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This chapter examines current and future needs for parks, recreation and recreation facilities, and also 
recommendations for acquisition and design standards. Chapter 8 describes the resources available and proposed 
action steps and strategies necessary to implement the vision. 

NEEDS FOR PARKS, RECREATION PROGRAMS AND RECREATION FACILITIES 

Current and future needs were examined using quantitative data compiled by city staff, including the Recreation 
Program Manager, qualitative observations of Recreation staff regarding changes in leisure trends and participation 
in program activities, and the 2016 Parks and Open Space Master Plan Update Survey results. Also considered were 
public comments and suggestions, which appear in Appendix 6B.

Two different measures for assessing the need for additional parks and recreation facilities have been considered:

�� The first considers existing park acreage as well as the number of playing fields and related facilities. Thornton’s 
existing level of service for parks of varying sizes and adjacent municipalities levels of service are used as a point of 
reference.  For outdoor playing fields, existing demand and existing level of use by organized leagues and teams 
and projected growth in participation were applied to assess future need.

�� The second measure considers access to neighborhood and community scale facilities. The city’s service standards 
stipulate that neighborhood parks should be provided within a half-mile radius of all households and community 
parks provided within a two-mile radius of all households. (See Exhibit 5.4)   

PARK ACREAGE AND RECREATION FACILITIES 

Park and Recreation Facilities Level of Service

In preparing this update, the existing inventory of Thornton’s park acreage and number and type of recreation facilities 
was updated.  (This inventory appears in Appendix 8.)  The updated inventory was used to assess the current level of 
service being provided to Thornton residents.  

Thornton’s existing inventory of parks and recreation facilities was compared with the city’s prior level of service 
standards from the 2012 Parks and Open Space Master Plan and with the National Recreation and Park Association 
(NRPA) 2015 Field Report and PRORAgis (Park and Recreation Operating Ratio) custom reporting tool. Using these 
level of service measures is one way of identifying if Thornton has an existing shortage or surplus of park acreage and/
or recreation facilities.These standards were then applied to Thornton’s projected future populations, near-term and in 
ten years, to estimate the park acreage and recreation facilities required to meet future needs.

As shown in Chapter 2: Existing Conditions, as of December 2015, the city of Thornton had 5.6 acres of developed 
park land per 1,000 people, compared with the city’s level of service goal of 10 acres for every 1,000 people.  
Established standards for each type of park is as follows: .5 ac/1,000 residents for pocket parks, 2.0 ac/1,000 
residents for neighborhood parks, and 7.5 ac/1,000 residents for community parks. Thornton meets or exceeds 
the established standard for pocket and neighborhood type parks, however, falls short to meeting the 7.5 ac/1,000 
residents standard for community type parks.   
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Exhibit 5.1:  Current Park and Recreation Facilities Level of Service (LOS) in Thornton

Current Population and Future Population Projections
Year 2015 2016 2018 2023

Population/
Projections2 131,761 135,061 140,961 154,000

Future Needs for Parks

City-Owned: Current 
Achievement3 (2015)

Future AC totals if  
City Maintains Current LOS for 

Parkland

AC Needed 
by 2023 to 
Maintain 
Current 

LOSPark Type/Size AC AC/1,0004 2016 2018 2023

Pocket Park 95.9 0.7 94.5 98.6 107.8 11.9

Neighborhood Park 349.7 2.6 351 366.3 400.4 50.7

Community Park 289.8 2.2 297 310 338.8 49

TOTAL Park Acres3 735.4 5.5 742.5 774.9 847 111.6

Recreation Facilities Summary

City-Owned: Current 
Achievement3 (2015)

Future Recreation Facility Totals if  
City Maintains Current LOS for 

Each City-Owned Facility

City-Owned 
Public 

Facilities 
Needed by 

2023  
to Maintain 
Current LOS

Recreation Facility 
Type Qty Qty/1,0004 2016 2018 2023

Baseball/ 
Softball Field 30 0.22 30 31 34 4

Basketball Court  
(Outdoor Full & 1/2) 21.5 0.16 22 23 25 3.5

Multipurpose Field 41 0.31 42 44 48 7

Tennis Court 17 0.13 18 18 20 3

Volleyball Court 6 0.05 7 7 8 2

Playgrounds 71 0.53 72 75 82 11

Swimming (Outdoor) 2 0.02 3 3 3 1

Swimming (Indoor) 2 0.02 3 3 3 1

Recreation Center 2 0.02 3 3 3 1

Gymnasium 2 0.02 3 3 3 1

Skate Park 4 0.03 4 4 5 1

Roller Hockey Rink 3 0.02 3 3 4 1

Disc Golf 1 0.01 1 1 1 0

Dog Park 1 0.01 1 1 1 0

Pickleball (Indoor) 3 0.02 3 3 3 0

Horseshoe Pit 8 0.07 9 9 10 2

Shuffleboard 2 0.02 3 3 3 1

Bocce 2 0.02 3 3 3 1

1 - Existing facilities data taken from city of Thornton Inventory data compiled in this Master Plan Update. Includes all existing parkland and joint-use facilities. Does 
not include parks and recreation facilities in planned in approved developments. (See Technical Appendices – Appendix 8).

2 - Current and Projected Population Estimates come from the city of Thornton 2015 Housing and Population Report. Future Population estimate for 2023 is the same 
estimate that is used in the Thornton Comprehensive Plan, updated September 2012 and higher density development at FasTracks.

3 - Current Achievement numbers for Park Acreage and Recreation Facilities includes Existing Parks and Joint Use Facilities.

4 - Arces or Quantity per 1,000 residents = Level of Service (LOS) 
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Exhibit 5.1 projects anticipated needs for parks in the near-term and in 2023, based on maintaining existing levels of 
service parks. Existing levels of service for community parks is significantly below established standard of 7.5 ac/1,000 
residents, and providing an additional community park should be recognized as a primary goal in the future expansion 
of the Thornton park system. Future needs were also assessed assuming that the current level of service for playing 
fields was maintained into the future. Using this method suggests a need for a moderate level of facility expansion 
through 2023. 

Exhibit 5.2 demonstrates how Thornton’s current level of service for parkland and recreation facilities compares to 
national and regional municipalities of similar size and scale. National comparison data was derived from the National 
Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) - 2015 National Database.

Projections for future athletic facility needs based on Thornton organized sports participation

Existing organized sports leagues, as well as the city’s field scheduling staff provided historic information on 
participation by residents and nonresidents, information on the number of teams participating, the length of their 
seasons, the number of hours of playable time necessary each week to accommodate practices and games, fields 
currently scheduled and utilized for these purposes, and current scheduling methods used by Thornton staff.  

Projections of future growth in participation were derived from analysis of this information. It was assumed that existing 

Exhibit 5.2:  City of Thornton Existing Parkland and Recreation Facilities Comparisons to NRPA 2015 Benchmarks and        
2012 Regional Communities 

Parkland Comparison

City of Thornton1 
(December 2015)

NRPA 
2015 National Database 

Regional Municipalies 
2012 Average: 

Broomfield, Westminster, 
Arvada, Ft. Collins, 

Lakewood

Population 131,761 100,000 - 200,000 2 112,404

Total Park Acreage/1,000 residents 5.6 2.7 7.8

Recreation Facilities Comparison (Public Facilities only or City provided)

Recreation Facility Type: City Owned Population/Facility Population/Facility Population/Facility

Playground (71) 1,856 5,104 3,557

Rectangular Multi-Purpose Fields (41) 3,213 3,743 2,927

Outdoor Swimming Pool (2) 65,881 58,825 70,253

Indoor Swimming Pool (2) 65,881 118,750 51,093

Rec Center/Community Center (2) 65,881 41,000 40,144

1 - Existing facilities data taken from city of Thornton Inventory matrix data compiled in this Master Plan Update. Includes all existing park land 
and joint-use facilities. Does not include parks and recreation facilities planned in approved developments. (See Technical Appendices – Appendix 
8).

2 - PRORAGIS National Database Custom Report generated for cities with population ranging from 100,000 to 200,000 in Colorado, Wyoming, 
Utah, Kansas.
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levels of service would be maintained to 2023, and that there would be incremental growth in sports participation and 
associated facility demand on top of that. 

Anticipated need for facilities for each sports is as follows:

 » Football/Soccer - In the past three years, football league participation has remained steady while soccer 
registration has almost tripled. Soccer fields at Trail Winds Park and Open Space continues to be sought after 
as it offers one of the few illuminated turf fields in the region. Thornton football programs report that the city 
is currently meeting their immediate needs, but require more illuminated fields to meet growing demand. The 
North Metro Junior Football League has had to turn away teams because of lack of fields. The second phase 
of development for Trail Winds Park and Open Space anticipates an additional 10 acres of multi-purpose fields 
and should be sufficient to accommodate current and projected needs for the next 5-10 years.

A recent mandate issued by the U.S. Soccer Association to competitive leagues resulted in the need for 11v11 
fields, which decreases the need for 8v8 field configurations. Several leagues depend on Trail Winds playing 
fields, but there is a fear that some residents are leaving leagues due to geographic location of practices and 
games, which are predominately in the northern tier of the city. Soccer seasons have extended into late fall and 
have started in early spring resulting in a need for more illuminated turf fields that can accommodate weather 
and daylight savings schedules.

 » Rugby - In the past two years, Rugby has seen its participation hold steady, but regionally, the sport is seeing an 
upward trend in participation. A rugby field, often referred to as a “pitch”, requires goal posts that are narrower 
than football goal posts. This suggests a need for 1-2 fields with the ability to change goal post widths for 
hosting weekend games and tournaments. 

 » Baseball/Softball - Baseball participation has increased in the past three years by 11%. There is an increasing 
demand for more baseball field time for games and practices. Local clubs indicate increasing competition for 
field time and the need for year-round facilities due to the increase in population and interest in the sport. The 
North Thornton Baseball & Softball Association noted that they need to limit current league enrollment due to 
lack of available fields/practice areas, and that Thornton youth are now having to join clubs outside the city.

 » The YMCA Sports program approximates the need for three more ball fields to accommodate their current 
demand. Future improvements to the baseball complex on Riverdale Road anticipate additional lighted ball 
fields and should be sufficient to accommodate current and projected needs. Phase I (4 fields) is scheduled for 
construction in 2017 and will serve both baseball and softball teams.

 » Indoor Basketball/Volleyball - Currently, the YMCA basketball and volleyball programs and Thornton Boys 
Basketball rent various school gymnasiums for their programs’ practices and games. Both programs need 
additional gym time. The city has a new joint use agreement with the Mapleton School District, which allows 
free gym space for YMCA and Thornton Boys Basketball programs. The city should continue to seek out other 
joint use facility opportunities with school districts and other entities. Approximately 2-3 additional indoor courts 
are needed.

 » Tennis- The Thornton Tennis Association has reported an increasing need for additional tennis courts due to 
the fact that several schools are not able to provide courts for use other than school leagues. This indicates that 
there is an increase in younger players learning the sport, which could result in future increased demand for 
courts. Currently, there are 17 city courts, but these are spread throughout the city and it’s difficult for the club 
to conduct tournaments without a concentrated number of courts in one location (ideally four or more). The  
club has stated a desire for a year-round indoor facility and a need for brighter lights to allow for nighttime 
events.

These analyses suggest that Thornton should strive to maintain existing levels of service for parks and athletics, and 
provide for modest growth, with a realistic and affordable investment in new facility infrastructure.
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SERVICE AREAS FOR PARKS
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EXHIBIT 5.3
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ACCESS TO NEIGHBORHOOD AND COMMUNITY SCALE FACILITIES 

The City of Thornton has stipulated that, where feasible, pocket parks should be provided within one quarter mile of 
residents’ homes when neighborhood parks are not available, and that neighborhood parks should be provided within 
one half mile.  Moreover, these guidelines further recommend that residents should be able to walk or bicycle to these 
types of parks without crossing a major arterial, rail line or other barrier. Finally, the city’s guidelines recommend that 
community scale parks be provided within two miles of residential areas, though it is assumed that these parks will be 
reached primarily by vehicle. In the 2016 Parks and Recreation Survey, which was conducted as part of the 2015 Parks 
and Open Space Master Plan update, 84% of survey respondents indicated that they live within walking distance of 
park.

Exhibit 5.3 shows current performance relative to these accessibility guidelines, and highlights future areas where 
residential development is projected to occur. The map illustrates that Thornton is close to meeting demand in 
developed parts of the city.  The most significant need for new facilities occurs within Wards 3 and 4, which possess 
substantial undeveloped lands and offers significant build-out potential.

On October 27, 2015, City Council approved a budget amendment to move forward with the design of the Trail 
Winds Recreation Center (TWRC). The TWRC will be constructed on city-owned property inside of the city of Thornton 
Trail Winds Park and Open Space complex at 136th Avenue and Holly Street. Once completed, the TWRC will be the 
city’s second full-service recreation center. The new recreation center will be approximately 70,000 square feet and 
include a life long learning component, indoor aquatics, gymnasium, and fitness components, among other amenities.  
It is currently scheduled to open in late 2019.

A new stand-alone Active Adult Center to be located on the southwest corner of 112th Avenue and Colorado 
Boulevard on the Margaret W. Carpenter Park and Open Space site is planned to begin design in 2017. The meal 
program will be run from this location. Construction is anticipated to begin in 2018 and the new facility open in 2021. 
The existing Thornton Active Adult Center, 9471 Dorothy Boulevard will be repurposed for other uses once the new 
facility is open to the public.

The Margaret W. Carpenter Recreation Center, 11151 Colorado Boulevard will also undergo improvements including 
a new natatorium to replace a pool that is at the end of its useful life. A new gymnasium and other interior building 
modifications to improve and maximize space are planned. Design of the improvements is planned to begin in 2018 
with the new facility open in 2021.

NEEDS FOR RECREATION PROGRAMS AND FUTURE TRENDS

Current and future recreation programming needs were examined using quantitative data compiled by the Recreation 
Program Manager and qualitative observations of Recreation staff regarding changes in leisure trends and participation 
in program activities, as well as recommendations from the public.

 » Dance Program - Participation in the dance program has remained steady in the past three years, with 5,668 
dancers participating in dance programs in 2015. Space is limited at the Thornton Community Center and 
this is currently the only location that programs youth dance classes through the city. Participants in the dance 
program reside in all areas of the city. This suggests a need for an additional dedicated dance room in a future 
recreation facility and/or expansion/renovation of the existing Community Center to accommodate additional 
participants.

 » Aquatics Programs - The city of Thornton currently provides one indoor pool and two seasonal outdoor 
pools that can be used for recreational swim programs or lessons. (The indoor pool at the Adams 12 Five Star 
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Veteran’s Aquatic Center is kept at a cooler temperature for competitive swimming purposes and is too cold for 
recreational swimming.) In 2015, 19,881 residents participated in aquatics programs. The Master Swim Team 
had 2,624 participants, resulting in an 10% increase in participation from 2014. The city should consider long 
term future needs for these types of programs as Thornton continues to develop to the north. Staff has indicated 
that the swim lesson program is consistently at capacity.

 » Preschool Programs - Classes for preschool age children are at capacity and typically have waiting lists. New 
facilities and programming should incorporate day-care programs whenever possible.

Projected population increases for Adams County and the State of Colorado in the next ten years are approximately 
39% and 24% respectively, resulting in the need to anticipate future recreation demands and plan for increased 
populations. Current recreation trends include:

 » The Social Component - In a technology-driven society, people are seeking opportunities to connect with 
their community. Recreation programming such as the Silver Sneakers® Fitness Program, Community Walkers 
and facilities such as the dog park at Thornton Trail Winds Park and Open Space provide opportunities for 
social interaction and recreation in safe, accessible group settings. The city of Thornton has developed a 

SERVICE AREAS 
FOR RECREATION CENTERS

Thornton
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Center

Margaret W. Carpenter
Recreation Center

Proposed
Recreation Center
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Fitness
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Thornton currently has the Margaret W. Carpenter 
Recreation Center that serves residents throughout 
the city. The Thornton Community Center primarily 
serves the adjacent neighborhoods and isn’t as far 
reaching. A recreation center is currently proposed at 
the Thornton Trail Winds Park and Open Space site. 

Private recreation facilities near Thornton include 
Life Time Fitness in Westminster, which is a full 
service fitness facility as well as a number of smaller 
fitness facilities. Approximately 15,000 Thornton 
residents living west of I-25 have access to three 
community centers (Carl Park Community Center, 
Perl Mack Community Center, and the MAC) through 
the Hyland Hills Recreation District. Transportation 
to these facilities presents a major challenge for 
residents who reside in Thornton west of I-25.

2 m
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series of community events and festivals that have experienced increases in attendance and provide seasonal 
opportunities for community engagement and celebration throughout the year. (See Appendix 14).

 » Youth, teen and general interest programs range from skateboard lessions, teen volunteer corps and will/
estate planning to financial workshops, and participation in these programs continued to see increases in 
participation from 2014 through 2015. 

 » School-Age Programs - The city has seen an increased demand for structured play opportunities. Reduced 
after-school athletic programs and the elimination of physical education by some school districts has led to a 
need for families to explore other options to ensure children have a dedicated exercise program integrated into 
their daily schedules, and working parents need alternatives to childcare after school, during the summer and 
over school vacation periods. 

 » Rugby - The interest and participation levels in this sport have increased exponentially throughout the Denver 
metro region in the past few years. The city of Thornton now has a youth Rugby team.

 » Lacrosse - Lacrosse has seen an annual increase in youth enrollment. Challenges include the needs for the 
specialized lacrosse goals, and the logistics of moving, storing and delivering the goals to non-dedicated fields.

 » Disc Golf - Thornton is now serving residents with a Disc Golf course at Springvale Park. This sport has seen 
a consistent increase in popularity throughout the Denver metro region. Disc golf enthusiasts throughout the 
metro region are familiar with the Thornton course.

 » Skateboard Clinics - Municipalities throughout the metro area that have skate parks are conducting  
skateboarding clinics to help promote awareness, community and stewardship.

 » BMX Track / Mountain Bike Skills Track - The city of Denver and the city of Boulder currently have a skills 
track facility. Some respondents to the 2016 Parks and Recreation Survey expressed a desire to see bike tracks/
skills courses constructed in the city, and attendees at the 6/29/16 public meeting brought photographs of 
pump tracks, which are prefabricated concrete or wood components that can be arranged to form a single 
course or track.

 » Cricket - In Thornton, there continues to be a desire by local cricket enthusiasts to construct a dedicated cricket 
field, which would serve both local teams and other regional clubs due to the lack of regional facilities.

 » Pickleball - This new and emerging sport is unique in its ability to attract a diverse age group of players. 
Similar to tennis and racquetball, pickleball is played both indoors and outdoors on small courts. Survey 
respondents expressed the desire for more pickleball courts and identified a desire for illuminated courts that 
could be used during evening hours.

 » Electric Bikes - E-bikes, or electric bicycles, use a small electric engine to boost riders’ speeds. One of 
the most popular varieties is the “pedal assist,” which combines the riders’ muscles with the motor’s 
hustle. Colorado already treats these pedal-assist e-bikes like normal bicycles, meaning you don’t need 
a license or a helmet to ride them – but that only applies if you’re on the road or in a bike lane. It’s 
illegal to turn on the electric engine on Thornton’s trails, including the South Platte River Trail.

 » ...and more! - Winter sports skills areas such as the Railyard at Ruby Hill in Denver, climbing walls (indoor and 
outdoor), co-ed softball resurgence, programs for residents with special needs, and programs for Thornton’s 
growing senior population are a few examples of emerging trends that will warrant exploration as the Thornton 
parks and recreation programs expand both formal programming and existing facilities.
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NEEDS FOR SPECIALIZED FACILITIES

Also considered were needs for specialized recreation facilities, based on analysis conducted by staff and 
recommendations from the public.

 » Indoor pool - The city of Thornton currently provides one indoor pool for its residents at the Margaret W. 
Carpenter Recreation Center. Given increased demand, the city partnered with Adams 12 Five Star School 
District to construct a 50-meter Olympic-sized pool at Thornton Trail Winds Park and Open Space. This facility 
is owned and operated by Adams 12 School District and offers joint use opportunities for the city’s CARA and 
Masters swim programs; however, it is not used for the city’s recreational swim programs or lessons. A 14% 
increase in aquatics programs in the past three years illustrate a need for additional indoor pool space for 
these types of programs, including group swim lessons.

 » Outdoor pools - The city of Thornton currently provides two outdoor pools for its residents - City Pool at 
Thornton Community Park and Park Village Pool. Both pools have reached free swim capacity on multiple days 
in the summer. Future improvements at Trail Winds Park and Open Space propose an outdoor water park, and 
a splash park was recently constructed at Margaret W. Carpenter Park and Open Space. While not open to 
the public, privately owned and operated pools serve a significant number of Thornton residents; there are 68 
outdoor pools located within Thornton city limits, which implies that a significant percentage of residents have 
access to pool facilities that are not city-owned or operated. Third party amenities will be verified to ensure 
that they are operational and contribute to the city’s evolving inventory of privately owned facilities that serve 
Thornton residents.

 » Recreation/community center - Commonly-used benchmarks recommend one recreation/community 
center facility per 25,000 people. Thornton’s current level of service provides for one center for every 65,881 
people. As a full-service recreation center, there were 296,429 visits to the Margaret W. Carpenter Recreation 
Center in 2015. The Thornton Community Center  primarily serves the adjacent neighborhoods and recorded 
19,538 visits that reflects a 27% increase since 2012. A majority of residents living west of I-25 (approximately 
15,000 residents) live within the Hyland Hills Recreation District, and have the ability to use those facilities as 
well as facilities in the city of Thornton. The Thornton Trail Winds Park and Open Space Master Plan has been 
approved by City Council and includes a new recreation center that will include a active adult component 
in the Life Long Learning Wing. The Thornton Trail Winds Parks & Open Space Recreation Center is currently 
being programmed and designed with a targeted construction date of 2018.

 » Gymnasium -  Two gymnasiums are presently provided, one at the Margaret W. Carpenter Recreation Center 
and one at the Thornton Community Center.  Programmed uses have these gyms completely scheduled, 
leaving limited opportunity for drop-in use. The Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA) with the Mapleton School 
District provides access to multiple gymnasiums after school hours, which supplement Thornton youth and adult 
programming.

 » Active Adult Facilities - Due to the growing Thornton senior population, the Active Adult Board developed 
the 2010 Senior Services Master Plan that identified a master list of issues such as affordable senior housing, 
centralized referral services, caregiving challenges, and programming availability for seniors in all areas of the 
City. Development of benchmarks for each issue were given detailed action steps. And active adult component 
is currently being considered at the planned recreation center at Thornton Trail Winds Park and Open Space.
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 » Off Leash Dog Park - Thornton currently has one off leash dog park at Thornton Trail Winds Park and Open 
Space. Many residents have voiced support for another off leash dog park in the southern portion of the city. 
An important component to the success of dog parks is the education of local and regional users regarding 
personal responsibility for the care and upkeep of the park. Neighboring municipalities have experienced 
maintenance challenges that have resulted in both temporary and permanent closures of dog parks.

SPECIFIC PLAN PROPOSALS

This section presents specific recommendations on the type and location of future parks and recreation facilities. 
Sites were selected based on the availability and suitability of vacant land, the desire to select sites with multiple 
environmental resources, and their relationship to the trail system and roadway network. The Exhibit 4.1 Parks and 
Open Space Master Plan Map illustrates potential opportunity sites.

Community Parks

Thornton’s original Community Park continues to serve the southern section of the community quite well.  However, 
given the demand for additional playing fields, consideration should be given to identifying sites that could meet 
this need as well as provide for additional community park features.  One area that could potentially meet these 
requirements is the 98th and Riverdale Open Land, acquired in 2004. (Located north of 98th Avenue and east of 
Riverdale Road) with plans to initiate Phase I (4 lighted baseball/softball fields) in 2017.

In the northern portion of the City where development is occurring, a community size park has been identified to be 
located at 150th and Colorado - Signal Ditch Park and Open Space. The conceptual site plan for this facility includes 
eight baseball/softball fields as well as an open space area. Opportunities for community parks or joint park/open 
space might be provided in the Big Dry Creek floodplain at the Big Dry Creek Open Space south of E-470, which 
could potentially be joined east of Big Dry Creek, or further north along the Big Dry Creek corridor.

Neighborhood and Pocket Parks

An area that might be considered as a joint parks/open space opportunity might be the area at 119th Avenue and 
Holly Street that would enable walkable access to a neighborhood park for residents living east of Holly Street. 

Opportunities for neighborhood parks in the City’s growth area north of E-470 reflect recommendations of the North 
Washington Subarea plan along the Big Dry Creek as well as guidelines for walkable access to neighborhood facilities.  
Many neighborhood-sized parks are currently planned in approved developments and will provide recreational services 
to citizens in those areas.

Thornton has been extremely successful at partnering with developers to ensure that pocket parks are provided within 
walkable access from residents’ homes if a neighborhood park is not available. The level and standards of service 
established for pocket parks should be maintained into the future when neighborhood parks are not available.

Regional Parks

There are no regional parks within Thornton, but the Adams County Fairgrounds are immediately east of Thornton’s 
city limits. Thornton’s proximity to other regional park opportunities such as Water World, the Rocky Mountain Arsenal 
Natural Wildlife Refuge, Barr Lake State Park and the Adams County Fairgrounds suggests that the regional park 
need is being met, and the focus of Thornton’s park development efforts should be in securing land and developing 
neighborhood parks, community parks and recreation centers. Hyland Hills Park and Recreation District is currently 
contains Clear Creek Valley Park, an 81 acre multi-use park available to district residents (currently under construction).
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Specialized Recreation Facilities

While it is anticipated that a recreation center will be constructed at Thornton Trail Winds Park and Open Space, sites 
for an additional recreation center should be identified at the north end of the community to respond to the anticipated 
expansion of Thornton into its planned growth area.

New facilities should respond to needs for additional indoor pools and gymnasiums, as well as staff input regarding 
additional programming.  The new facility should contain amenities directed at children twelve and under after school.  

Unique Challenges

The Master Plan recognizes that the southern end of the city faces unique challenges associated with future 
improvements to the city’s parks and recreation system. The southern end of the city is predominantly built out with 
little remaining vacant land. I-25 bifurcates the southwestern portion of the community creating unique transportation 
and programming challenges for children. Partnerships with schools, churches and other governmental and non-
governmental entities should be considered to help meet increased programmatic needs. As land vacancies occur, the 
city should explore opportunities for acquiring land for future facilities.

DESIGN STANDARDS FOR PARKS

If the “String of Pearls” concept is to be fully implemented, adequate design standards must be applied to assure 
development of a coherent park system. This section presents design standards for each type of park provided within 
Thornton’s system, including pocket parks, neighborhood parks and community parks.

The design standards should be used when parkland is acquired in order to evaluate the suitability of its terrain, natural 
features, and location, and should also be used when designing the layout and facilities for new parks and in the 
redevelopment and improvements to existing parks. Standards help establish consistency in design and construction of 
facilities, and ensuring accessible, barrier-free play and recreation opportunities, which in turn contribute to a positive 
community image. Additional design standards are provided within the city of Thornton’s “Standards and Specifications 
for the Design and Construction of Public Improvements.” The following pages include descriptions of each type of 
park and the corresponding design standards.
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Minimum Design Standards for Pocket Parks

Acreage from ¼ to 5 acres

Service Area ¼ mile radius

Level of Service .5 acres per 1,000 population

Arterial Crossings No

Surrounded by Streets  As much as possible

Open Play Area  Preferred. 225’ x  300’ playfield; site specific

Softball/Baseball Fields No

Sport Court Preferred

Playground Ages 5 to 12 with accommodations for 2 to 5 years with multiple elevated and ground level, 
upper body, spinners, swings (4 minimum), slides (2 minimum - 1 slide must be 8’ in height) 
and climbing play components with overall shade 

Site Furniture Picnic tables (2 minimum), benches (2 minimum), trash receptacles (4 minimum for parks 
greater than 2 acres), dogs waste stations, bike racks 

Natural Area Optional

Water Features No

Trail Connections Access to neighborhoods

Pavilion Preferred; required for parks greater than 2 acres

Signage Optional

Fencing 3-rail fence when adjacent to residential lots

Lighting LED with steel poles at playgrounds and along trails

1.   Pocket Parks

Pocket parks can serve the needs of surrounding neighborhood residents for playgrounds and informal gathering 
spaces when a neighborhood park is not available. Pocket parks should include multi-use lawn areas for picnics and 
open play area, shelters and playgrounds. A pocket park shall be constructed in each new subdivision unless covered 
by the ¼ to ½ mile service radius from an existing or proposed neighborhood park, or when a major arterial or some 
other barrier compromises access to a neighborhood park. Using trails to connect this type of park to Thornton’s 
overall park system is beneficial, but not necessarily expected. 



CITY OF THORNTON PARKS & OPEN SPACE MASTER PLAN 

5.PARKS, RECREATION AND RECREATION FACILITIES ELEMENT

5-16    

2.   Neighborhood Parks

The workhorse of any park system is the neighborhood park. These parks should be designed and located so they 
are easy for residents to use on a daily basis. Providing spaces for both active as well as passive experiences, the 
neighborhood park should safely accommodate playgrounds, multi-use lawn areas for picnics, children’s play areas 
and playgrounds, pavilions with gathering spaces, free play areas, picnic tables and benches, programmable sports 
fields, and basketball courts. Ideally they should be integrated with natural features such as a pond, mature vegetation, 
wetlands, or an irrigation ditch.  

Neighborhood parks should be centrally located to the neighborhood they serve and be designed to be within walking 
distance of a given service area. Designs shall allow adequate parking on surrounding streets or, if necessary, in a 
parking lot. Neighborhood parks should be bordered by local streets and not backed up directly against the backyards 
of individual homes. In order to promote public safety, dwelling units should face the park so residents are able to view 
activities in the park and provide some oversight. In the final analysis, the specific design of each neighborhood park 
should carefully consider both environmental factors, as well as the needs of the potential users and the nature of the 
surrounding community.

Minimum Design Standards for Neighborhood Parks

Acreage from 5 to approximately 25 acres

Level of Service   Minimum 2 acres per 1,000 population

Service Area  ¼ to ½ mile radius uninterrupted by non-residential roads or physical barriers

Arterial Crossings No

Surrounded by Streets Required, with homes facing park

Open Play Area / 

Programmable Field 400’ x 400’ playfield required

Softball/Baseball Fields Optional

Sport Court Full Court Basketball Required

Playground Ages 5 to 12 with accommodations for 2 to 5 years with multiple elevated and ground level, 
upper body, spinners (2 minimum), swings (6 minimum), slides (3 minimum - 1 slide must be 
8’ in height) and climbing play components with overall shade

Site Furniture Picnic tables (4 minimum), benches (6 minimum), trash receptacles (6 minimum), dog waste 
stations and bike racks. Picnic tables should be ADA accessible 

Rest Room ADA accessible with enclosure

Walking/Jogging Path 8’ wide minimum concrete walks throughout park

Tennis Courts Optional

Natural Area Preferred; wetland, pond, mature vegetation, irrigation ditch

Trail Connections Access to neighborhood/community wide system/appropriate regional trail system

Pavilion Required, 24x24 or as approved by city, attached to hardscape gathering area

Parking Required: On-street parking or parking lot

Signage Required

Fencing 3-rail fence when adjacent to residential lots

Lighting LED steel pole at playgrounds and along trails and as needed for security



CITY OF THORNTON PARKS & OPEN SPACE MASTER PLAN 

PARKS, RECREATION AND RECREATION FACILITIES ELEMENT.5

      5-17

Minimum Design Standards for Community Parks

Acreage Minimum of 25 AC service area within a two mile radius

Level of Service 7.5 acres per 1,000 population

Arterial Crossings No

Surrounded by Streets Yes

Open Play Area / 

Programmable Field Multiple areas required

Softball/Baseball Fields Four field complex; 90’ baseline; 250’ outfield with dugouts and benches

Basketball Court Multiple

Playground Ages 5 to 12 with accommodations for 2 to 5 years with multiple elevated and ground level, 
upper body, spinners, swings, slides and climbing play component with overall shade

Other Play Areas Skate park, volleyball, dog park, disc golf, horseshoe pits, climbing wall, etc.

Lighting LED lighted play courts, fields, playground, and trails as needed for security

Site Furniture ADA accessible picnic tables, benches, trash receptacles, dog waste stations, bike racks, 
drinking fountains

Rest Room Flush toilets

Walking/Jogging Path Internal; 8’ to 10’ concrete

Tennis Courts Multiple

Swimming Pool Outdoor, 25 meter with bath house, splash park

Natural Area Preferred including wetlands, pond, mature vegetation, irrigation ditch

Water Feature Stream, pond, fountain

Trail Connections Regional and neighborhood connections are required

Pavilion Multiple attached to hardscape gathering areas integrate with picnic areas or high points

Parking Lots Room to accommodate high impact uses and keep cars out of adjacent neighborhoods

Signage Required

Fencing 3-rail fence when adjacent to residential lots

Shade Shade at playground is required

Special Features Preserve natural features, such as a superb vantage point overlooking the city, wetlands, 
ponds, and streams with historic attributes, or areas of mature trees and natural vegetation.

3.   Community Parks

Community parks are the places where the community can come together for more intense types of activities such as 
festivals, large family or corporate gatherings, and organized sports. Noise, traffic, access, lighting, and parking must 
be considered in the site selection process for a community park and managed carefully in the design. Dwellings should 
not back up directly to community parks, but should be separated by a local roadway. As with neighborhood parks, the 
surrounding residential areas should face the park, thereby providing “eyes on the park,” and improved neighborhood 
safety.

Community parks should include multi-use lawn areas for group picnics, pavilions, permanent restroom facilities, 
playgrounds, hard sport court areas, and a variety of recreational opportunities (multiple playing fields, swimming 
pools, recreation centers, and tennis, basketball, horseshoe pits, and volleyball courts, etc.). Community parks may 
be integrated with high schools and middle schools where feasible, and should be placed in locations that connect to 
Thornton’s natural amenities. Community parks should connect to local/regional trail systems, and adequate parking 
facilities should be provided.




