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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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ES.1   ROLE OF THE COMPREHENSIVE 
PLAN
The Comprehensive Plan (“Plan”) serves as a 
foundational tool that provides the long-term 
community vision and road map for the next 10-20 
years of Thornton’s growth. The Plan is used to 
guide and align public and private investments in 
Thornton with the shared vision and values of the 
community. 

In Thornton, this vision is evaluated approximately 
every 10 years and results in a new document 
that guides decision-making for the city. The 
last extensive rewrite of the Comprehensive Plan 
occurred in 2007, followed by a technical update 
in 2012. In 2018, this major rewrite of the Plan was 
initiated with a desire to proactively engage a 
broader cross-section of the community than had 
been achieved during prior planning efforts. The 
Plan was adopted on July 15, 2020.

ES.2   ASPECTS OF THE PLAN
The following are important aspects of the 
Comprehensive Plan:

SET A VISION

The Plan establishes a vision and goals for the future 
growth and development of Thornton, including 
areas currently within city boundaries, as well as land 
identified within Thornton’s Future Growth Area.

PROVIDE GUIDANCE

The Plan lays out a road map to help achieve 
that vision over the next 10 to 20 years.  The Plan 
provides policy direction on a variety of topics that 
affect the quality of life of the community, such 
as housing, land uses, transportation, recreational 
amenities, employment opportunities, and more.

ASPIRATIONAL

The Plan is an aspirational and ambitious document. 
While it does not depict exactly what the city 
will look like in the future, the intent is to provide 
guidance and examples to help move closer to the 
community’s long-term vision.

RELY ON DECISION-MAKERS FOR 
IMPLEMENTATION

The achievement of the vision and goals of the 
Comprehensive Plan relies on the guidance and 
decision-making of City Council, and implementation 
by city staff and many other local and regional 
partners.

LIVING DOCUMENT

The Plan is intended to be a living document that is 
updated over time to meet changing conditions and 
the evolving needs of the community. 

FUTURE LAND USE VERSUS ZONING

The Plan includes a Future Land Use Map (FLUM) 
that depicts what the city desires for future land use 
designations. The FLUM is an advisory document 
that represents a forward-looking view. This differs 
from zoning which regulates specific uses currently 
permitted on a property. The city regulates the 
specific use of land and buildings through Zone 
Districts that are described in the Thornton City 
Code and identified on the city’s official Zoning 
Map. As opposed to the FLUM, zoning only applies 
to land currently within city boundaries. Generally, 
the zoning and FLUM designations are compatible 
for land within city boundaries. However, in certain 
locations where the city has determined that future 
needs would be better met by a different use, the 
two maps may differ. The Comprehensive Plan 
should act as a guide for any decisions regarding 
rezoning requests.

ES.3   HOW TO USE THE PLAN
The 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.
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Vision and Values
As a first step in the 2020 
Comprehensive Plan rewrite process, 
an array of events and activities were 
hosted to engage the community in a 
discussion about Thornton’s future.

Summer - Fall 2018

Participants provided input on 
a variety of topics and issues 
regarding the city’s future housing, 
employment, and destination 
opportunities. The 1st Draft of the 
new Future Land Use Map was a 
key focus.

Policy & Land Use Choices
Winter - Spring 2019

Draft Plan
Participants had the opportunity to 
review and comment on the draft 
elements of the Comprehensive Plan 
including the 2nd Draft of the Future 
Land Use Map.

Summer 2019

DRAFT

PLANNING PROCESS:  PHASE 2

PLANNING PROCESS:  PHASE 1ES.4 PLAN PROCESS
The Comprehensive Plan rewrite started in 
mid-2018 and continued through 2020.  The rewrite 
process had two major phases:

PHASE 1: VISIONING PROCESS (COMPLETED 
DECEMBER 2018)

In this phase, the community was involved in 
identifying the core values, vision, and goals for 
Thornton’s future.

PHASE 2: TECHNICAL DOCUMENT UPDATE 
(COMPLETED JULY 2020)

The rewrite of Thornton’s Comprehensive Plan 
document was the focus of Phase II. This phase 
incorporated the outcomes of the visioning 
process as well as ongoing engagement with the 
community.

Figure ES-1: Project/Community Engagement Timeline

Final Plan Adoption
Fall 2019 - Summer 2020

The community had the opportunity 
to attend the public hearing on 
July 14, 2020. Due to extensive 
public testimony, the public hearing 
continued past midnight and City 
Council officially adopted the Plan on 
July 15, 2020.
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ES.5 PLAN OUTREACH
The city conducted an extensive community and 
stakeholder engagement process for the 2020 
Comprehensive Plan Rewrite process. Over the 
course of almost two years, hundreds of people 
representing a diverse cross-section of the 
community were actively engaged to provide 
feedback and vision for Thornton’s future. 

Participants included residents, businesses, property 
owners, youth, underrepresented groups, members 
of the development community, school districts, 
community organizations, regional partners, 
appointed and elected officials, and numerous other 

stakeholder groups. The city also conducted focus 
groups with the Thornton Idea Exchange, a group 
of community members who wished to be more 
actively involved with the Plan rewrite process. 
Figure ES-2 depicts the number of people reached 
through the city’s extensive outreach methods. 

Spanish translation of materials was provided and 
interpretation services were offered for community 
events. While a particular focus was placed on 
engaging the city’s Latino population, targeted 
outreach to other ethnic groups represented in the 
community was also conducted. 

Figure ES-2: Plan Outreach by the Numbers
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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

ES.6 COMPONENTS OF THE PLAN
The Comprehensive Plan serves as the “umbrella” 
plan that provides guidance for all other planning 
efforts in the city, such as the more detailed plans 
and implementation programs. For example, the 
Comprehensive Plan provides the overall policy 
direction that guides the focus of the Parks and 
Open Space Master Plan, Housing Master Plan, 
Station Area Master Plans for the future N Line 
Stations, area plans for specific locations in the 
city, and many other strategic 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.  

Figure ES-3 illustrates how the components of the 
Plan build upon each other. The Plan’s 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 Plan’s Growth Framework. At 
the highest level, the Implementational Framework 
includes the Strategies that will help the city 
implement the Policy Framework and Growth 
Framework.

Figure ES-3: Components of the Plan
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ES.7 POLICY FRAMEWORK
The Plan includes a Policy Framework that provides 
the foundation for all other parts of the Plan. 
This framework consists of the Vision Themes 
that 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.

VISION THEMES

The Comprehensive Plan is based on eight “big 
ideas” or Vision Themes that emerged from 
community and stakeholder input received during 
the visioning process. The Vision Themes, identified 

in Figure ES-4 below, inform and provide the basic 
organizing structure for the Policy Framework. 

The importance of working toward a more equitable 
and inclusive Thornton was a reoccurring topic 
throughout the outreach process that touched on 
all eight Vision Themes and therefore is reflected 
throughout the Comprehensive Plan. While the 
eight themes are distinct in concept, the issues 
they address are cross-cutting. As such, potential 
benefits and tradeoffs across all eight themes should 
be taken into account during the decision-making 
process.
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THORNTON
Tomorrow       Together

Creating Quality
and Diverse

Neighborhoods

Connecting
Community,
People and

Places

Providing Resources 
and Building
Relationships

Fostering 
Economic

Vitality

Growing
Smarter and

Greener

Cultivating
Identity 

and Image

Providing
Great Services
and Amenities

Building a Safe 
and Healthy 
Community

Figure ES-4: Eight Vision Themes of the Plan
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ES.8 GROWTH FRAMEWORK
The Plan includes a framework to guide future 
growth and investment so that it enhances the 
overall quality of life for current and future residents. 
The two key components of the Growth Framework 
are the Future Land Use Map and the accompanying 
Placemaking Guidelines. Through these, the 
Growth Framework helps translate the key concepts 
embedded in the Vision Themes, Goals, and Policies 
of the Policy Framework into the land uses and types 
of places that the community envisions and desires 
for the future. 

The Growth Framework should be used as a tool 
to help city staff, elected and appointed officials, 
property owners, residents and others plan for, 
anticipate, evaluate, and make consistent decisions 
regarding the location, intensity, type and design 
of development in Thornton, as well as planning for 
infrastructure and public services needed to serve 
Thornton’s growing population.

GROWTH POLICY BACKGROUND

Thornton is expected to add approximately 50,000 
to 65,000 new residents by 2040. Accommodating 
this growth will require between 20,000 and 
25,000 new homes, as well as a range of jobs and 
services. The timing, location, and type of growth 
that occurs in different parts of the community all 
play a role in the economic health of the city, and 
in the quality of life of current and future Thornton 
residents. Established areas of the community have, 
and will continue to have, very different needs than 
emerging growth areas from an infrastructure and 
services standpoint. The types of development and 
mix of uses that are appropriate in different parts of 
Thornton will also vary. 

BUILDING BLOCKS

Based on the Policy Framework, specific policy focus 
areas relevant to land use choices were examined 
through the planning process. The key Council 
directions of these focus areas became “Building 
Blocks” upon which the Future Land Use Map and 
Placemaking Guidelines of the Growth Framework 
are based. The eight Building Blocks are listed in 
Figure ES-5.

BUILDING BLOCKS

The following “Building Blocks” reflect the 
direction received from City Council and the 
community that informed key policy directions and 
changes to the Future Land Use Map: 

1. Retain employment centers to help preserve and 
create a diversity of jobs in Thornton.

2. Preserve land in prime locations for commercial 
use in order to support the fiscal health of the 
city.

3. Re-balance commercial uses with residential 
uses where necessary.

4. Create Complete Neighborhoods in suitable 
areas that create local destinations where 
residents can live, work, and play.

5. Identify areas around existing and future train 
stations that can support a greater choice of 
housing, employment, retail, and/or walkable 
neighborhoods.

6. Expand housing choices and help implement the 
recommendations of Thornton’s 2019 Housing 
Needs Assessment by allowing different types of 
housing to be built in more parts of the city.

7. Help ensure the vision of Thornton’s 2017 Parks 
and Open Space Master Plan by designating 
sufficient recreation opportunities throughout 
the city on the Future Land Use Map.

8. Development intensity should taper as it 
approaches the South Platte River and the 
Riverdale Road scenic byway.

Figure ES-5: Growth Framework Building Blocks
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Figure ES-6: Growth Framework Key Components
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FUTURE LAND USE MAP (FLUM)

The Future Land Use Map (FLUM) is comprised of the 
map in Figure 4-3 of the Comprehensive Plan and the 
associated Future Land Use Category descriptions 
on pages 4.15-4.28 of the Plan which are used to 
provide guidance on the type, intensity, and mix 
of uses that are desired in different parts of the 
city. The FLUM is also used by city staff to evaluate 
rezoning requests.

PLACEMAKING GUIDELINES

The Placemaking Guidelines are a supplement 
to the FLUM that aids in fostering the sense of 
place that Thornton residents have articulated in 
their vision for the city of Thornton’s future. These 
guidelines indicate the city’s preferences, but are 
not requirements. They are used in conjunction 
with the FLUM as a tool to convey nuanced aspects 
of individual Future Land Use Categories as they 
apply to varied community contexts and site 
considerations in different areas throughout the city. 
These guidelines also provide an additional level of 
guidance about the desired character, mix of uses, 
anticipated amenities, and look and feel of places

Three different types of places are identified 
and described in the Placemaking Guidelines: 
Community Destinations, Complete Neighborhoods, 
and Activity Centers. The guidelines offered can 
be applied to the applicable Future Land Use 
Categories to support the objective of creating a 
unique identity and image in Thornton.

Figure ES-6 on page ES.9 identifies the Future 
Land Use Map Categories and their relationship to 
the types of places described in the Placemaking 
Guidelines. 

ES.9 IMPLEMENTATION FRAMEWORK
The last chapter of the Plan contains recommended 
Strategies to help support the implementation of 
the Comprehensive Plan’s Policy Framework and 
Growth Framework as informed by City Council and 
community priorities, as well as near- and short-term 
department work programs. 

It is intended to provide a “big picture” view of 
the many cross-departmental efforts that will be 
undertaken or continued to help advance the Goals 
and Policies in the Plan. It is also intended to serve 
as a reference for community partners, community 
members, business and property owners, and others 
who play a role in supporting Plan implementation 
or are simply interested in tracking the city’s 
progress over time.




