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Transportation and Utilities

Section 4

4.0 Introduction  

Transportation and utility systems are essential to ac-
commodate and support development proposed in the 
Future Land Use Map.  The following pages present 
the Comprehensive Plan’s recommendations regarding 
these key City services.

4.1 Transportation 

Thornton’s transportation system connects to a larger 
regional system of roadways, mass transit routes and 
trails. The city’s multi-modal system should continue to 
complement and fit with the larger regional system in 
order to be efficient and effective for residents, busi-
nesses, and visitors as the community continues to 
grow.

The Transportation Master Plan was adopted by City 
Council in September 2009 as a supplement to the City 
of Thornton Comprehensive Plan, replacing the 2000 
Thornton Thoroughfare Plan. The Thornton Transporta-
tion Plan is a multi-modal transportation plan covering 
the city limits and future growth area with a time hori-
zon extending to 2035. The plan includes a conceptual 
roadway vision for the build-out of the city in order to 
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preserve adequate right-of-way to accommodate long-term 
transportation needs.

Coordination with the Adams County Transportation 
Plan, the Denver Regional Council of Governments
(DRCOG) Transportation Improvement Program (TIP), and oth-
er regional plans and studies will be important as Thornton’s 
transportation networks continue to develop. More importantly, 
it is critical to synchronize the Thornton Comprehensive plan 
and the Thornton Transportation Plan.

Key transportation challenges include:

      •  Maintaining adequate levels of service. The City has 
          limited ability to unilaterally increase capacities along      
          roadways, so it must pursue improvements that require  
          participation of other entities.

      •  Timing roadway capacity with new demands. The City  
          may need to consider delaying development in certain  
          areas until adequate capacity is available, or  
          arrangements are made to fund improvements that  
          provide adequate capacity simultaneously with new  
          development demands.

      •  Remedying existing deficiencies. Thornton needs to   
          continue to improve connections within the community  
          and between adjacent cities.

      •  Coordinating transportation system improvements with      
          other entities. The planning and development of  
          additional new interchanges along I-25, E-470, I-76,     
          and US 85 requires the participation of the Denver  
          Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG), the  
          Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) and  
          adjacent municipalities. 

      •  Developing effective alternatives to single occupancy  
          vehicles. As environmental concerns and the costs of  

120th and Grant Intersection
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          managing congestion increase, providing alternatives to   
          the automobile becomes more important. The proposed     
          FasTracks commuter rail system will require active City  
          coordination with the Regional Transportation District   
          (RTD) and adjacent municipalities.

      •  Ensuring access for all residents. The need for    
          alternatives to automobiles extends to the disabled, the  
          young, the elderly and low-income residents. The City    
          will need to consider these populations in its    
          transportation planning. Providing bike routes or Call-n- 
          Ride programs are examples of beneficial alternatives to  
          these populations. 

Goals of the Thornton Transportation Plan     

The overall goals of the Thornton Transportation Plan are as 
follows:

A. Develop a safe, effective, and sustainable multi-modal 
transportation system for people, goods, and services.

B. Locate and design transportation systems in harmony 
with existing neighborhoods and the natural features of 
the city while promoting connectivity between neighbor-
hoods.

C. Educate the public about transportation choices and op-
portunities.

D.  Recognize the important relationship between land use    
     and transportation:

1. Follow the Comprehensive Plan and other long 
range plans for future transportation planning.

2. Recognize the transportation ramifications when 
making decisions on new development.

3. Maximize the location of high intensity uses near 
multi-modal transportation nodes, such as inter-
changes and transit stations. 
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Complete Streets Policy  

On April 26, 2011 Thornton City Council adopted the Com-
plete Streets Policy: 

“…to ensure that roadways are designed and operated to be 
safe, comfortable, and convenient for drivers, bicyclists, transit 
vehicles and users, trail users, and pedestrians of all ages and 
abilities. Colorado State law and Federal policy requires, with 
some exceptions, accommodating bicyclists and pedestrians in 
Federal Aid projects.” 

Implementation of Thornton’s Complete Streets Policy will 
improve the accessibility, livability, and safety for all roadway 
users, while better positioning the City to receive future Federal 
funding. Additional benefits of a complete streets focus include 
the encouragement of healthier lifestyles and improved recre-
ational activity. Complete streets, if properly constructed and 
maintained, may even translate into healthier businesses along 
city thoroughfares.

Roadways

Roadways in Thornton are categorized into several functional 
classifications: 

•	 Regional Thoroughfares

•	 Major Arterials

•	 Minor Arterials

•	 Parkway Collectors

•	 Collectors

•	 Local Streets

E.   Enhance existing and encourage new relationships  
     between all agencies impacting and being impacted by  
     transportation decisions, i.e. the Federal government,  
     State government, counties, school districts, RTD, and  
     surrounding cities. 
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I-25 and E-470 are regional thoroughfares that transect the city, 
while I-76 and US Highway 85 also provide access to Thorn-
ton. Recent interchanges constructed at 136th Avenue and 144th 
Avenue have improved access from I-25 into Thornton’s northern 
growth area between 120th and State Highway 7. Within Thorn-
ton, 120th Avenue was widened and extended across the South 
Platte River to Highway 85. 

Recent improvements to the I-25 interchanges at 84th Avenue 
and 104th Avenue have improved access to the southern and 
central parts of Thornton. Thornton has a basic one-mile grid 
of east-west and north-south arterial streets typical of the Den-
ver area and other western metropolitan areas. Collector and 
local streets serve Thornton’s neighborhoods. Current road 
improvements are identified in the City’s Capital Improvements 
Plan. 

Multi-Modal 

While existing land use patterns and practices suggest con-
tinued reliance on the automobile to move through the com-
munity and region, a multi-modal transportation system that 
includes roadways, mass transit, and trails is important to 
Thornton’s future growth and development. The Comprehen-
sive Plan, therefore, contains recommendations and policies 
for multiple modes of transportation.  

Trails 

While trails are designed as a community amenity and often 
used for recreation purposes, transportation and connectivity 
can also be considered primary functions of a comprehensive 
trail system. The City has developed and continues to expand a 
comprehensive off-street trail network that provides a safe and 
convenient alternative to automobile travel throughout the com-
munity. Trails serve all ages, but are vital for the mobility of chil-
dren as well as adults who do not have access to automobiles. 
Trails also serve those who choose to replace trips by automobile 
with walking or bicycling to and from destinations. 

Multi-use Trail with Cyclists and Bus Stop
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Current Mass-Transit 

Thornton is currently served by RTD with local, express Call-n-
Ride, regional bus routes, Access-a-Ride, and special events 
services. Adams County also provides a bus service, A-Lift, to 
residents of Thornton. There are currently 12 regularly sched-
uled operating bus routes in Thornton: 6, 8, 12, 40x, 80, 88, 
92, 104, 120, 120x, 122x, and AA.

RTD operates three Park-n-Ride facilities that directly serve 
Thornton. Those facilities include the Wagon Road facility at 
I-25 and 120th Avenue, the 104th Avenue and Washington 
Street facility, and the Thornton facility at I-25 and 88th Avenue.
 
Future Mass-Transit
 
Future transit improvements include the FasTracks commuter rail 
line, with six stations serving Thornton. Upon completion, Fas-
Tracks, the Denver region’s voter approved surface transit system, 
will connect many suburban cities to the central business district 
of downtown Denver via rail. The proposed FasTracks system is 
shown in Figure 4-1. As with any large transit infrastructure proj-
ect receiving federal tax assistance, FasTracks is a long-term 
project requiring years of analysis, alternative recommenda-
tions, and public engagement before it is approved for con-
struction.   

The North Metro commuter rail line shown in Figure 4-2, 
which will serve Thornton residents with six stations (one based 
in the city of Northglenn at 112th Avenue), completed its envi-
ronmental planning process in April 2011 with the signing of 
the Record of Decision by the Federal Transit Administration 
(FTA). This milestone celebrates almost five years of in-depth 
project development, evaluation, refinement and extensive 
community outreach.

The North Metro commuter line is now approved to move into 
design and construction. The first phase (from Denver Union 
Station to the National Western Stock Show station) is set to 

RTD Transit Platform with Light Rail Train

Diesel Commuter Train Prototype

Electric Commuter Train Prototype
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begin construction in 2012 and open in 2016. The remainder 
of the rail line is scheduled to open between 2020 and 2042 
depending on available funding.

Transportation Management Organizations 

One opportunity for partnerships in providing needed trans-
portation improvements and services is the creation of a Trans-
portation Management Organization (TMO). The TMO is a 
tool that can be used in a variety of ways to meet transporta-
tion needs associated with a particular major development 
or district. TMOs are often used by major employers or large 
mixed-use developments to help manage and mitigate the 
traffic impacts of the development. TMOs can be involved in 
a variety of activities ranging from the simple to the complex. 
Some examples of simple function would include: offering to 
match up commuters for car pooling and ride sharing, orga-
nizing and stratifying working hours among tenants to spread 
out demand, and/or subsidizing the costs of transit passes for 
workers. Some examples of more complex functions would 
include: hiring off-duty police officers to manage traffic at key 
entry/egress points, funding the operation of shuttles and/or 
van pools, and/or contribution to construction of off-site trans-
portation improvements warranted by traffic demands from the 
development.

Regardless of the technique and level of involvement, the goals 
of TMOs are to help reduce and lessen traffic impacts from the 
parent development on adjoining transportation systems. Fol-
lowing the theme of encouraging community partnerships and 
the creation of major new employment centers, the Compre-
hensive Plan for Thornton recognizes that tools such as TMOs 
will be an important component necessary in the development 
of any new major employment center. TMOs could be a partic-
ularly useful component in the creation of Urban Villages and 
other major employment centers. These organizations could 
provide important services such as shuttle services to FasTracks 
stations that otherwise would probably not be funded.
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Northern Area Transportation Alliance TMO
 
The North Area Transportation Alliance (NATA) was established 
by member government/business organizations in August 
2009. NATA is requesting funds to implement a new TMO 
modeled after the U.S. 36 Commuting Solutions group, which 
has achieved congestion management excellence in the Den-
ver Metro area. As a TMO, NATA will bring consensus-driven 
focus to reducing traffic congestion in the north Denver Metro 
Area through education and promotion of alternative modes of 
transportation. 

The proposed NATA TMO will be comprised of two staff mem-
bers who will work with RTD to promote advantages of bus 
transit, plan capacity improvements at existing Park-n-Ride fa-
cilities operating at or above capacity, and design new facilities 
to accommodate future growth. NATA TMO staff will produce 
and deliver informative maps of bus routes, Park-n-Ride facili-
ties, and bicycle and pedestrian routes.    

4.2 Water and Wastewater Utilities

Since 1963, the City has provided water and sanitary sewer 
service to residents and businesses within its boundaries and, 
to a limited extent, outside city limits. To serve these customers, 
the City has acquired significant amounts of water and water 
rights, and has developed an extensive raw water collection 
and storage system. Additional water rights acquisitions, and 
development of additional raw water facilities, as described 
in the City’s Water and Wastewater Systems Master Plan, will 
provide sufficient water to implement the Comprehensive Plan.
 
The City’s Water and Wastewater Systems Master Plan, com-
pleted in 2000 and updated in 2010, provides specific in-
formation on the existing water and wastewater utility system, 
its expansion and maintenance. The Water and Wastewater 
Systems Master Plan recommended improvements to the water 
and wastewater system for four time frames: pre-2000, 2000-
2010, 2011-2020, and 2021 to build-out. The Water and 

Thornton Water Tower
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Wastewater Systems Master Plan is currently being revised and 
should continue to be updated periodically as improvements 
are implemented and new challenges emerge. 

Key Infrastructure Challenges

As Thornton continues to grow, it will face key infrastructure 
challenges as described below.  

Developing and protecting adequate water supplies  
The City must import water from other locations to serve its 
existing and future needs.  The City will continue to develop 
water supplies to coincide with increased demands associ-
ated with population growth.  Water supply development will 
include the improvements needed to effectively use the water 
rights that the City has acquired, including phased imple-
mentation of Thornton’s Northern Project water supply, and 
integration of that supply into the City’s water system.   Imple-
mentation of Thornton area improvements and the Thornton 
Northern Project will provide sufficient water supply for the 
City’s current and future customers.

Water Conservation 
The City of Thornton has historically maintained one of the 
lowest residential daily per capita water consumption rates 
among cities in the Front Range. This is a result of numerous 
efforts that Thornton has pursued to create and instill water 
conservation ethics throughout the community.  Water conser-
vation is also an essential component of the City’s long-term 
water supply planning strategy and will ultimately reduce the 
amount of water that the City must develop in order to meet 
its build-out demand. The City has had a Water Conservation 
Plan since 2001.  In 2009, the City Council adopted the most 
recent Water Conservation Plan which has since been ap-
proved by the Colorado Water Conservation Board.  The 2009 
Water Conservation Plan builds upon the successes of the past 
by aggressively pursuing strategies to help create long-term 
water savings for the City.

Thornton Water Tower

Wes Brown Water Treatment Plant
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Managing the water distribution system 
The City will need to ensure that pipeline extensions are 
phased to serve future development, that facilities are sized to 
serve planned growth, and that the treatment plants, storage 
facilities and distribution system mains are located to maintain 
adequate flows for normal and emergency demands.

Efficiently expanding the wastewater system 
The City will need to manage the costs of systems extensions 
into new development areas and the associated energy costs 
of pumping wastes from one wastewater drainage basin to the 
next.

Funding improvements 
As the City’s water and wastewater systems age, operation and 
maintenance costs will increase. The City may need to adjust 
the fees for capital improvements and prioritize capital im-
provements based on on-going operations and maintenance 
needs considered along with system expansion for new growth 
areas.
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Figure 4-1: FasTracks System Map (Source: RTD)
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Figure 4-2: North Metro Corridor Rail Line (Source: RTD)


