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Introduction

The city of Thornton, with support from a consultant 

team, conducted an extensive community and stakeholder 

vis ioning effort as a f irst step in the 2019 Comprehensive 

Plan Rewrite process. Over the course of f ive months, 

hundreds of people actively engaged in discussions about 

Thornton’s future—exploring questions about hopes and 

chal lenges, everyday l iving, offerings for different age 

groups—and things to change or try to keep the same as 

the city grows over t ime. 

This document is intended to: 

  • Provide a brief synopsis of the vis ioning process 

  • Highl ight the “big ideas” or vis ion themes that emerged 

     from input received 

  • Establish prel iminary goals to help capture the  

     community’s specif ic aspirations in each area 

As the Comprehensive Plan Rewrite process moves forward, 

this document wil l  be used to help guide the creation of 

policies and strategies to support the implementation of 

each theme. 
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City ofThornton
Comprehensive Plan

2012 Update
Adopted September  11, 2012
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Why Now?
While targeted updates to the city of 
Thornton Comprehensive Plan were 
completed in 2012, the last major 
community visioning process and update 
to the plan were completed in 2007. In 
the more than ten years since, the city 
and region have seen extensive growth 
and change. A new 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 
and 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. 

The Comprehensive Plan Rewrite process 
occurs approxiamately every ten years 
and provides an opportunity for the city 
and community to engage in a discussion 
about what they value about Thornton 
and would like to protect for future 
generations—both as a place and as a 
community of interests. It also provides 
a chance to identify opportunities 
for improvement. The updated 
Comprehensive Plan will be used to guide 
growth and change in Thornton in a way 
that leverages the community’s best assets 
and helps achieve the community’s vision 
and goals for the future.
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POPULATION GROWTH FORECASTS

GROWTH AND ANNEXATION

Thornton has been and continues to be, a family-oriented 
community. In 2016, family households with children accounted for 72% 
of all households in Thornton. 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 and 2010 Decennial Census;  
U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 ACS 1-year estimates 

AVERAGE FAMILY AND HOUSEHOLD SIZE

Thornton is getting more diverse. Thornton’s minority population, most 
notably the Hispanic/Latino population, has increased significantly since 
2000. Between 2000 and 2016, the percentage of the population that 
identified as Hispanic or Latino increased from 21.3% to 32.5%. The White 
population had the lowest annual growth rate at 1.5%, but was still the 
largest ethnic group in 2016.

White alone 

Hispanic or Latino

Black or African American alone

American Indian and Alaska Native alone

Asian alone Some other race alone

Two or more races:

2000 2010 2016

RACIAL/ETHNIC COMPOSITION

Thornton’s population has grown steadily and is expected to continue to grow. Between 2000 and 
2016, Thornton added nearly 12,000 new residents—reaching a population of 130,511. By 2040, Thornton is 
forecast to reach a population of between 189,500 and 204,500.

Thornton’s geographic extent has steadily expanded since 1956 and could expand further in the 
future. The city’s Future Growth Boundary includes unincorporated portions of Adams and Weld counties. 

1.3

Thornton’s population is increasingly older. While families still 
represent a significant portion of the overall population, Thornton’s 
median age has increased and the fastest rates of growth were seen 
primarily among older cohorts.

MEDIAN AGE
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 and 2010 Decennial Census;  
U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 ACS 1-year estimates 
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City Council Visioning 
Workshop

    1.4



Part

2

Community Visioning Process

During the vis ioning process, city staff and the project team 

conducted extensive community outreach to identify the 

community’s core values and vis ion for Thornton’s future. 

Over the course of f ive months, the community was invited 

to participate at a variety of events and through various 

media to share their thoughts on a range of topics—from 

transportation to housing choices and from recreational 

amenities to social  equity. 

This section highl ights the broad scope of outreach 

activit ies conducted, and conveys the city’s commitment to 

ensuring that the vis ioning process was inclusive and was 

reflective of the community as a whole. 
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CITY COUNCIL VISIONING 
WORKSHOP
In May 2018, the project team conducted 
a workshop with the City Council to help 
confirm the overall approach for the 
Comprehensive Plan Rewrite process and 
solicit initial input and ideas. As part of 
the workshop, each Council member was 
asked to draw their vision for the Thornton 
of the future and share their ideas with the 
group as part of a facilitated discussion. 

Key topics arising from Council’s 
discussion included:

• Equity and inclusion

• Sense of place

• Connected community

• Destination spots

• Mix of housing

• Arts and culture

• Integrate North and South Thornton

• Smart City

• Recreation

• Green Thornton

• Good Governance

• Economy



Community EventsPublic Meetings

Community and
Neighborhood
Meetings

Targeted Outreach

8

reaching over  120  people

reaching over  250  students and seniors

Stakeholder
Interviews17

287

Focus
Groups10

4     
Ice Cream  

Socials
reaching       
480  people

200
people

Harvest Fest

Boards,
  Comissions, 

and Advisory   
Groups     

   Spanish
 Outreach 
Surveys   

6

Interviews and Surveys

together reaching over  

     400  people

High School
Classes11

Senior 
Centers4
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COMMUNITY AND STAKEHOLDER OUTREACH
Between June 2018 and October 2018, city staff and the project team engaged citizens of all ages, income levels, and ethnic 
backgrounds, from all parts of the city. While a particular focus was placed on engaging the city’s Hispanic/Latino population, targeted 
outreach to other ethnic groups was also conducted. The team also reached out to local and regional partners, members of the 
business community, and service providers. 

While some online engagement opportunities were offered, the vast majority of this outreach involved face-to-face interactions with 
over 1500 individuals. Events ranged from formal Focus Groups or Community/Neighborhood Meetings to more informal community 
events such as Ice Cream Socials, a booth at Harvest Fest, and visiting schools and senior centers. A sampling of data points from that 
outreach is shown below.



“If the city is going to keep 
growing, we need to ensure 
our city infrastructure and 

social service programs keep 
up with economic growth. Let’s 

be proactive, not reactive, 
to population and economic 

growth.”

“The City and County need to 
coordinate better so the ‘hand 
knows what the foot is doing’ 

[in terms of social services 
offering]. Nobody could tell 

me what the programs around 
mental health support were for 
my son. Everything seemed so 

disconnected.”
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Creating the Community Vision - In Action



“I’d like to see more 
mixed-housing/business 

areas so that people 
don’t have to travel so 
far to work and play. 

This is mostly to aid the 
folks who can’t drive 

(like me).”

“Good access to City 
Council. All Council 

members are receptive 
to meeting, active and 

involved in their Ward and 
the City.”

2.5



    2.6

The map at right highlights locations of 
major outreach events. Every effort was 
made by the project team to ensure the 
input opportunities were well-distributed 
geographically and that a wide range of 
perspectives were represented.

ICE CREAM SOCIALS

COMMUNITY MEETINGS

NEIGHBORHOOD 
MEETINGS

STAKEHOLDER 
INTERVIEWS/MEETINGS

FOCUS GROUPS

BOARDS, COMMISSIONS 
AND ADVISORY GROUPS

SCHOOL OUTREACH

SENIOR CENTERS

HARVEST FEST
Note: Not all HOAs/community groups 
that were approached by city staff 
chose to have a community meeting.
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Vision Themes and Preliminary Goals

The eight themes represented on the graphic below 

emerged from input received as part of the vis ioning 

process. Community priorit ies with respect to each of these 

themes are explored in greater detai l  on the pages that 

fol low. The importance of working toward a more equitable 

and inclusive Thornton was reflected in community input in 

al l  eight of these areas.



CULTIVATING IDENTITY AND IMAGE

Cultivating Identity and Image reflects 
the desire to create a sense of community, 
beauty, and pride throughout the 
city of Thornton. It seeks to celebrate 
the character, culture, history, and 
environment that makes Thornton a 
special place to live, work, and play. 

Members of the community were 
particularly concerned with creating 
an identity that is uniquely Thornton, 
improving aesthetics throughout the city, 
and creating better physical and social 
connections between North and South 
Thornton.

    3.2

THORNTON THOUGHTS:

“The key to making a 
stronger and better 
city is to make sure 

to get the community 
involved.”

“I would like to see 
Thornton grow to a 
place where people 

come from all around 
to enjoy the amenities 
and they think it is a 
fun and safe place.”

“Our city needs a 
heartbeat, a center, 
a core. We have no 

identity, no place to go 
to enjoy just being in 

Thornton.”



PRELIMINARY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN GOALS

Cultivate and embrace an identity that is 
distinctly Thornton. 

Foster an equitable and inclusive 
community.

Help create regional destinations in 
Thornton.

Recognize and appreciate our history and 
significant natural features.

Celebrate our cultural diversity.

3.3



CREATING QUALITY AND DIVERSE 
NEIGHBORHOODS

    3.4

Creating Quality and Diverse 
Neighborhoods is aimed at creating 
affordable and balanced housing options 
and quality neighborhoods for the 
diverse populations throughout the city of 
Thornton. 

Community members were particularly 
interested in creating walkable 
neighborhoods that would be inclusive 
to residents of all ages, abilities, 
backgrounds, and income levels, and 
in the revitalization of established 
neighborhoods.

THORNTON THOUGHTS:

“Integrated, diverse 
population and 

appreciation of that 
diversity.”

“Learn to appreciate 
high-density housing 
and balance it with 
growth and green 

spaces.”

“Inclusionary, 
accessible, affordable 

housing.”



Promote the development of new 
neighborhoods that offer a range of 
lifestyle options and amenities.

Pursue partnerships to promote 
revitalization and reinvestment in 
established neighborhoods.

Encourage the provision of a mix of 
housing options to meet the needs of 
residents of varied ages, abilities and 
income levels throughout the city.

Advance the creation of walkable 
neighborhoods.

3.5

PRELIMINARY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN GOALS



GROWING SMARTER AND GREENER

Growing Smarter and Greener 
emphasizes a need for development 
that is environmentally and economically 
sustainable. Community members desired 
good stewardship of the city’s natural 
resources and open spaces, and wanted 
more education and opportunities 
for recycling, water conservation, and 
becoming a more “green” community. 

There was also a desire to become a 
“smart city” that uses innovation and 
technology to provide greater services.

    3.6

THORNTON THOUGHTS:

“I would like to see 
more trees, plants, 

and reserves for 
animals and plants 

in the community of 
Thornton.”

“I love it here. 
However we develop, 
I want to see it done 
in an environmentally 

sustainable way. I 
think the expansion 
is a positive thing, it 

just needs to be done 
intelligently and safely.”

“I would like to see 
Thornton grow in 
awareness about 
renewable energy 

resources, and have 
people participate in 
conservation more.”



Support a fiscally-responsible growth pattern 
and annexation policy to maintain and improve 
existing levels of service for current and future 
residents. 

Promote the use of sustainable development 
practices.

Leverage new technology and innovation to 
foster a “smart city.”

Encourage infill and redevelopment in 
established areas of Thornton.

PRELIMINARY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN GOALS

3.7



CONNECTING COMMUNITY PEOPLE AND 
PLACES

Connecting Community People and 
Places aims to increase the effectiveness 
and equity of Thornton’s community 
services, transportation networks, and 
connectivity. It emphasizes the need to 
collaborate with local, regional and state 
partners to develop an effective multi-
modol transportation system for residents, 
businesses, and visitors of the city of 
Thornton. 

Community members also highlighted a 
need for greater accessibility to services, 
and a desire for greater engagement 
in civic affairs. Improving community 
connectivity through more equitable 
access to internet and smart technologies 
was a common concern.
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THORNTON THOUGHTS:

“Youth want to be part 
of something, we need 

more information on 
how to be a part of 

this city.”

“Technology and the 
internet need to be 
accessible, easy to 

use, and affordable for 
everyone.”

“Thornton needs 
transportation that 

is accessible and 
affordable.”



Work with partners to develop an 
effective and equitable, multi-modal 
transportation system that serves all 
residents, businesses, and visitors.

Seek opportunities for smart technology 
to improve community connectivity, 
equity and decision making.

Collaborate with local, regional, and state 
entities and service providers on issues of 
mutual significance.

Ensure that all residents have the ability 
to access and participate in civic affairs.

PRELIMINARY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN GOALS

3.9



BUILDING A SAFE AND HEALTHY 
COMMUNITY
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Building a Safe and Healthy Community 
reflects the high value community 
members placed on promoting a safe and 
healthy lifestyle. Community members 
expressed a desire for safe, crime resistant 
neighborhoods throughout the city of 
Thornton, both in form of adequate public 
safety employees and in designing safe 
environments. 

There was also interest in promoting 
long-term resiliency to potential hazards.  
For health, community members identified 
a need for greater access to healthy, 
affordable food, and amenities that allow 
all residents the opportunity to lead an 
active lifestyle.

THORNTON THOUGHTS:

“Visible police  
presence, very friendly  

and helpful.”

“Provide more 
opportunities 

for classes about 
health information, 

prevention, and 
nutrition.”

“We could have 
health food stores 

closer to residential 
communities so 

healthy living could be 
easier.”



Foster a safe community.

Promote access to healthy, affordable 
food. 

Provide opportunities for residents of all 
ages and backgrounds to lead active and 
healthy lifestyles.  

Identify and mitigate natural and other 
potential hazards.

3.11

PRELIMINARY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN GOALS



PROVIDING GREAT AMENITIES AND 
SERVICES

Providing Great Amenities and 
Services reflects a desire for a city 
that is a destination for arts, culture, 
entertainment, and recreation. Members 
of the community expressed a want for 
more diverse and unique amenities within 
Thornton, accessible for residents and 
visitors of all ages and abilities. 

They are proud of Thornton’s trails, 
parks, and open spaces and want to see 
them expand with the growth of the 
city. Community members also sought 
a city government that is continuously 
improving, and seeking opportunities to 
better its operations and offerings.
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THORNTON THOUGHTS:

“Universal design to 
accommodate senior 

and people of differing 
abilities.”

“Art is an economic 
driver.”

“Only the imagination 
is the limitation.”



Encourage the creation of community 
gathering places that are engaging and 
unique to Thornton.

Encourage development that includes 
stimulating and creative amenities for all 
ages and abilities.

Continually seek opportunities to increase 
the efficiency and effectiveness of city 
operations.

Continue to expand and enhance the 
parks, recreation, open space, and trails 
system to meet the needs of a growing 
community.

Ensure city amenities and recreation 
programs are inclusive of all ages and 
abilities.

 

PRELIMINARY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN GOALS
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FOSTERING ECONOMIC VITALITY

Fostering Economic Vitality aims 
at cultivating small business support, 
educational opportunities, and options 
to “live, work, and play” in Thornton. 
Community members acknowledged 
the need for increased retail to support 
the city’s tax base, and were interested 
in the city pursuing a greater variety of 
restaurant and retail options, particularly 
small businesses. 

They also expressed a desire for the city 
to attract more high quality jobs that are 
well-compensated that allow people to 
live near where they work. 
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THORNTON THOUGHTS:

“Biggest challenges 
in Thornton: Number 
one concern is work-
force development 
and attraction and 

retention; attainable 
housing and 
education.”

“Thornton should be a 
city where residents can 

live, work, and play.”

“I want  more  
shopping  and family-
owned restaurants.”



Create, attract, and retain employers that 
provide high-quality and well-compensated 
jobs.

Support the development and growth of small 
businesses.

Support a skilled and well educated workforce.

Preserve and enhance our retail sales base.

Preserve our land capacity for future 
businesses and accommodate for future 
employment growth.

PRELIMINARY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN GOALS
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PROVIDING RESOURCES AND BUILDING 
RELATIONSHIPS

Providing Resources and Building 
Relationships emphasizes a need 
for increased community support 
for youths, the elderly, and others in 
need. Community members noted the 
importance of improved communication 
about healthcare, education, housing, and 
job support. They saw the city as a leader 
in building partnerships and connecting 
people with resources. 

The community also highlighted a need 
for the city to provide opportunities for 
meaningful dialogue and public input. 
There was particular concern in the lack 
of variety of messaging and language 
services.

    3.16

“The city should work 
together with more 

nonprofits.”

“We want more 
information on 
the city’s plans, 

developments, and 
decisions. We have no 
idea how or where to 
get the information 
we are looking for.”

“Thornton youth 
need easy access to 
therapy to prevent 
suicide, addiction, 

and violence.”

THORNTON THOUGHTS:



Connect people with social, health and human 
service facilities that meet the different needs 
of our community.

Build and strengthen relationships with 
educational and other organizations that 
provide services to the community.

Develop and support leadership that reflects 
the diversity of the community.

Provide an equitable distribution of city 
services and facilities throughout the 
community.

Increase awareness of and education about 
public services.

PRELIMINARY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN GOALS

3.17
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