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Community Character & Land Use
Purpose of this Outline
Generally
This issue outline is intended to provide a jumping
off point to organize and stimulate discussion during the Advisory Committee meeting that is scheduled for April 12, 2018.

Relationship to the Comprehensive Plan
This outline will help establish a common vocabulary to ensure that the Land Development Code
(“LDC”) reflects community expectations about
character, and that the zones that are established in
the LDC are calibrated to desired future land use
and development patterns.

A Vocabulary for
Community Character
Generally
Community character is a concept that people
instinctively relate to, but that few can readily define
in measurable terms. The challenge for land development regulation is to define character in a way
that provides meaningful guidance for drafting and
decision-making. This requires a high-level strategic
approach, and a separation of the concept “community character” from the related (but more detailed)
concept of “community design.”

In general, traditional zoning methods have fallen
short in terms of implementing shared values related to protecting and promoting the “look and feel”
that defines unique and special places. A significant
number of municipal zoning codes (particularly in
communities of comparable size and complexity to
Arvada) address the specifics of building or site design, but fail to consistently address the big-picture
elements of community character.
That is, zoning and design standards do not usually
relate to community character in terms of balancing
green areas, paved areas, and building mass in different relative proportions. As such, too often they
do not promote consistency with the existing fabric
of development, and likewise fail to achieve other
desired planning outcomes. As a consequence, proposed development that meets applicable objective
standards is often either:
• Approved, even though it does not fit its context
in a way that the community supports; or
• Denied on the basis of ill-defined terms like
“compatibility.”
A character-based approach to zoning begins with:
• A shared definition of the phrase “community
character”; and
• An understanding of the vantage points from
which that community character is primarily
experienced.

Exercise #1

The illustrations below are conceptual illustrations that show a balance between green (open space), red (buildings), and
grey (streets and parking). The dominant elements are obvious in each illustration, except #3, which roughly balances
buildings and open space. These patterns are the building blocks for a simplified language of community character.

#1

#2

#3

#4
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With respect to vantage points, the usual approach
is that the reference points for evaluating community character are: (1) neighboring property; and
(2) transportation corridors (e.g., roads, rails and
trails). A proposed definition of “community character” is provided in the next section.

(paved areas); and land areas for people (buildings
and structures). See Exercise #1 on the prior page.

A Community Character Continuum

Within each class are character typologies. These
generally include urban core and urban within
the urban class; auto-urban, suburban, and estate
within the suburban class; and countryside, agricultural, and natural within the rural class. See Table 1,
A Vocabulary of Community Character. By classifying development along the character continuum,
regulatory strategies may be formed and regulatory
measures established to ensure that desired outcomes are not unintentionally frustrated by regulations that take a different direction.

For the purposes of the LDC rewrite, we will consider community character as a continuum. On one
end is rural character, and on the other end is urban character. In between there are a range of other
character types.
In very general terms, character refers to the balance among: land areas for plants, water, and wildlife (natural or landscaped areas); land areas for cars

Based on the relative balance among the three key
elements of the landscape, the community character
continuum defines classes of development as urban,
suburban, and rural.

Table 1: A Vocabulary of Community Character
Relative Dominance of Element in Visual Landscape
CLASS /
Type

Buildings and
Structures

Vehicular Use
Areas

Natural or Cultivated Open Space

RURAL
Natural

Insignificant or
not present

Insignificant

Predominant

Applies to undeveloped areas in
relatively natural condition.

RURAL
Agricultural

Insignificant to
Infrequent

Insignificant

Predominant

Buildings and structures are usually
utilitarian in architectural character,
(e.g., stables, barns, sheds, and grain
elevators).

RURAL
Countryside

Infrequent

Insignificant to
Infrequent

Predominant

Residential buildings are more frequent than in agricultural areas.

Notes

Illustration
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Table 1: A Vocabulary of Community Character
Relative Dominance of Element in Visual Landscape
CLASS /
Type

SUBURBAN
Estate

SUBURBAN
Suburban

SUBURBAN
Auto-Urban

URBAN
Urban

URBAN
Urban Core

Buildings and
Structures

Vehicular Use
Areas

Natural or Cultivated Open Space

Secondary

Secondary

Predominant

Estate lots are smaller than countryside lots. However, buildings tend to
have large front and side yards.

Predominant
(with buildings)

Suburban lots are more dense than
Estate lots, but are typically still wide
enough to diminish the impact of
individual driveways on the character of the street.
Office parks and retail centers may
also have suburban character if
landscaping is a significant visual
element.

Secondary

Single-family subdivisions without
alleys are typically auto-urban in
character if lot widths are less than
60 feet.
Retail centers with large paved parking lots between the buildings and
the street are typically auto-urban in
character.

Predominant
(with open
space)

Secondary

Secondary

Predominant

Predominant

Significant,
but secondary
(parking areas
generally out of
view)

Predominant;
more intense
than “urban”
type

Significant,
but secondary
(parking areas
generally out of
view)

Secondary, usually
formal

Secondary, usually
formal

Notes

May be mixed-use, nonresidential,
or residential. Buildings are generally at least two stories in height.
Parking is generally located behind
buildings, and buildings are close to
the street. Streets are “friendly” to
pedestrians.

Urban cores are intensely developed
with tall buildings, which are often
mixed-use. There is no “urban core”
development in Arvada. The central
area of the Streets at Southglenn in
Centennial (5-story buildings) is
shown as an example.

Illustration
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Church at 64th Ave. and Tennyson St.

Church at 72nd Avenue and Wadsworth Blvd.

Land Use & Scale of Development

that it will remain viable even if the development
shifts away from large-scale, regionalized land uses.

“Traditional” zoning codes are largely based on
separating land uses from each other. The idea is
that zoning should be used (as the U.S. Supreme
Court put it) to prevent “a right thing in the wrong
place, like a pig in the parlor instead of the barnyard.” Euclid v. Amber Realty Co., 272 U.S. 365,
388 (1926). Preventing the “pig” from entering the
“parlor” required a different strategy in 1926 than it
does today. In 1926, land use was a reasonable proxy
for both impact and character.
Times have changed.
Certain uses that used to have relatively predictable
physical characteristics and local impacts have been
regionalized. As such, they tend to come with a corresponding increase in their impacts on transportation networks and neighboring property owners.
For example, warehouse clubs, big-box retail, giant
fitness centers, and mega-churches were unheard of
in 1926.
Consider the photographs of the churches on the top
of this page. The church at 64th and Tennyson fits is
relatively low-scale, which helps to mitigate its impacts on the adjacent neighborhood. By contrast, the
church at 72nd Avenue and Wadsworth is relatively
large-scale, and could have substantial impacts on an
adjacent neighborhood. However, this larger facility
is located at the intersection of two major streets, and
is well buffered from nearby residential uses.
As the scale of use has changed, the focus of the
land development regulations that are used to manage development impacts should also change. In
certain locations (e.g., certain zoning districts), limitations on the scale of an otherwise acceptable use
may be prudent. One advantage to this approach is

The same principles of scale and impact apply to
many other types of development, such as retail,
fueling stations, general office, and medical office, to
name a few.
Regulation of scale can be accomplished in a number of different ways, which are discussed in the
next section of this issue outline.

Community Character & Zoning
The Existing LDC. The existing LDC has a variety
of scale controls, including open space requirements, maximum building heights and maximum
lot coverage. However, for the most part, the scale
controls do not appear to interact in a manner that
creates consistency with respect to character outcomes within particular zones.
Based on the available information about development in Arvada, it is reasonable to assume that historically, it has not been zoning that has protected
the character of the City’s neighborhoods. Instead,
shared notions of what it means to be a “good
neighbor” and / or raw market forces appear to have
been principally responsible. Yet these forces wax
and wane, and are not necessarily always consistent
with the expectations of City residents.
Scale Controls. There are several ways to regulate
the scale of development. These “tools” help to
achieve or maintain specific character types, and to
mitigate the functional impacts of development:
• Minimum open space / landscaped area requirements ensure that a certain minimum amount of
green space is provided on a parcel that is proposed for development. This type of requirement
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tends to reduce the “buildable area” of the property. Within the buildable area, parking requirements will drive the relationship between building
and paved areas.
The City’s current code includes open space
requirements by land use instead of by zoning
district (except that the open space requirements
do not apply in Olde Town). For example, in any
zoning district outside of Olde Town, office uses
must provide 30 percent open space, while retail
and industrial uses must provide 25 percent open
space. See Sec. 6.4, LDC.
To protect character, open space should be calibrated to character-based zones. That is, in an
area of urban character, an office building with 30
percent open space would be out of place. In addition, open space should be defined differently
in an urban context than in a suburban or rural
context. Urban open space may include hardscaped pedestrian plazas and gathering spaces
with formal landscaping in tree grates or planters.
• Building height limitations help to ensure that
the vertical dimension of buildings is consistent
with the community’s expectations for the character of the area.
Currently, building height is limited by Section
6.3 of the Land Development Code. In general,
height is limited to 35 feet. In some locations in
the Olde Town district, height may be up to five
stories or 65 feet. In addition, some planned unit
development approvals allow for higher maximum heights.
In terms of character, height is one proxy for
building mass. Height limitations are combined
with other “tools” like setbacks, open space, and
intensity controls (i.e., limitations on the amount
of building area per unit of land area) to create a
balance that supports surrounding character.
• Building coverage limitations, when combined
with height limitations, provide a simple way to
limit the amount of “people” space (building)
on a parcel that is proposed for development.
Though not the most precise measure, a building
coverage / height combination creates a reasonable proxy for the maximum potential volume

of a building on a site. Used in this way, building
coverage should be defined only to include areas
under the building footprint, and not paved areas without a vertical dimension (which could be
part of an “impervious coverage” measure).
The City’s current code applies the concept of
“Lot Coverage,” which (under the City’s code) is
essentially the same as building coverage. Section
6.2 sets out maximum lot coverage requirements
by zoning district and land use. For example,
a veterinary clinic in the Agricultural zoning
district is limited to 10 percent lot coverage, while
a religious institution, parochial or private school
may cover 25 percent of its lot in the same district.
To provide flexibility with regard to the re-use
of existing buildings, the City should consider
whether non-residential lot coverages should be
differentiated by both use and zoning district.
• Floor area ratio (“FAR”) is a more precise (but
not perfect) proxy for building mass. FAR is the
floor area of buildings divided by the land area of
the site on which the buildings are located. It is a
“classic” measure of the intensity of development.
• Building volume ratio (“BVR”) is the most precise
measure of the relationship between building
mass and the size of a parcel proposed for development. BVR is also the most complicated of the
measures and therefore is not recommended at
this time as a zoning “tool” for the City of Arvada,
as it is unlikely that the additional cost of implementation (for City staff and landowners) would
be worth the marginal additional benefit.
Other Controls that Affect Scale. There are other
zoning controls that affect the scale of development:
parking requirements and parking space dimensions, right-of-way requirements, natural resource
stewardship standards, and setbacks.
Easing Transitions Among Areas of Different
Character. The areas that tend to generate the most
controversy in zoning are generally at the boundaries between two zoning districts, particularly if
one is residential and the other is not. There are a
number of “tools” in zoning to deal with these transitions, including:
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Flexible Residential Zones

1

The traditional style of development
(illustration 1) would divide the
entire parcel proposed for development, including natural resources,
into private lots.
Clustering (illustration 2) provides
better protection for the waterbody
and the wetlands, and all lots are
provided with better views.

2

3

4

Additional clustering (illustration 3)
allows even more resource protection. In this case, a density bonus is
provided for that protection. More
residents can enjoy the natural
features, potentially increasing the
value of the development.
The development shown in illustration 4 provides for a different
housing format, and 100 percent
protection of the waterbody and the
wetlands. In this case, the adjoining property owners are protected
through the natural buffering that
occurs when existing landscaping is
left undisturbed.
This flexible approach promotes
resource stewardship and creativity
in development design.

• Setbacks and spacing requirements (setting back
buildings or certain outdoor use areas from zone
boundaries, or spacing certain uses away from
zone boundaries);
• Landscaped buffer zones and walls (creating a
physical barrier or sight obstruction between
zones); and
• Height setbacks or height planes (moving building mass away from zone boundaries).

Recommendations:
Community Character
& Proposed LDC
Incorporate Community Character
It is evident that community character is important
to Arvada. Accordingly, the LDC should address

character at its most essential level: the relationship
between “green” areas, paved areas, and built-up
areas. This approach would represent a major shift
in policy orientation, as the existing regulations do
not really address these elements in a way that is
designed to create a specific character.

Use Density and Open Space as the Basis
for Residential Zones that are Intended for
New Development
Arvada’s current code includes a number of residential zones that set out minimum lot sizes. An
alternative is to establish density and open space
requirements for the residential zone, and then to
allow a variety of housing types or formats as-ofright, provided that the boundaries of the development are designed to appropriately transition into
their context. That way, a variety of housing types
can be offered within a particular community character context.

Scale of Development
To protect and enhance community character, the
LDC should provide a combination of land use
regulation and standards for scale:
• Land use should be regulated for impacts — in
order to manage traffic, parking, light, noise, and
other impacts.
• Scale should be regulated to mitigate or cap impacts and to protect community character.

Implications for New Zones
The City’s existing code includes 43 zoning districts
(including all sub-districts). Of those 43 districts,
four are planned unit development (“PUD”) zones,
which may include individual variations from the
strict requirements of the LDC. This issue paper
suggests that a person would be hard-pressed to
identify 43 areas within the City that are so differentiated as to justify their own zoning district. As
such, a revised set of just 21 zones (including the
existing Olde Town sub-areas) is suggested. These
are set out in the attachment.

