Comprehensive Plan” or 

“the Plan”) serves as the long-term vision and road map for the 

community’s future. The Plan is used to guide and al ign public and 

private investments in Thornton with the shared vis ion and values 

of the community, and to provide policy direction on a variety of 

topics that affect the qual ity of l i fe of our community -  including 

housing, transportation, recreational amenities, employment 

opportunit ies, and more. The Comprehensive Plan serves as a 

foundational tool that guides the community toward its desired 

outcomes and is meant to be a “l iving document” that should be 

revisited and updated over t ime to meet the changing conditions 

and evolving needs of our community. 

The last extensive rewrite of the Comprehensive Plan occurred in 

2007, fol lowed by a technical update in 2012. In 2018, a major 

rewrite of the Comprehensive Plan was init iated with the intent 

of addressing the emerging trends and key issues that are most 

relevant to the community with a particular focus on engaging a 

broader cross-section of the community. This Plan was adopted on 

July 15, 2020. 
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1.1 REFLECTING ON THORNTON’S 
ORIGIN
The first families who moved to Thornton were 
mostly young couples, predominantly ex-GIs and 
their families. On January 31, 1954, the first 40 
families moved into brand new, one-story brick 
houses constructed by builder Sam Hoffman. Not 
only did Hoffman have a vision for creating the 
community of Thornton, he also had a flair for 
marketing. To attract people from Denver to a grand 
opening for the model homes, he invited Hollywood 
actress Jane Russell, whose three brothers built 
homes for Hoffman. 

Thousands of people lined up to get her autograph 
when Ms. Russell visited the new community of 
Thornton. She also did the interior decoration for 
two of the three model homes. This was all before 
Thornton was an official city. It was the vision of Sam 
Hoffman that established Thornton’s first housing 
development, and the first residents who formed the 
Thornton community. 

On May 26, 1956, Thornton was incorporated 
as a Colorado city. At the time, Thornton had a 
population of 8,640 and was one square mile in size. 
On August 18, 1956, Thornton residents elected 
their first city officials, and on August 30th, the 
first City Council meeting was held. Due to growth 
and technological advances, much has changed in 
Thornton since incorporation. However, one thing 
hasn’t changed—the city’s commitment to planning 
for the future. The 2020 Comprehensive Plan 
reflects the city’s ongoing efforts to create a thriving 
community.

Road construction on Russell Blvd.

Sam Hoffman at grand opening

Hoffman Homes brochure
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1.2 ABOUT THORNTON
The city of Thornton is located within the northern 
portion of the Denver Metropolitan Area and its total 
incorporated land area as of 2020 is approximately 
37 square miles. 

Thornton’s population has grown steadily since 
the city was first incorporated in 1956. Likewise, 
its geographic extent has also steadily expanded. 
Within the first two decades of being incorporated, 
Thornton had annexed an additional 17 square 
miles of land area. This period of rapid expansion 
continued throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Since 
1996, the city has incorporated an additional 12 
square miles of land area. While for many years, 
Thornton’s growth has migrated north; significant 
opportunities for new or “greenfield” development 
and infill/redevelopment exist both within the city 
limits and the Future Growth Boundary.

Over the past 60+ years, Thornton has blossomed 
from a fledging residential development on the 
outskirts of Denver into a full-service community 
that is home to over 140,000 residents and more 
than 27,000 jobs. Thornton is forecast to reach a 
population of between 190,000-205,000 by 2040.

Figure 1-1: Annexations by Decade

City of Thornton gateway sign

37 mi2
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VICINITY

Figure 1-2: Thornton Vicinity Map
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1.3 INFLUENCING FACTORS
Since the last major Plan update in 2007, the city 
and region have seen extensive growth and change. 
The new North Metro commuter rail line will soon 
connect Thornton residents directly to Denver’s 
Union Station and many points beyond, and 
provide visitors easy access to Thornton. There are 
increasing demands on infrastructure, city services, 
the local and regional transportation system, and 
social services. Furthermore, while Thornton has 
always been recognized as an affordable place 
to live, housing costs continue to rise. In light of 
these challenges and opportunities, this rewrite 
process provided an opportunity for the community 
to reimagine Thornton’s future and establish a 
shared vision for the city. Trends and key issues 
that emerged from this process and helped inform 
updates to the Plan are summarized below. A more 
in-depth discussion of background data and trends 
is provided in Appendix A: Community Profile.  

AFFORDABLE AND WORKFORCE HOUSING

The cost of housing has risen significantly in 
Thornton, and an increasing number of Thornton 
households are cost-burdened. A variety of housing 
strategies must be deployed to address ongoing 
issues related to housing affordability, ranging 
from the need to encourage more diverse housing 
options, to the need to protect and reinvest in the 
community’s existing workforce and affordable 
housing supply.

CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS

Thornton’s population is getting more diverse and 
older. Meeting the needs of the changing population 
will require a stronger focus on access to housing 
and services as well as conscious efforts to be more 
welcoming and supportive of the different needs of 
various demographic and ethnic groups. 

COMMUNITY SERVICES

Improving awareness of, and access to, services has 
been a recurring theme throughout the planning 
process, particularly from undeserved populations. 
Opportunities to increase resident awareness of, and 
access to, available services, and work with local and 
regional partners to fill gaps in services should be 
prioritized. 

Single-family home in Original Thornton

Thornton Harvest Fest

Volunteer appreciation event
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DESTINATIONS AND COMMUNITY IDENTITY

The desire to create and enhance a sense 
of community and identity within Thornton 
was frequently mentioned throughout the 
Comprehensive Plan visioning process. Similarly, 
many community members desired more quality 
destinations and gathering spaces where they 
can shop, recreate, and actively engage with their 
surrounding environment and other community 
members. The outreach process has resulted in a 
more defined community vision about what qualities 
should be encouraged in these places and where 
they should be developed. This will better guide 
private investments and decision-making by the 
city to ensure future development and reinvestment 
results in quality destinations and gathering places. 

GROWTH AND BALANCED DEVELOPMENT

Based on Thornton’s current plans and policies, and 
supply of developable lands, the city holds more 
capacity for future non-residential development than 
residential development. Due to the need for fiscal 
sustainability, the city desires to increase the amount 
of non-residential uses. The city will need to monitor 
and maintain a balanced supply of land over time to 
ensure adequate capacity is provided to meet future 
demands for commercial, housing, and employment. 

NEW GROWTH AND PROVISION OF SERVICES

Significant growth opportunities exist in 
unincorporated portions of the city’s Future Growth 
Boundary, especially in Weld County (north of 
168th Avenue). However, the potential impacts of 
future growth in these areas on existing services, 

infrastructure, and the city’s overall fiscal health 
will largely determine if the city will support 
development in these areas.  

REINVESTMENT

New development and redevelopment activity 
remains low in older areas of Thornton relative to 
the newer areas of the city. A stronger focus on 
prioritizing reinvestment in the established areas of 
the community is needed.

EQUITY AND INCLUSION

The importance of working toward a more equitable 
and inclusive Thornton was established as an 
important theme throughout the visioning process. 
Future decision-making and investments within 
the city should consider any potential unwarranted 
impacts that it may have on vulnerable populations. 

MULTIMODAL TRANSPORTATION

Although the new commuter rail line will serve as a 
major multimodal transportation asset for Thornton, 
community members desire a more complete 
transportation system, particularly bus services, 
that will build on this new asset. This improved 
transportation system will help connect residents of 
all ages, abilities, and income levels to employment, 
health care, services, and other daily needs.

West Gravel Lakes
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1.4 HOW TO USE THE PLAN
The Comprehensive Plan is made up of several inter-
related components. Together, these components 
are used to guide day-to-day decision-making; 
inform discussions regarding the long-range needs 
of the community; inform residents, property and 
business owners, and other potential stakeholders/
investors about what the community wishes to 
preserve, change, and invest in over time; and 
promote continued coordination and collaboration 
with neighboring jurisdictions and the many public, 
private, and nonprofit agencies that play a significant 
role in the city’s future. The contents and purpose of 
each component are listed in Figure 1-3 below.

This chapter establishes a city-wide Policy Framework for Thornton that provides the foundation for all 
other parts of the Plan. The Vision Themes represent the long-term aspirations of the community, while 
their accompanying Goals provide more specific targets to support these aspirations. The detailed 
Policies provide guidance on day-to-day decision-making that will continue to advance the Vision Themes 
and their respective Goals. 

This chapter outlines Strategies that the city and its many local and regional partners intend to pursue in 
order to implement the Plan.  

The appendices include background information and analysis on current conditions and other related 
documents that are intended to support the Comprehensive Plan.

CHAPTER III
Policy Framework Vision Themes Goals Policies

The Future Land Use Map in this chapter serves as a guide for growth and development within the 
city limits and Future Growth Area. This provides a framework for anticipating, evaluating, and making 
decisions regarding the location, intensity, and design of future development, and provision of services 
and infrastructure necessary to support future growth. 

CHAPTER IV
Growth Framework

Future Land Use Map Placemaking Guidelines

CHAPTER V
Implementation Framework

APPENDICES

Community meeting

Figure 1-3: Plan Components

Strategies
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1.6 COORDINATION WITH OTHER 
PLANS

1.5 PARTS OF THE PLAN
Figure 1-4 illustrates how the components of the Plan build upon each other. The foundational Policy 
Framework includes the Vision Themes, Goals and Policies that form the base for the Future Land Use 
Map and Placemaking Guidelines that are outlined in the Growth Framework. At the highest level, the 
Implementational Framework includes the Strategies that will help the city implement the Policy Framework 
and Growth Framework.

Establishes the 
long-term aspirations 
of the community 

Provides broad statements 
that helps realize the 
community’s Vision Themes

Includes specific direction 
on how the Goals will be 
carried out  

Provides a framework for 
guiding decisions on growth 
and development

Outlines specific strategies that 
the city and its partners will take 
to implement the Plan

VISION THEMES

STRATEGIES

GOALS

POLICIES

FUTURE LAND USE 
MAP & PLACEMAKING 

GUIDELINES

The Comprehensive Plan serves as the “umbrella” 
plan that provides guidance to all other city 
functional master plans and area plans, such as the 
Transportation Master Plan, Parks and Open Space 
Master Plan, and Station Area Master Plans. While the 
Comprehensive Plan provides the ‘big picture’ vision 
for Thornton, the city uses these more detailed plans 
to supplement and advance the community vision 
established in the Policy Framework. Where relevant, 
such plans are referenced within the Comprehensive 
Plan in order to reinforce important linkages 
between these plans and the Comprehensive Plan. 
As these supporting plans are updated, or new 

plans are created, they should be in alignment with 
the community’s vision, as expressed through the 
Policy Framework. Figure 1-5  illustrates the role of 
related plans, implementation documents, and other 
initiatives in relation to the Comprehensive Plan.  

In addition, the city of Thornton is involved in 
planning efforts at the regional level, such as 
Denver Regional Council of Government’s (DRCOG) 
Metro Vision Plan. Regional entities should look to 
the Policies of this Comprehensive Plan to better 
understand the general aspirations of the Thornton 
community and how the city plans to evolve and 
develop over time.

Figure 1-4: Parts of the Plan
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Figure 1-5: Relationship to All Other Plans

Thornton 2020 Comprehensive Plan
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RECREATION AND TOURISM ELEMENT 

In 2001, Colorado lawmakers enacted legislation 
requiring municipal comprehensive plans to include a 
recreation and tourism uses element. The city’s Parks 
and Open Space Master Plan meets this requirement 
by detailing a variety of existing and planned 
recreational uses located throughout Thornton. These 
amenities are available to residents, employees, 
visitors and tourists alike. The city’s existing and 
planned parks, open space and trails system provide 
diverse recreational opportunities, including team 
sports, fishing, hiking, walking, jogging, bicycling, 
skateboarding, golfing, disc golf, and other activities. 

METRO VISION  

In 2000, the city of Thornton, along with other 
members of DRCOG, signed an intergovernmental 
agreement called the Mile High Compact which 
addresses planned growth within the DRCOG 
region. DRCOG adopted the Metro Vision Plan to 
guide growth in the Denver Metropolitan Area for 
the next 20 years. This plan is updated every five 
years. Metro Vision identifies urban growth areas for 
different jurisdictions within the nine county DRCOG 
region that are anticipated to be developed prior 

to 2040. Thornton’s portion of the urban growth 
area is contained within the city’s established Future 
Growth Area. Metro Vision also identifies four Urban 
Centers in Thornton which are shown in Figure 1-6. 
The Future Land Use Map is in alignment with the 
Urban Center concept and shows higher intensity 
development in Thornton’s Urban Centers.

West Sprat Platte Lake Fishing Facility

Parks and Open Space Master Plan and Metro Vision Plan
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1.7 PLAN AMENDMENTS
The Comprehensive Plan is a living document that 
should be reviewed periodically and when new 
circumstances or changing conditions warrant 
reconsideration. These periodic updates are 
necessary to keep the Plan relevant as new issues 
and opportunities emerge, actions are completed, 
and priorities shift. Plan amendments should be 
carefully evaluated to determine their overall 
impact on achieving core Plan Goals. In particular, 
proposals to amend the Future Land Use Map to 
accommodate current market conditions may occur. 
The approval of multiple Plan amendments is an 
indicator of an incremental shift in policy direction. 
All Plan amendments should be thoroughly reviewed 
in the context of the community vision and Policy 
Framework. Amendments are classified as either 
major or minor. All amendments shall be made in 
accordance with the procedure and criteria set forth 
below.

MINOR AMENDMENTS  

Minor amendments to the Comprehensive Plan 
to update statistical, quantitative, or mapping 
information, address previous errors or omissions, 
and correct narrative or graphic information may 
be initiated by the city’s planning director and 
forwarded to the City Council for review and action.

MAJOR AMENDMENTS

Substantial changes to the Comprehensive Plan, 
such as significant updates to information and/or 
adding elements to the text, shall be in the interest 
of promoting the health, safety, and general welfare 
of the community. Such changes shall be consistent 
with any intergovernmental agreements in place at 
the time of the amendment process and the criteria 
of Section 18-37 of the Thornton City Code. 

A major Comprehensive Plan amendment may 
be initiated by the city or property owners. Upon 
submittal of an application to the city and the 
publication of notice, the City Council shall hold a 
public hearing on the proposed amendment. The 
City Council may approve, deny, or amend the 
proposal, based on the following applicable criteria:

• There has been a change in the area or in the 
conditions on which the current designation was 
based that warrants the amendment. 

• The density and intensity of the proposed 
amendment is sensitive to the existing land uses 
and is compatible with the existing adjacent 
land use designations.

• It will provide for orderly physical growth of 
the city; foster safe, convenient, and walkable 
neighborhoods; and improve access to services, 
amenities, and jobs. 

• There are, or are planned to be, adequate 
transportation, recreation, utilities and other 
facilities to accommodate the uses and densities 
permitted by the proposed Future Land Use 
designation. 

• The proposed change is in substantial 
conformance with the Comprehensive Plan’s 
Vision Themes, Goals, and Policies, and other 
adopted plans and policies.

• It is consistent with current zoning of the 
site unless a zoning change request is under 
concurrent review. 

• It corrects an error in the current Comprehensive 
Plan adoption. 

• Events, trends, or facts evident after adoption 
of the Comprehensive Plan have changed the 
City Council’s original findings made upon Plan 
adoption. 

• Events, trends, or facts evident after adoption 
of the Comprehensive Plan have changed the 
character or condition of the community so as to 
make the proposed amendment necessary. 

• Other changes to the Comprehensive Plan 
deemed necessary by the city, such as the need 
to integrate subarea plans, area plans, corridor 
plans, or other special studies. 

Following City Council action on the proposed 
amendment, a resolution shall be adopted accepting 
or denying the proposed amendment as an addition 
or change to the Comprehensive Plan.
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City ofThornton
Comprehensive Plan

2012 Update
Adopted September  11, 2012

MAJOR REWRITES TO THORTON’S COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

As reflected in the various Plan covers below, the city initiates a major rewrite of the Comprehensive Plan 
approximately every ten years to reflect changing needs, trends, and circumstances the community. 

1975 1985 1997

2007 2012




