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NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN

Interview Results 

BACKGROUND

During August and September 2004, 27 interviews were held with members of the 

Thornton City Council, several Steering Committee members and interested stakeholders, 

and City staff members.  This document summarizes these interviews.  The purpose of 

conducting the interviews, which were guided by a semi-structured questionnaire, is to 

provide the Steering Committee and the four Subcommittees with background 

information and opinions about the North Washington Subarea that might be useful as it 

begins to expand its understanding of the issues and explore the most appropriate land 

use options for the area.  These results are summarized without attribution and reflect the 

interpretation of The Osprey Group alone.  A list of those interviewed is included as 

Appendix 1.

The summary provides information and perspectives about: 

General views about the area 

The importance of the area for the City of Thornton and its future development 

Priority uses in the area 

Retail development potential 

Transportation and utilities 

The factors, opportunities and trends that might influence development of the area 

Thornton’s image and views about how Thornton “markets” itself 

Advice to the Steering Committee 

Those interviewed have considerable experience with, interest in and dedication to the 

community.  All City Council members were interviewed.  Some are Thornton natives 

and eight have lived in Thornton for over 20 years.  A few individuals interviewed do not 

live in Thornton, but have interest in development in the area.   

Part of this process was to identify common themes that emerged that might reflect 

broad-based community sentiment.  Ten top themes are identified on the following page.  

At the same time, this report also identifies varying views when they might illuminate a 

different perspective that could be worthy of consideration.   
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TABLE 1

TEN TOP THEMES FOR THE NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA PLAN

1. The Subarea is the final frontier for Thornton’s economic and employment 

future.  It is the “promised land.” 

2. Accessibility, visibility and traffic patterns “scream retail.”  Retail is 

widely considered the highest priority land use. 

3. Overall, the community’s infrastructure in this area is seen as largely in 

place and supportive of the next stages of development. 

4. E-470 and I-25 may create a “perfect storm” in that these highways create 

significant opportunities for commercial development in this area. 

5. Commercial potential can help the City’s tax base. 

6. Retail opportunities are seen as significant at key interchanges or 

intersections, and some see the potential to attract higher end retail 

development. 

7. Thornton’s image has improved over the years as the bar has been raised.  

The City is no longer viewed solely as a bedroom community. 

8. Thornton is in transition.  Zip code 80241 is the wealthiest in Adams 

County.

9. Thornton markets itself unevenly, with several seeing the community as 

being in a reactive mode. 

10. Be strategic – the Steering Committee should focus on the what, not the 

how.
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GENERAL VIEWS ABOUT THE AREA

When asked to describe the North Washington Subarea, most used language that 

highlighted the opportunity or the potential of the area. 

Some worried that a lack of visionary planning would translate into continued single 

family development with occasional, spot commercial development.  Few saw this as the 

most positive outcome for the City – from several perspectives. 

The proximity to two major freeways, I-25 and E-470, is generally considered the key 

driving variable or factor that will guide future development. This is also an area whose 

“time has come.”  Or, as one individual said, this is Thornton’s “last hurrah” – a make or 

break opportunity to improve the City and enhance the tax base. 

Virtually all saw the area as a key geographic area within the City, but also as one that is 

integral to the City.  It is a key part of the entire City.   

There are challenges in the area and several were noted.  Some saw the fragmented land 

ownership as a difficulty to address.  Others thought that E-470 had not been built to 

handle heavy truck traffic.  Some noted that much of the land is not within the 

incorporated City limits of Thornton.  Some saw the Big Dry as an impediment while 

others considered it a potential amenity and a good buffer.  A few expressed concern that 

this type of planning exercise can come at a cost.  Decisions by some developers and 

retail companies over the near-term might translate into lost opportunities for Thornton 

while the City pursued a more comprehensive approach to planning the North 

Washington Subarea.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE AREA FOR THE CITY OF THORNTON

Virtually everyone who was interviewed saw this area as critically important for the City 

of Thornton.  As one person straightforwardly said, “This is the most important decision 

this council will make in its tenure.”

In an effort to quantify how important this area is perceived to be for the City, each 

interviewee was asked “On a scale of one to ten, where ten is critically important, how 

important would you say this area is for Thornton’s future development? 

The distribution of the responses reflects the view of everyone interviewed that this is a 

vital area for the City.  Two individuals could not be constrained by the one to ten scale – 

one rated it a 22.  Some used fractional ratings and in these cases, the number has been 

rounded to the nearest whole number (See Appendix 2).  However, assuming ten to be 

the highest possible rating, 15 of the 27 interviewed gave a rating of 10.  And, 20 of the 

27 rated it nine or higher.  Only one person rated it less than 8.  The average rating was 

9.3.
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Following up on the quantitative rating, those interviewed were asked why they rated the 

area as so important for the City of Thornton.  Most indicated that it was a combination 

of the opportunity for commercial development, generally attributed to the confluence of 

I-25 and E-470, and the concomitant benefits to Thornton residents that would come from 

having more employment, more retail opportunities, and more tax revenue for and 

services from the City. 

Several individuals cited various dimensions of the sales tax challenge.  One person 

mentioned the City of Northglenn having to lay off staff due to falling sales tax revenues.

Some saw this as not only the last best opportunity for commercial development, but a 

prime area for retail, office parks, and light industrial development.  One person said this 

was a potential “cash cow” that would carry Thornton a long ways into the future. 

Some also saw this as an opportunity to enhance Thornton’s identity.  Several mentioned 

that Thornton lacks a downtown retail focal point.  And, several saw this area as 

potentially providing a gateway or commercial focal point for the community.  One said, 

“This area could be a signature piece that establishes Thornton’s identity.”   

Several also noted that this is an opportunity to emphasize retail development that would 

compete effectively with the development that will occur west of Interstate 25.  A few 

thought developers’ decisions to move ahead on projects on the west side of the interstate 

might preclude Thornton from being able to compete effectively for these same types of 

retail tenants.  Many cited the retail potential and this was a specific area of enquiry later 

in the discussion (more later). 

PRIORITY USES IN THE AREA

After exploring the importance of the area in general, the interview moved into 

attempting to clarify the relative priorities for various land uses.  Recognizing that this is 

a large area and many different types of land uses will likely be present in the area, the 

goal was to hone the relative priorities.   

The question asked of the interviewees was:  “Let me list several potential uses that 

might exist in this area and ask you which you feel ought to be accommodated in future 

land use decisions.  Please indicate your sense of priority on the same one to ten scale, 

with ten representing a critically important land use.”  Appendix 2 shows the tabulation 

of the results. 

The choices included high-density housing, low-density housing or single family homes, 

light industrial or warehousing, office parks, retail, open space or parks, trails for 

bicycling or walking.  There was also the opportunity to add other possible land uses and 

several did. Suggestions included institutional uses, such as fire stations or libraries, 

lodging or hotels, public art, transit oriented development, medical offices or facilities, 

schools and churches. 
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Table 2 below shows the average rating for each of the land uses.  The extreme ratings 

are as noteworthy as the order of the ranking.  As the table shows clearly, the 

overwhelming preference was for retail development.  This was followed by office parks 

and light industrial or warehousing.  There was little perceived need for new low density 

or single family housing in the area. 

TABLE 2

AVERAGE RATING FOR PROSPECTIVE LAND USES

Priority Land Use 

Average Rating 

(1-10)

1 Retail 9.2

2 Office Parks 7.9

3 Light Industrial or Warehousing 7.0

4 Trails for Bicycling or Walking 6.8

5 Open Space or Parks 6.7

6 High Density Housing 6.2

7 Low Density or Single Family Housing 3.7

RETAIL DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL

Since retail was rated so highly by virtually everyone who was interviewed, this was an 

area of further enquiry.  Those being interviewed were asked about their vision for retail 

and how they thought that vision might be realized. 

Some of the highlights included: 

Visibility and access are key for retail development. 

The area near interchanges and intersections are prime for retail development, 

especially those areas along or near Interstate 25. 

Most did not express a particular model of retailing as preferable, but several thought 

that the day of the traditional enclosed mall might, with few exceptions, have passed. 

Most thought there was ample opportunity for a range of retail in the area from the 

big box to lifestyle centers to smaller community centers. 

Some expressed the need to be sensitive about having regional or big box 

development near or adjacent to residential areas.   
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Several individuals expressed the belief that Thornton could attract more up-scale 

retailers as well as big box retailers; however, many indicated that this is a market 

driven decision based upon demographics and not one the City can force.  

The proximity to I-25 was seen as most logical for big box retailers while community 

centers and smaller retail development was seen as more logical adjacent to 

Washington Street and areas farther to the east. 

While few saw a major enclosed mall in the area, several people noted the similarities 

of this area to that on the south end of the metropolitan area where Park Meadows is 

near I-25 and C-470/County Line Road. 

TRANSPORTATION AND UTILITIES

One consideration that could influence future development is the presence, or lack 

thereof, of infrastructure to support development and growth. 

The interviewees were asked if they had any particular concerns or ideas about 

transportation or utilities in the Subarea.  Comments were provided related primarily to 

transportation and access, but also about water and sewer. 

Transportation and access.  Several comments were made about the need for additional 

interchanges along I-25 and E-470.  Specifically, 128
th

 Avenue and 144
th

 Avenue were 

mentioned along I-25.  Overall there was the sense that major roads are in good condition 

and will be improved as development occurs.  Some thought that secondary roads will 

need attention.  Potential traffic congestion on Washington Street (e.g., “Need to increase 

Washington from two to six lanes.”) and the need for a “Grant Street” to serve office and 

retail development between I-25 and Washington Street were seen as areas that might 

need attention.  The need to improve State Highway 7 was mentioned several times.  The 

York Street exit off E-470 was cited as a negative for development and something that 

needed attention. 

Several individuals also cited FasTracks as a potential that might help the development of 

the area.  Some thought FasTracks was very important for the future development of the 

North Washington Subarea (e.g., “FasTracks will have huge impacts on development.”).   

Some thought light rail was needed and could be an asset, but did not like RTD’s 

proposal.

Some also thought the lack of active rail lines might impact potential industrial 

development.   

Trails and trail connections were mentioned as a transportation concern. 

Water and sewer.  While some thought the area was underserved in terms of utilities, 

most thought infrastructure was good and that capacity was not a significant issue.  Water 

availability is not seen as a concern.  And, sewer capacity is perceived to be adequate.  As 

one person summarized, “Sewer and water lines are well planned and access is already 

good.”  Drainage might be a concern if drainage issues west of I-25 in Westminster are 
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addressed; this would be costly and would add flow to Big Dry Creek north of 136
th

.  The 

Big Dry Creek overflowing with heavy rainfall was cited a couple of times. 

OPPORTUNITIES AND TRENDS

Those interviewed were asked about the factors, opportunities or trends that might 

influence future development in the North Washington Subarea.  While a variety of 

factors was cited, various dimensions of transportation were the most frequently 

mentioned as driving variables that will influence future growth and development in the 

area.

Transportation and accessibility.  Many cited the traffic volume along I-25 and E-470 

combined with the growing number of “rooftops” in the northern metropolitan area as the 

biggest variable that will influence the kind, nature and pace of development in the North 

Washington Subarea.  Highway 7 and the airport were cited less frequently, but also are 

seen by some as key factors. Related drivers include visibility, accessibility and 

convenience.  The location and future development of interchanges is viewed as a key 

determinant of future retail development.  Looking into the future, light rail is also seen 

as a future and perhaps important variable. 

Infrastructure.  The Thornton infrastructure is seen as sound, well-planned and supportive 

of growth.  This is particularly true with regard to water. 

Municipal competition.  While there are some revenue sharing mechanisms in place, 

competition with neighboring communities remains a factor, especially since several 

individuals perceived Thornton to be less competitive than its neighbors.  To some, the 

availability of local government incentives can play a significant role in driving 

development trends.  Some also thought that other jurisdictions might be more anxious to 

pursue development opportunities (e.g., “It’s a footrace for economic development.”).  

Some expressed concern about the image that Thornton is “freezing” out future 

development.  However, most placed a high premium on thoughtful, well-conceived 

development supported by good data, good planning and community support, which they 

see as timely and valuable to the community. 

Growth in the metropolitan area.  Several individuals considered growth in the northern 

portion of the metropolitan area as something whose time had come.  The parallel is in 

the retail and office development in the southern part of the metropolitan area.  As one 

person noted, “There is very little major commercial development north of I-70.   

The exact analogy with road layout is I-25/C-470/County Line Road.” 

Housing.  Generally speaking, few of those interviewed saw this area as critical for 

residential development.  In fact, most thought there was a need for commercial 

development to pay for residential public services.  However, a few individuals cited flat 

economic and employment situations as possibly forcing Thornton to accommodate more 

residential development. 
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Fragmentation of land ownership.  One impediment for future growth cited on a several 

occasions is that present land ownership is somewhat fragmented.  For some types of 

development, it would be desirable to have an assembly of larger tracts of land under 

single ownership. 

Thornton as “central location.”  Some see that Thornton increasingly has the potential to 

be viewed as centrally located. This stems from its relative proximity to DIA, CU and 

CSU.  E-470 now enhances access to other areas, such as DIA or employment along the 

US 36 corridor. 

THORNTON’S IMAGE AND VIEWS ABOUT HOW THORNTON “MARKETS” ITSELF

Those interviewed were asked about Thornton’s image and how Thornton markets itself. 

Generally, Thornton was seen as having a variable and changing image.  Several noted 

that Thornton suffers from its historical development as largely a bedroom community 

and a community that did not have a traditional downtown area.  As one person said, 

“Thornton has yet to establish an identity or character.”  Another said simply, “Our

identity is not well-defined.”  

Some thought that Thornton’s image is evolving and improving.  These individuals often 

perceived the community’s image as poor prior to the 1990s,  but, at the same time, the 

image is improving and the bar has been raised.  One person said, “We are well past our 

tarnished image.  Larkridge will help us redefine what Thornton is.  But, it’s hard to get 

over the image that we are just a bunch of houses with commuters.”  Thornton is now 

thought of as a more distinctly separate and positive community in the northern portion of 

the metropolitan area. 

A number of others echoed theme of transition: 

Thornton has an image of a bedroom community changing to more of a city – 

imperative to plan North Washington Area correctly.   

Thornton is perceived to be a bedroom community and does not have a good image.  

The City should improve this by using mechanisms such as requiring nice finishes on 

commercial development. 

Thornton is in the phase of developing from a small city to a major city, similar to 

Broomfield ten years ago. 

Thornton in transition.  80241 is wealthiest zip code in Adams County. 

Efforts to market Thornton were seen as uneven (or at least many were unaware of 

marketing efforts).  Some saw Thornton’s marketing efforts as limited to non-existent.  A 
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few thought the City was good for developers to work with, although the countervailing 

view was expressed by several others.  Examples of comments include: 

Not sure Thornton markets itself in north metro area.  The whole north metro area 

does poor job of marketing itself.  Broomfield, Louisville and Lafayette have 

marketed their proximity to Boulder. 

In the midst of competition, a moratorium and big box ordinance does not send a 

credible signal.  Is Thornton open for business?  From a marketing perspective we’ve 

dug ourselves a hole.  This process may be good, but it complicates Thornton’s 

marketability, especially for retail.  This is complicated by land not within city 

boundaries.

Thornton markets itself poorly.  Need to close deals.  North-south dichotomy, both 

regionally and within city.  Tend to “elephant hunt”, rather than target smaller, local 

businesses.  

Thornton is less competitive, although other cities are becoming more restrictive, e.g., 

Broomfield.  The south end is not as desirable as north end from demographic 

standpoint for retailers.  Thornton is one of the better communities to work with – 

good council and economic development department. 

Thornton is the only community of three (Broomfield, Westminster, and Thornton) 

that is reactive rather than proactive.  Thornton could improve its ability to work with 

the development community, relative to what its competition (Westminster, 

Northglenn) is doing. 

Thornton’s intrinsic quality for development good or better than Aurora, Lakewood, 

Highlands Ranch.  City has handled its business very well -- high profile, progressive. 

The history of working with the development community is perceived as mixed.  For 

example: An unfavorable history with developers – does not rank high on cities that 

are good to work with.  Image could change overnight.  Need to determine what they 

want to do and stick with it.  Or the contrary view: Thornton has sometimes done a 

good job listening to developers.  Example of Krispy Kreme coming to Thorncreek 

Crossing.

ADVICE TO THE STEERING COMMITTEE

At the conclusion of each interview, we asked “If you had one piece of advice to share 

with the Steering Committee as it begins its deliberations, what would it be?” 

The themes that emerged fell into several categories: 

Be strategic and forward thinking. 

The importance of listening, gaining understanding, and having an open mind. 
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Be sensitive to current and future residents. 

Develop a politically acceptable solution. 

Some worried that near-term issues might overshadow the long-term needs of the 

community.  They stressed the need to be strategic, not tactical – to focus on the what, 

not the how.  One individual, recognizing the importance of being both strategic and open 

to changing conditions, said: “Be willing to consider everything.  Consider that over time 

things may change.”  Several individuals cited the Wal-Mart decision and subsequent 

divisiveness in the community.  These individuals noted that it is important to remember 

that the goal is not to counteract Wal-Mart.  Rather, that experience should guide the 

development in this area to ensure the long-term prosperity, community character, 

economic base, and revenue for the City.  One person said simply: “Be forward 

thinking.” 

Perhaps the most frequently mentioned guidance for the Steering Committee was the 

admonition that the Committee place a premium on listening and understanding.  Many 

felt it was important to look at the issues surrounding the North Washington Subarea with 

an open mind.  One individual said: “Keep an open mind and be fair.  Do not make snap 

decisions.  Seek understanding.”  A couple of interviewees cautioned the group to be 

wary of “truths” or “common assumptions” that just might not be grounded in fact.  

While it is important to appreciate the current environment and historical decisions, this 

could be an opportunity to propose new thinking and fresh ideas.  As one person said, 

there is a “need to plan for the future without forgetting the present.”  The term “clean 

slate” came up several times.  Others felt it was important to be open to the ideas of 

others and ensure that tough decisions can be made in an environment of collegial 

support and respect.  Along these lines, one individual commented: “Be good listeners; 

listen to the opinions of others.  Be respectful of each other.”

There were interesting perspectives about the need to make tough, but appropriate 

decisions.  One person said, “tell the City what it needs to hear, not what it might want to 

hear.”  Several mentioned the need to be specific.  For example, do not designate the 

entire area “mixed use.”  Others stressed the importance of sensitivity in the exploration 

of options and the formulation of recommendations.  One individual said we “need to 

know what the Council as a whole is willing to accept, especially in the context of the 

needs for the entire City.” 

There was a concern expressed about the need to come up with a thoughtful plan and 

move forward.  Some highlighted the need to act quickly, but deliberately.  On occasion, 

some mentioned the competition for commercial development and the prospect that 

studying this issue can seem like inaction.  Others cited the need to come up with a 

workable plan that incorporates community values and is, thoughtfully conceived.  Or, as 

one individual mentioned using the efficient woodworker’s guidance: “Measure twice, 

cut once.”
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APPENDIX 1

LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

Carol Beckler 

Mayor Noel Busck 

Clarke Carlson 

Rebecca Cavanaugh-Miller 

Jeff Coder 

Susan Connors 

Jerry Eckelberger 

Jack Ethredge  

Don Finley 

Gary Fritzler 

Sheila Fushimi 

Gary Gaglia 

Myron Goldstein 

Erik Hansen 

Ron Hardin 

Robert Harmoush 

John Hurt 

Ron Kuehn 

Glenda Lainis 

Steve Lebsock  

Michael Lloyd 

Bob Loew 

Skip Miller 

Jo Thorne 

Mark Walker 

Rick White 

Marty Wisniewski 
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APPENDIX 2

RATINGS OF THE IMPORTANCE OF THE NORTH WASHINGTON SUBAREA AND 

SPECIFIC LAND USES

 Subarea        

 Importance High Low     Open  Trails for 

 for  Density Density Light Office  Space or Bicycling/

Rating City Housing Housing Industrial Parks Retail Parks Walking

         

10 15 2 1 3 5 14 4 3 

9 5 3 1 5 6 4 3 3 

8 6 3 3 5 5 6 5 8 

7 1 3 2 5 5 2 3 3 

6 0 4 1 3 2 0 3 1 

5 0 6 2 2 2 0 2 3 

4 0 2 1 0 1 0 2 3 

3 0 2 2 1 0 0 1 0 

2 0 1 5 0 0 0 3 1 

1 0 0 3 2 0 0 0 1 

0 0 0 5 0 0 0 0 0 

         

n =  27 26 26 26 26 26 26 26 

         

Average 9.3 6.2 3.7 7.0 7.9 9.2 6.7 6.8 

         

         

Note: Many individuals saw the type of land use as dependent upon location or market conditions.  . 

One individual thought this was so key that the interviewee could not differentiate among the uses. 

All scores rated on one to ten scale.  Any mention of rating in excess of ten was counted as ten. 

Fractional scores rounded to nearest whole number.  Averages are weighted based upon number of  

responses and corresponding ratings.      


