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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Throughout the City and County of  Denver, many older com-
mercial buildings are candidates for conversion to new uses or for 
upgrades to enhance their existing uses. Typically, these buildings 
were constructed under older codes and as owners seek to reno-
vate these properties, they may encounter challenges in meeting 
contemporary regulations. These challenges can affect project 
feasibility in terms of  physical, economic and time constraints.

Smaller, older buildings in particular provide opportunities for 
small businesses to establish themselves or to expand. These struc-
tures often add to the character of  their neighborhoods with a 
variety of  building types, styles and periods of  construction. Some 
are historically significant, and others are simply older structures 
that enrich the urban fabric and create a sense of  place. Even as 
Denver grows and experiences substantial redevelopment, adap-
tively reusing existing buildings will play an important role in the 
City’s vitality, diversity and sustainability.

Adaptively reusing an existing building can be a cost-effective way 
to establish or expand a small business. Even with the costs of  
renovation, purchasing or renting an older building can be less ex-
pensive than commercial space in a new building. Small businesses 
often serve nearby residents, which supports goals for stabilizing 
neighborhoods. 

For many small business owners, an adaptive reuse project may be 
the first experience with the City’s permitting systems. They may 
not work with architects or project managers who understand the 
process and therefore frequently encounter surprises. They may 
not anticipate some requirements when developing their business 
plan and renovation strategy. Others struggle to absorb the added 
costs of  some of  the requirements.

Denver’s various departments and agencies seek to accommo-
date adaptive reuse projects in different ways. Some provide basic 
guidance for first-time users on the City’s websites and, when 
code issues are encountered, they offer some degree of  flexibility, 
although within limits. Even so, there is no system-wide program 
for addressing adaptive reuse. This Paper presents a strategy for 
creating such a program.

Tessa Delicatessen (5724 E Colfax) 
is a recent example of  an adaptive 
reuse project that experienced delays 
and challenges during the project but 
opened in the fall of  2019.



2 City of Denver, CO

Scope of this Paper
This paper summarizes existing conditions related to adaptive re-
use processes in Denver, including the strengths of  the existing sys-
tem as well as current challenges as noted by City staff, developers, 
property owners, Business Improvement District Directors, busi-
ness owners and others involved in adaptive reuse projects. The 
discussion of  existing conditions is divided into four “program 
components,” which are introduced at the end of  this Chapter. In 
each of  these sections, existing conditions are described and then a 
set of  recommendations is provided. 

The Paper is written primarily as an internal document for Den-
ver staff to understand the current conditions and to consider 
improvements to support a successful adaptive reuse program. 
A separate “User’s Handbook” for applicants accompanies this 
strategy paper. 

Defining Adaptive Reuse
In its most precise form, adaptive reuse means using an existing 
building for a new purpose. This typically involves a change in use 
as defined by the zoning regulations, which often triggers require-
ments to comply with additional regulations. Along the East Col-
fax Avenue corridor, adaptive reuse also often means changing the 
use of  a property, a building expansion and/or the partial dem-
olition of  a building, interior upgrades, and site improvements. 
Depending on the scope of  the project, many of  these elements 
trigger compliance with a variety of  regulations. Therefore, while 
adaptive reuse projects in their simplest form mean that an exist-
ing building will be retained and repurposed, the types and extent 
of  adaptive reuse projects can vary significantly. 

The Pilot Study Area
This Paper focuses on the East Colfax Avenue corridor, a tran-
sit-oriented corridor with architecture and development ranging in 
age from the late 1800s to present day with a strong auto-oriented 
character. This study area combines portions of  the corridor that 
are described in the East and East Central Area Plans – spanning 
Colfax Avenue from Broadway on the west end to Yosemite Street 
on the east end. The properties along this section of  Colfax Ave-
nue provide many opportunities for adaptive reuse (as described in 
more detail in Chapter 4).  As the pilot study area, East Colfax Av-
enue is used to consider issues that applicants typically encounter, 
and to understand the range of  property types that have adaptive 
reuse potential in this context. 

Night Window, located at 8400 E 
Colfax Ave, is a recent example of  
a successful adaptive reuse project 
along East Colfax. The former motel 
(a common building form on the 
corridor) was converted to affordable 
artist housing.

Another successful adaptive reuse 
project is 3550 - 3570 East Colfax, 
which includes Machete Tequila 
and Tacos, and Fox Run Cafe. The 
building, a former autobody shop, 
includes a section accessible from 
Monroe Street, which includes Cere-
bral Brewing and outdoor space.
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While the photos, examples and recommendations in this report 
focus on East Colfax Avenue, the lessons learned and strategies 
recommended could apply to additional areas of  the City in the 
future. The images below show a handful of  buildings along the 
East Colfax Avenue corridor taken in October 2019 that illustrate 
a range of  opportunities for adaptive reuse projects. Appendix A 
provides additional images and identifies key elements of  many 
properties along East Colfax Avenue that should be considered in 
an adaptive reuse project.

Project Methodology
Information in this Paper derives from a series of  interviews with 
staff representing departments that typically engage in permitting 
adaptive reuse projects.  Other material comes from focus group 
meetings with a selection of  property and business owners along 
East Colfax Avenue who have experienced the permitting pro-
cesses in their adaptive reuse projects. Other research includes a 
review of  Denver’s existing regulations and permitting processes 
as well as a brief  look into other communities with adaptive reuse 
programs. 

The maps above, created for the East and East Central Area Plans, identify properties that have historic or adaptive re-
use potential along the East Colfax corridor. These maps also illustrate the pilot study area - stretching from Broadway 
to Yosemite Street along East Colfax.

Illegal Pete’s at 2001 E Colfax 
was a recent adaptive reuse project 
that saw the conversion of  a former 
restaurant into this restaurant and 
bar. As seen above, an extensive out-
door patio was added to the building 
during the adaptive reuse project.
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Key Recommendations
After studying the project area, reviewing existing regulations, 
interviewing staff and the development community, and explor-
ing opportunities for implementing an adaptive reuse program, a 
series of  recommendations to facilitate an adaptive reuse program 
were developed. The detailed recommendations for the program 
are presented in Chapters 5-8. While all recommendations are 
crucial to creating a successful adaptive reuse program, these are 
key actions:

Organize the Adaptive Reuse Program into Four 
Components
The adaptive reuse program should operate in each of  these com-
ponents to be effective:

i. The Regulation Component
This includes the codes and permits required to do work on a 
property. Key strategies:

1. Focus on “problem-solving” in applying codes for adaptive 
reuse projects.

2. Clarify where flexibility already exists in meeting code re-
quirements. This includes providing publications, case studies 
and web site material focused on adaptive reuse.

3. Expand the areas where flexibility can be afforded, while 
maintaining the intent of  codes, and include variance pro-
cesses for all codes.
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ii. The Facilitation & Processing Component
This includes managing the permitting process in the interest of  
the applicant. Key strategies:

1. Create a staff position dedicated to coordinating adaptive 
reuse. This “Adaptive Reuse Coordinator” (referred to as 
“Coordinator”) is described below. 

2. Further coordinate permitting processes across departments 
to improve efficiency. Create a multi-disciplinary team to 
handle adaptive reuse applications.

3. Publish project planning aids that will assist applicants in un-
derstanding code requirements and the permitting process. 
Creating a user-friendly flow chart illustrating how different 
permit processes interrelate is an example.

iii. The Partnerships & Assistance Component
This includes coordinating with other groups who have an interest in 
assisting with adaptive reuse projects: 

1. Work with Business Improvement Districts to enhance com-
munication with applicants and to inform the general public 
about the program.

2. Work with the Department of  Economic Development & 
Opportunity (DEDO) to assist in securing financial help for 
eligible projects.

iv. The Education Component
This includes publishing materials that help applicants plan their 
projects:

1. Publish a handbook to help prospective users plan their proj-
ects.

2. Improve web site pages that are intended to inform appli-
cants about the permitting process.

Establish an Adaptive Reuse Coordinator position 
The creation of  a Coordinator position establishes a point-person 
for adaptive reuse projects. It is recommended that this position 
be housed in the Community Planning and Development Depart-
ment. Applicants, developers, BID directors, and others interested 
in pursuing an adaptive reuse project can rely on the Coordinator 
for a direct contact as well as assistance. This position also assists 
with project permitting and tracking, and helps facilitate problem 
solving. This position also establishes one person for staff from 
other departments with which to coordinate.
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CHAPTER 2: LEARNING FROM OTHER ADAPTIVE 
REUSE PROGRAMS
Several cities have formal adaptive reuse programs. These include 
Phoenix, AZ; Los Angeles, CA; Dallas, TX; Salt Lake City, UT; 
Tucson, AZ and Chandler, AZ. These communities have led the 
way with their programs. Their approaches vary in the scope of  
the projects that are eligible for assistance, the manner in which 
flexibility in code compliance is made available and the way in 
which the program itself  is administered. These are some high-
lights of  each program, as described below.

Key Features of Other Programs
While each city mentioned above has established a unique ap-
proach for their adaptive reuse program, common features have 
led to their success. 

The key features are these:

A Citywide Commitment 
A successful program requires citywide commitment. This means 
that each department must refine its current policies and processes 
to more effectively support adaptive reuse, and it means adjusting 
permitting processes as more is learned about how to make the 
program as efficient as possible. 

Flexible standards 
Development and land use standards are made more flexible to 
permit adaptive reuse, while maintaining the underlying intent of  
the standards. This often includes: 

• More permitted uses (offering a wider range than base zon-
ing allows)

• Flexible site plan standards (reducing required setbacks, 
landscaping, and lot coverage requirements)

• Reduced parking standards (reducing minimum require-
ments and allowing for alternatives) 

• Flexibility in engineering standards (permitting alternatives 
to storm water retention and off-site improvements)

• Flexibility in building & fire codes
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Overlays
Several communities limit programs to geographically designated 
areas, as overlays. The overlay is established through a convention-
al re-zoning or neighborhood plan process.

Thresholds
Some communities use thresholds for determining when relaxed 
and expedited processes can apply. Thresholds include building 
age and size; sometimes these thresholds are combined with the 
overlay tool. 

Tiered permitting
Many communities provide different degrees of  flexibility in terms 
of  administration: 

1. Staff-level permitting (in which a range of  flexibility is de-
fined for specific topics)

2. Hearing officer or Zoning Administrator approval (also with 
specific areas of  flexibility defined)

3. Expedited hearing (before the Planning Commission or 
Council when administrative flexibility is not an option)

4. Formal, conventional hearing before a Board of  Adjustment 
(for the most complex projects)

Special permitting teams
In some cases a team, which is comprised of  one member from 
each of  the key permitting departments, reviews projects together 
and they make coordinated decisions in one meeting. 

Team problem solving
Some communities provide an opportunity for an applicant to re-
quest a “scoping review,” a problem-solving design session with a 
special permitting team. Other communities use a standing devel-
opment review committee for this task.
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Case Studies
As examples of  how these variables combine, some key elements 
of  the Phoenix, Chandler and Los Angeles programs are summa-
rized here. 

Phoenix, AZ
The Phoenix program has stimulated reuse of  several auto-orient-
ed buildings in neighborhood centers into restaurants and profes-
sional offices. 

i. Typical Solutions in Phoenix:
• All projects use the International Existing Building Code 

(IEBC).
• Flexibility with Fire Codes, such as:

o Reduced sprinkler requirements
o Exit separations

• Flexibility in zoning standards:
o Waived or reduced landscape requirements
o Alternative parking requirements

 » Reduced number of  spaces required
 » Off-site spaces count towards total required

ii. Application of the program
The Phoenix program applies citywide and uses thresholds for el-
igibility, based on the size of  the building. Adaptive reuse projects 
below 2,000sf  of  additional expansion receive site-engineering 
incentives.

iii. Staffing
The program is housed in the City Planning Department. One 
full-time staff person heads the operation.

iv. Learning from the Phoenix Adaptive Reuse Program
The proposed East Colfax Avenue corridor pilot area for Denver’s 
adaptive reuse program is similar in nature to Phoenix’s auto-ori-
ented corridor. Some lessons can be learned from Phoenix’s pro-
gram including: 

• Provide flexibility with regulations: In addition to mandating 
that adaptive reuse projects use the IEBC, staff found oppor-
tunities for flexibility in other regulations that assist adaptive 
reuse projects in moving forward. These solutions and areas 
for flexibility should be discussed among City of  Denver 
staff. 

• Designate a staff person to the program: Creating a position 
designated to the operation and facilitation of  the adaptive 
reuse program is crucial. This position should also be located 
in a department central to the adaptive reuse program to 
ensure the staff person is connected to relevant projects and 
other staff.

Landscaping and facade updates 
immensely changed this previously 
auto-oriented business within the 
Phoenix adaptive reuse program. 

Another successful adaptive reuse 
project in Phoenix shows the prima-
ry structure and outdoor elements 
retained and repurposed for a new 
restaurant.
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Chandler, AZ
Restaurants, personal service businesses and office conversions 
have made use of  the benefits offered in Chandler’s program. The 
program aims to encourage and facilitate the reuse of  existing 
buildings that are underutilized or underperforming within certain 
areas of  the City by:

• Modifying site development standards that would otherwise 
make reusing an existing building economically unfeasible

• Reducing, simplifying or eliminating processes required for 
adaptive reuse projects

• Providing clear, understandable, predictable and consistent 
development standards that ensure adaptively reused build-
ings will be compatible with existing and future development

• Facilitating development proposals that are responsive to 
current and future market conditions

In order to qualify as an Adaptive Reuse project, it must be: 
• Built before 1990
• Less than 15,000 square feet (including any proposed addi-

tions)
• Less than 30,000 square feet lot
• Commercially zoned property that is in the Adaptive Reuse 

Overlay District

i. Typical Solutions in Chandler
• Reduced parking requirements
• Reduced landscaping requirements
• Reduced sprinkler requirements
• Cost-sharing of  infrastructure improvements

Civic Market is one of  Chandler’s adaptive reuse program success stories.
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ii. Application of the Program
Chandler’s program operates with an overlay along a major corri-
dor, which includes the city’s original downtown.

iii. Staffing
The Chandler program is housed in the city’s economic develop-
ment office, with coordination in the planning department. 

iv. Learning from the Chandler Adaptive Reuse Program
While the Chandler adaptive reuse program is modeled off the 
Phoenix program and therefore has some similar components, an 
additional lesson can be learned from the Chandler program: 

• Determine the appropriate location within the City depart-
ment structure for the adaptive reuse program: As noted 
above, the Chandler adaptive reuse program is located with-
in the economic development office, but coordinated with 
the planning department. While this is different than many 
adaptive reuse programs, the setup is successful for Chandler 
and is one that could be explored for Denver’s adaptive reuse 
program. 

Los Angeles, CA
The Los Angeles Adaptive Reuse Ordinance (ARO) provides 
incentives for preservation and reuse of  existing buildings through-
out Los Angeles. It exempts qualified projects from certain exist-
ing regulations. The ordinance was initially adopted in 1999, but 
has since been amended to expand the geographic area and zone 
districts to which the ordinance applies, as well as amendments to 
establish fire and life safety provisions. The ARO applies to any 
existing building built before July 1, 1974, and to many buildings 
constructed after that, as long as the property is at least five years 
old and is determined to be no longer economically viable in its 
current use. 

One distinct aspect of  the LA program is that it focuses on the 
creation of  housing, which is a critical issue in LA. The LA Adap-
tive Reuse program has seen the conversion of  many commercial 
historic and underused structures to residential use, creating an 
estimated 14,000 new downtown housing units, with more in the 
development pipeline. Eligible projects can bypass the usual zon-
ing and environmental approvals and apply for a building permit. 
All historically significant buildings (those on a national, state, or 
city register) are eligible for the adaptive reuse program, but those 
designated as Historic-Cultural Monuments require review and 
approval by the Cultural Heritage Commission. 

Another before and after image pair 
(or in the case - before and almost 
complete) shows a former auto shop 
turned into a fast casual eatery along 
South Arizona Ave in Chandler.
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If  the property is located in a designated incentive area, only a 
building permit is required. If  the property is not in an incentive 
area, the Zoning Administrator conducts a “Discretionary Re-
view” and environmental clearance. 

i. Flexibility Offered in LA
• No limit on density or FAR
• No additional parking requirement
• Nonconforming conditions, including setbacks, height and 

floor area are grandfathered; no variances are required
• Exempt from site plan review

ii. Application of the Program
The initial ARO was adopted in 1999 and applied only to down-
town LA; however, in 2003, it was amended to include five other 
mixed-use areas of  the City. Another 2003 amendment permitted 
adaptive reuse projects in commercial and high-density residen-
tial zones throughout the City, with the Zoning Administrator’s 
approval.

iii. Staffing
The LA program is housed in the Department of  Building and 
Safety. However, rather than putting one staff person in charge of  
the program, a task force consisting of  key staff from Economic 
Development/LA Business Team, the Fire Department and the 
Department of  Building and Safety was assembled to guide, assist 
and facilitate projects through the process.

iv. Learning from the LA Adaptive Reuse Program
As the City of  Denver works to create an adaptive reuse program, 
key components from the Los Angeles program, which has been in 
place for over 20 years, should be considered: 

• Start small and expand when appropriate: When adopted, 
the LA adaptive reuse program applied only to downtown. 
As the program progressed and City staff learned about the 
successes, an expanded geographical area was then viable, as 
were expanded zone districts.

• Provide flexibility to adaptive reuse applicants: Key to the LA 
program is the flexibilities that are offered to make adaptive 
reuse viable. While the same flexibilities need not be adopt-
ed in Denver to create a successful program, the takeaway 
is that flexibility is needed as current regulations are often 
geared towards new development.

• Work with historic buildings: Historic buildings in LA have 
been a key contributor to the expanded housing that is part 
of  the adaptive reuse program. Working with the existing 
historic preservation regulations, review processes, and avail-
able financial incentives is important in moving forward with 
adaptively reusing buildings.

The Los Angeles Adaptive Reuse Or-
dinance was updated from its original 
1999 version to include more areas 
the program applied to. The map 
on the top illustrates the new areas, 
and two of  those are enlarged in the 
following images.
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CHAPTER 3: THE POLICY BASE FOR ADAPTIVE 
REUSE IN DENVER

The Formal Policy Base for Adaptive Reuse
Policy statements appear in several key documents that signal 
support for adaptively reusing existing properties. These include 
specific recommendations for reusing buildings, enhancing walk-
ability by providing services nearby for established residential 
neighborhoods, and supporting job creation in the local economy. 
These are some examples:

Comprehensive Plan 2040
i. Vision Element: Strong and Authentic Neighborhoods 
As the Plan describes it, promoting strong and authentic neighbor-
hoods includes preserving the authenticity of  Denver’s neighbor-
hoods and celebrating their history, architecture and culture (Goal 
3). More specifically, this includes “supporting the stewardship 
and reuse of  existing buildings, including City properties.” Goal 4 
within this Vision Element also encourages the growth and sup-
port of  neighborhood-serving businesses, which is directly related 
to the businesses often located in buildings that are adaptively 
reused.

ii. Vision Element: Economically Diverse and Vibrant
The fourth vision element of  the Plan discusses the need for a 
“diverse, well-rounded economy,” which is realized by providing 
opportunities “even to the most vulnerable” to participate in the 
City’s economy. Goal 3 in particular aims to “sustain and grow 
Denver’s local neighborhood businesses,” which includes promot-
ing small, locally-owned businesses and restaurants, a key feature 
of  many properties along East Colfax Avenue.

iii. Vision Element: Equitable, Affordable and Inclusive
The City’s commitment to creating a community that is equitable 
and inclusive for all residents includes, among many things, the 
opportunity to succeed and to access resources needed to improve 
their quality of  life. The ability to operate a small, family-owned 
business helps residents build wealth and stability, making them 
more likely to work and live in the area. Again, the adaptively 
reused buildings are places for small businesses.

East and East Central Area Plans
Most recently, the East and East Central Area Plans have includ-
ed a series of  recommendations for the Colfax corridor, some of  
which promote adaptive reuse and even recommend “establishing 
an adaptive reuse ordinance that eliminates existing barriers to 
reusing structures.” This recommendation mentions issues related 
to meeting public right-of-way improvements and parking require-
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ments, as well as regulations in fire, health and building codes. 
While creating an adaptive reuse ordinance is not the exact tool 
used for this program, the intent continues forward through the 
creation of  the adaptive reuse program. The East and East Cen-
tral Area Plans are expected to be adopted in 2020. 

2019 Strategic Plan for the Denver Economic Development 
and Opportunity (DEDO) Department
The 2019 Strategic Plan outlines DEDO’s vision, which states that 
they will lead “an inclusive and innovative economy for all Denver 
residents and neighborhoods.” Their mission also states that they 
“Catalyze an innovation ecosystem… invest in opportunity areas, 
and support small business development to help catalyze respon-
sible growth in Denver.” While adaptive reuse is not specifically 
mentioned in the Strategic Plan, the vision and mission statements 
lend themselves directly to the nature of  businesses that utilize 
buildings that have been adaptively reused. These are also most of-
ten small businesses, rather than large chains or franchises, fitting 
directly into DEDO’s pledge to support small business develop-
ment.

Broader Policy Considerations and Benefits of an 
Adaptive Reuse Program
More broadly, an adaptive reuse program supports citywide 
policies related to economic development, historic preservation, 
livability and environmental stewardship. It helps property owners, 
developers, and business owners create places that are tailored to 
their needs and that serve the greater community. An adaptive 
reuse program attracts businesses that bring life to neighborhoods, 
which in turn stimulate the revitalization of  other properties near-
by and helps maintain and enhance neighborhood character. In a 
competitive economic market, such as that along the Front Range, 
showing Denver’s commitment to adaptive reuse supports business 
development. 

Facilitates retaining and celebrating community identity 
Adaptively reusing properties helps retain features that contribute 
to neighborhood identity. In the pilot area along the East Colfax 
Avenue corridor, this would help retain small scale buildings and 
also help to preserve the unique features of  many buildings that 
collectively contribute to the area’s unique character. These fin-
er-grained features provide variety and interest along the corridor 
as well as a sense of  connection with the area’s heritage. This is 
particularly important as other properties redevelop and change 
occurs. 
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Provides opportunities for small businesses
Often a small, existing building is more affordable for a start-up 
business than space in a new development. Whether business own-
ers are renting or purchasing the property, costs are typically less 
than that in a larger new development. This opportunity for small 
businesses in existing buildings is supported by the National Trust 
for Historic Preservation report “Older, Smaller, Better,” which 
shows that neighborhoods that contain a mix of  smaller buildings 
that are a mix of  ages “support greater levels of  positive economic 
and social activity than areas dominated by newer, larger build-
ings.” The report suggests a series of  recommendations to foster 
economic growth and social activity in areas, like East Colfax 
Avenue, which are dominated by older, smaller buildings of  vary-
ing ages that may be the perfect size for a small business. These 
recommendations include:

1. Make room for the new and local economy – suggesting that 
creative jobs and non-chain businesses are often concentrat-
ed in older, smaller-scaled buildings, which help keep money 
in the local economy.

2. Make it easier to reuse small buildings – The creation of  this 
adaptive reuse program aims to address the concern heard 
by many in the development community that there are too 
many obstacles that add time and money to an adaptive 
reuse project to make it viable. 

Relates to the vision for change along the corridor
Creative adaptive reuse projects can set the stage for more inten-
sive development and redevelopment along a corridor, such as that 
which is envisioned in the City’s Comprehensive Plan and in the 
recent planning efforts for the East and East Central Neighbor-
hoods. Attracting smaller, innovative businesses to locate in exist-
ing buildings can serve established neighborhoods while setting a 
context that invites other businesses to locate in larger new devel-
opments nearby. It also is important to recognize that, while some 
adaptive reuse projects may be relatively long-lived, others may 
be interim land uses, with redevelopment occurring later on those 
sites. In the interim, however, these properties are productive and 
contribute more to the community when rehabilitated than they 
do at present.
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Promotes sustainable development
Adaptively reusing a building promotes sustainable development 
practices by conserving existing resources. Rather than demolish-
ing the building, which results in sending the pieces to a landfill, 
and building a new structure, the existing building (along with the 
site features and public infrastructure) is reused. While Denver’s 
current sustainability policies do not address adaptive reuse direct-
ly, it is a well-known sustainable practice elsewhere. 

Administrative Benefits
A coordinated adaptive reuse program may reduce staff time 
in working with applicants that require special consideration in 
permitting requirements. While the program would involve estab-
lishing a new coordinator position, other staff time may be used 
more effectively as a result of  an improved system. Providing more 
guidance about ways in which flexibility may be applied in various 
departments and clearly defining the steps in the process could 
expedite problem-solving and thereby save staff time. And, if  more 
of  the projects requiring exceptions through variances or appeals 
can be relegated to a Zoning Administrator, the staff time required 
to take these matters to boards and commissions may be reduced.
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CHAPTER 4:  THE ADAPTIVE REUSE CLIMATE
What are some of  the factors that make up the adaptive reuse 
environment in Denver? What are the challenges that applicants 
encounter? What types of  properties are typically involved and 
what is the typical profile of  an adaptive reuse applicant? These 
questions are addressed in this Section.

Challenges with Adaptive Reuse
While there are many benefits of  an adaptive reuse program, 
there are also a number of  challenges. The following section iden-
tifies some of  these challenges, which are then explored later in 
this paper with subsequent recommendations.  

Complying fully with existing codes can be difficult
In many cases, complying with the International Existing Building 
Code (IEBC) requirements can be difficult in an adaptive reuse 
project. Business and property owners hoping to quickly adapt a 
building to a new use often encounter code requirements that are 
difficult to comply with. This can lead to requests for variances, 
which add time and money to the process. Others may walk away 
from a project because compliance appears to be so difficult.

The process can be confusing
The current permitting processes can be cumbersome for ap-
plicants. A project may require review by multiple departments, 
which can be confusing, especially for inexperienced, first-time 
applicants.  In some departments, there are procedures for coordi-
nating reviews, but they may not be targeted at the adaptive reuse 
segment related to smaller, older buildings. An example is in the 
Department of  Community Planning and Development (CPD) re-
view tracks. While one review track – Commercial Zoning – is de-
signed for smaller project review, the larger projects live within the 
Site Development Plan process. It is often unclear which review 
track should be used, and despite being used for smaller projects 
such as adaptive reuse projects, the Commercial Zoning track does 
not always assist project applicants through the process. 

Initial expenses can be costly
While a small, older building may be more affordable for a start-
up, if  modifications are needed to meet codes, these costs can be 
a strain for the owner. This may involve installing new equipment 
and altering spaces to meet code requirements. Architectural and 
engineering fees as well as development permit costs also add to 
these expenses.

A project to convert a former Meinke 
auto shop to a restaurant at 4839 E 
Colfax encountered many challenges 
over a two year period due to regu-
lations, required easement donations 
and sewer issues as seen in the first 
photo above. As of  the publishing of  
this paper, this project is on hold due 
to these challenges and the financial 
investment that came with it.
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Property Types in the Pilot Program Area
What types of  properties have the potential for adaptive reuse? In 
order to determine appropriate strategies for implementing and 
facilitating an adaptive reuse program, understanding the range 
of  property types conducive to adaptive reuse is important. The 
following section provides a description of  typical property types 
and their key features, as derived from research in the study area, 
the approximately five-mile stretch of  East Colfax Avenue from 
Broadway to Yosemite Street. Photographs of  buildings along Col-
fax, which are grouped into categories that correspond to many of  
the features described in the sections below, appear in Appendix 
A.

Lot size
Many of  the lots along the East Colfax Avenue corridor are small, 
often with a narrow depth or width. Others are medium to large 
in size. The larger lots are often utilized for motels, car sales lots, 
and other uses that require a large parking area. Medium-size lots 
include a variety of  uses that also are auto-oriented, such as strip 
malls and auto repair. 

Completed for the East and East Central Area Plan efforts, the maps above identify lots along the East Colfax corridor 
that are shallow. This may lead to challenges meeting current codes in order to adaptively reuse the site and building.

As seen above, property types range 
greatly along the East Colfax corri-
dor.
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Building location
Another key factor is the location of  the building on its site. Some 
are located right at the sidewalk edge, others set back a limited 
amount or with substantial setbacks. Those properties with large 
building setbacks often have parking in front. Examples are restau-
rants, gyms and auto-oriented strip malls. Car dealerships, car 
washes, and gas stations also are in this category, all of  which are 
auto-oriented. Buildings with medium-sized setbacks also incor-
porate a variety of  uses, mostly auto-oriented, and with extensive 
parking. They may have large curb cuts in front to allow for pull-in 
parking. Finally, there are properties with little or no setback. 
These are often older shopfronts located at the sidewalk edge.

Building size
Most candidate buildings along East Colfax Avenue are small 
to medium in size. Older shopfront buildings range from 2,000 
to 5,000 square feet. Medium-sized buildings range from 5,000 
to 10,000 square feet. Smaller buildings include storefronts, gas 
stations and fast food restaurants. Medium-sized buildings are 
most often restaurants with indoor dining rooms, while others are 
offices or auto service uses. Others are motels and gyms. 

Building age
Buildings along East Colfax Avenue vary in age, from the late 
1800s to present day. While new construction is happening along 
the corridor, many older properties remain. Many were built in 
the early 1900s. Some are locally designated as individual land-
marks or contributing to historic districts.

Building type
Adaptive Reuse candidates also may be considered by a “building 
types” classification that is frequently described in architectural 
surveys. Some typical building types in the pilot area are:

• Early twentieth century storefront
• Mid-century commercial box
• House with commercial addition in front
• L-plan motel
• Office building
• Drive-through commercial

Many opportunities for adaptive reuse 
exist along the corridor, including this 
building located at Elm and Colfax 
that has included numerous uses such 
as an auto body shop and pet board-
ing facility.

The Branding Iron Motel at 8600 
East Colfax is one of  many L-shaped 
motels along the corridor.



19Adaptive Reuse Strategy Paper

Architectural style
Adaptive reuse candidates also can be classified by architectural 
style. Some common styles in the area are:

• Classical Revival
• Craftsman
• Googie
• Italianate
• Mid-century Modern
• Minimal Traditional
• Queen Anne

Applicant Profiles
Just as there are common features among properties along the 
East Colfax Avenue corridor, many adaptive reuse applicants 
share some common traits. Often, they are inexperienced with the 
development and permitting process, and it is likely that it is their 
first project of  this type. They are focused on opening their busi-
ness and may have begun the project without the due diligence 
in physical assessments that is needed in project planning. Many 
initiate the project on their own, or with a contractor, but not with 
an architect, engineer or developer who would be familiar with 
the permitting process. Sometimes, they change the scope of  their 
project during construction, which can trigger additional reviews 
and compliance issues.

Budget and time constraints
Many applicants also operate on tight budgets. They typically 
are small businesses with limited funding and narrow operating 
margins. They often are on a short timeline to open their business, 
perhaps because of  a short-term bridge loan. 

Encountering the unexpected
Many adaptive reuse applicants find surprises in the permitting 
process itself  as well as unexpected conditions on site during 
construction that may bring up new code issues. This may be 
further complicated by their lack of  understanding of  the details 
and nuances of  the processes as well as the codes themselves. They 
may be confused and need extra help along the way. These factors 
all point to the importance of  having an adaptive reuse program 
that works for the applicant, that is straight-forward, efficient and 
as stress-free as possible. 

In addition to unique lot conditions, 
many buildings along East Colfax 
also display unique architectural 
styles that may be considered historic. 
Tom’s Diner and Bastien’s are Googie 
in style and Lula Rose General Store 
is mid-century modern in style.
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CHAPTER 5: REGULATORY COMPONENT
Introduction
This chapter focuses on regulations and permitting related to city 
codes including zoning, building, fire and health. It also includes 
requirements for the right-of-way, managed by the Department of  
Transportation and Infrastructure. A key objective in the adaptive 
reuse strategy is to make the best use of  the discretionary flexibili-
ty that already exists in the permitting system and promote aware-
ness of  that flexibility to applicants. Another objective is to formal-
ize exceptions to regulations that are granted frequently to projects 
with similar conditions so applicants can more readily anticipate 
the outcome of  the permitting process. 

Overview of existing conditions
The following section outlines the current conditions for the regu-
latory component of  the adaptive reuse program. They are orga-
nized by City department.

Community Planning and Development (CPD)
The Community Planning and Development Department in-
cludes a wide variety of  services such as comprehensive planning, 
landmark preservation, zoning amendments, development review, 
regulatory tools, permitting and inspections. While many of  these 
services relate to adaptive reuse projects in one way or another, the 
Development Services division is key to planning and conducting 
an adaptive reuse project. 

Role of Development Services in permitting
The Development Services division of  Community Planning and 
Development reviews applications for adaptive reuse projects 
(among others) to determine whether the requirements are met. 
Project applications are split into two tracks: (1) Site Development 
Plan (SDP) review and (2) Commercial Zoning review. Both have 
different review teams. The SDP review process is required for all 
new commercial building projects and for residential projects of  
three or more units. The Commercial Zoning review track, on the 
other hand, deals with smaller, commercial projects (existing, rath-
er than new build) that do not qualify for the SDP review. Many 
adaptive reuse projects go through the Commercial Zoning review 
process, but some may go through the SDP process depending on 
scope.
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The Development Services division also encompasses general 
construction permits as well as trade-specific permits including 
electrical, mechanical and plumbing permits. Some of  these 
permits may be available as a “Quick Permit” for adaptive reuse 
applicants.

Development Services also administers some regulations related 
to energy efficiency and sustainability. There are three types of  
regulations: 

1. International Energy Conservation Code (IECC): https://
codes.iccsafe.org/content/IECC2018P3 

2. Denver Green Code (DGC): https://www.denvergov.org/
content/dam/denvergov/Portals/696/documents/Denver_
Building_Code/2019-code-update/2019_Denver_Green_
Code.pdf  

3. Green Buildings Ordinance (GBO): https://www.denvergov.
org/content/denvergov/en/denver-development-services/
commercial-projects/green-roof-initiative.html 

Adaptive reuse projects must comply with the IECC. Complying 
with energy efficiency requirements in the most recently adopted 
version of  the IECC requires an applicant to demonstrate that 
their project will use less energy under the new use than under the 
old use. 

If  an adaptive reuse project results in the updated property using 
more energy than the current building use, the building must then 
comply with the current energy code. 

The second energy efficiency/sustainability regulation is the 
DGC, which was adopted in December 2019 as part of  updated 
building and fire codes. Currently the Denver Green Code is vol-
untary. Meeting the DGC may often be beyond the scope of  the 
adaptive reuse project and will not make sense for many projects. 
If  a project does choose to follow the DGC, costs are typically 
covered by energy savings through building envelope and systems 
upgrades. 

The final energy efficiency/sustainability regulation is the GBO, 
which was approved by City Council in October 2018, which 
amended a citizen approved measure. Complying with the Green 
Buildings ordinance is required for new buildings that are 25,000 
square feet and up, as well as for additions that are 50,000 square 
feet and up. Since many adaptive reuse projects are below this 
threshold, most projects will not be required to comply with this 
ordinance based on size. 
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The Sewer Use and Drainage Permits (SUDP) division is housed 
within Development Engineering Services with DOTI. For adap-
tive reuse projects, applicants typically interact with this division 
regarding grease interceptors which require a plumbing and an 
SUDP review. New grease interceptors are typically needed when 
a restaurant or commercial kitchen changes the type of  cuisine 
served, increases seating capacity or changes the cooking applianc-
es used.

Each review group sets and charges their own fees individually.

Typical CPD Issues Encountered in Adaptive Reuse
With adaptive reuse applications, a series of  reoccurring issues 
were raised in conversations with City staff and those in the devel-
opment community. These issues are described below. 

i. Zoning Code Requirements
For adaptive reuse applicants, zoning code requirements pose one 
of  the biggest hurdles to completing a successful project and open-
ing a small business in an adaptively reused space. While every 
site and building present unique challenges, a series of  common 
zoning code-related challenges were raised by many who have 
worked on an adaptive reuse project in the past. The following 
items describe components of  the zoning code that often become 
obstacles for completing an adaptive reuse project. 

a. Provide flexibility to adaptive reuse projects in Main Street 
Zone Districts

The majority of  properties along the East Colfax Avenue corridor 
are in the Main Street Zone District, although the specifications 
may change. While the Zone District is well-intentioned to create 
a corridor that is pedestrian-scaled, safe, has active street edg-
es, and is walkable, it often creates challenges for adaptive reuse 
projects. These projects are not recognized in the general purpose 
statement of  the zone district, but instead, the focus remains on 
ensuring new development positively contributes to the established 
character of  the corridor. Abiding by the standards established 
for new development, including the build-to requirements and 
parking standards, can be a challenge for adaptive reuse project 
applicants.

b. Setbacks and Build-To Requirements
Lots are often small along Colfax, so any requirements that eat 
into the developable area make it increasingly difficult for a proj-
ect to pencil. Setbacks for properties along the Colfax corridor 
are most often 0’. Build-to requirements, therefore, are what 
applicants must follow. Front and rear build-to requirements were 
frequently raised as problematic for some lots, especially those that 
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are shallow in depth, which is a common condition along East 
Colfax Avenue. Where front build-to requirements are increased 
and force an addition back into the site to accommodate for an 
improved public realm (more described in Section 3 – DOTI – 
below) for instance, the size of  the addition and the overall devel-
opment potential is decreased. Similarly, requirements that plan 
for increased alley width in the rear shrink the size of  the site and 
often make it difficult for adaptive reuse applicants to effective-
ly use the site to accommodate their business needs. While lots 
along East Colfax Avenue often pose challenges because of  how 
small they are and because of  their narrowness, this is also a key 
characteristic of  properties along the corridor. Adaptively reusing 
these properties maintains this character rather than ridding the 
corridor of  this unique feature, as many large, new development 
projects do. 

c. Parking Space Requirements
Interviews with members of  the development community and 
City staff indicate that meeting minimum parking ratios and 
locational requirements are issues that arise frequently. From the 
perspective of  the development community, meeting those parking 
requirements is difficult to achieve, especially when combined with 
requirements for buffering parking. In many cases, site modifica-
tions were completed without receiving the proper permits which 
leads to expectations of  future property owners that what was 
on the site is acceptable. However, this is often not the case and 
applicants find that the current location of  parking on a site does 
not comply, either because it is located in front of  the building or 
is close to the street, with direct pull-in access.  For many of  the 
smaller sites along East Colfax Avenue accommodating new park-
ing may be impossible. 

Parking layout is further complicated by many of  the goals for 
Denver’s Main Street zoning classification. These goals seek to cre-
ate a more walkable, safe and active environment along corridors 
such as East Colfax Avenue, where the current reality of  many 
sites makes achieving this goal a challenge. This is especially the 
case for buildings that have parking in front, between the building 
and the sidewalk. This contradicts a goal to “use building forms 
that clearly define and activate the public street edge,” which ex-
cludes parking in front and requires building to the sidewalk edge. 
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d. Landscaping Requirements
Incorporating landscaping in a project area assists in creating an 
attractive project that brings pedestrians and activity, and that 
screens utilitarian aspects of  a site. Meeting landscaping require-
ments in an adaptive reuse project, however, can also be difficult, 
in quantity and location. In interviews with the development com-
munity and staff, the issues of  landscaping in general, and espe-
cially between parking and the sidewalk were raised frequently. 

e. Parking Lot Landscaping Requirements
In addition to parking requirements for a site and requirements to 
provide landscaping throughout a lot, there are also requirements 
for the surface parking lot to be landscaped. Standards vary by 
Zone District and by adjacent property type. For instance, require-
ments for properties adjacent to a residential use or Zone District 
are focused more on trees and fences to create a buffer between 
the sites. Landscaping within the parking lot is also required 
within the site and not just along the perimeter of  the site. These 
standards are often triggered by seemingly simple tasks such as 
restriping or reducing the parking lot area. Because of  the costs 
associated with landscaping a lot and its irrigation, projects can 
often be abandoned. Depending on the size of  the parking lot, 
this landscaping requires a certain ratio of  landscaping to parking 
and specific locations on the site. While parking lot landscaping 
requirements vary for adaptive reuse projects based on their Zone 
District, lot size and adjacent properties, the requirement to fit 
in this landscaping on the site was noted as challenging by many 
property owners.

f. Trash Location and Screening Requirements
Service areas – including trash receptacles, recycling collection 
and storage areas – are required to be located in the rear, but 
many sites are too small to comply with the current requirement 
of  a 20’ setback from the zone lot line, and therefore must submit 
a variance request to the Board of  Adjustment (BOA). While the 
Board meets each week, submitting a variance request adds time 
and cost to the process, often ranging from an additional eight to 
twelve weeks to wait for BOA review.

Current Flexibility in CPD
Within the Community Planning and Development department, 
flexibility for adaptive reuse projects occurs in a couple different 
ways. First, for some projects, relief  can be provided by the Zon-
ing Administrator as an Administrative Adjustment. The chart in 
Section 12.4.5.3 of  the Zoning Code outlines the types of  admin-
istrative adjustments that are available and defines the range of  
flexibility that is codified. 
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Secondly, if  an applicant’s request exceeds the range of  flexibility 
that is available within the Administrative Adjustment system, they 
must submit a variance request to the Board of  Adjustment. These 
requests are based on demonstrating a hardship as outlined in Sec-
tion 12.4.7.5 of  the Zoning Code. After the necessary application 
materials and fees are received, the Board holds a public hearing 
and issues a decision. They can approve, approve with conditions, 
or deny the variance request. 

Flexibility in determining the appropriate grease interceptor size 
and installation method is also available. For instance, rather than 
replacing a large below-grade interceptor or installing a new one, 
often there are opportunities to install an interceptor inside on a 
concrete slab. SUDP staff is available to assist applicants in deter-
mining an appropriate, and often less costly, method of  installing a 
grease interceptor.

Existing Administrative Adjustments are listed in this table in the Zoning 
Code. The table continues on the following page.
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Recommendations specific to CPD requirements
i. Provide flexibility to adaptive reuse projects in Main 

Street Zone Districts
Adaptive reuse projects should be recognized for what they bring 
to the East Colfax Avenue corridor rather than grouping this 
project type with new development and making it abide by those 
standards. Exceptions to the Main Street Standards, including 
the General Standards (build-to and parking), should be provided 
in the Zoning Code for adaptive reuse projects so applicants do 
not have to seek a variance. More detail on these design topics is 
included below.  

ii. Allow distribution or elimination of required landscaping 
areas

While the landscaping requirements outlined in Section 10.5.4.2.B 
of  the zoning code can be retained, consider allowing adaptive 
reuse projects to distribute landscaping requirements throughout 
a site. This would allow an applicant to meet the quantitative 
number of  the requirement while potentially locating more of  the 
landscaping to the sides or rear of  the property in order to meet 
the needs of  their project. A minimum required amount could be 
retained for landscaping in the front of  the property. In addition 
to permitting the movement of  landscaping around a site, consid-
er allowing creative ways to achieve landscaping on a site such as 
large planters or turfed outdoor areas.

iii. Potential changes to parking regulations
In order to more intentionally accommodate adaptive reuse proj-
ects along East Colfax Avenue, update the parking requirements in 
the zoning code to provide flexibility to these projects, even going 
as far as eliminating parking requirements or repurposing parking 
to a use productive to the adaptive reuse project. Consider the 
following changes:

• Amend Section 10.4.2.1.B to allow adaptive reuse applicants 
to reduce the existing vehicle parking if  there is a plan to 
incorporate the space into part of  the adaptive reuse project 
that contributes to a more active, engaging street life.

• In section 10.4.2.1.C.2.a.i, increase the 25 percent to at 
least 50 percent for adaptive reuse projects. This will mean 
that if  an adaptive reuse project requires the previous use’s 
minimum parking requirement by 50% or less, no additional 
parking spaces shall be required. Expanding this to above 
50%, and even considering eliminating the need for new 
parking for adaptive reuse projects, is also appropriate.

• In section 10.4.2.1.C.2.b, remove the 1967 requirement for 
building age to allow any adaptive reuse project to take ad-
vantage of  this provision. 
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• Provide parking relief  for projects that are bringing their 
buildings into compliance with the Main Street goals of  
locating the building at the street (by adding on in front for 
existing buildings that are set back on the lot), but that as a 
result lose parking spaces in the process. Consider reducing 
the parking requirement for these properties, permitting flex-
ibility in the location of  the parking on the site, and reducing 
the required parking landscaping to maximize the parking 
space potential. 

• For projects located near a proposed BRT station (in an es-
tablished radius), incorporate maximum parking allowances 
and incentivize the use of  BRT rather than automobiles. In-
centives could take many forms including providing addition-
al height, square footage, or reduced side or rear setbacks. 
The goal with any incentive is for the space that would have 
been set aside for parking to be used more productively in 
the design of  the site and building. Note that if  this adaptive 
reuse program is extended beyond the East Colfax Avenue 
corridor, BRT could be equated with other transit methods.

• Consider establishing a parking district and/or allow a fee 
in-lieu to promote shared/public parking rather than bas-
ing parking requirements only on a single site. In order to 
accomplish this effectively, a parking study is needed. The 
requirements for conducting a Shared Parking Analysis can 
be found in Section 10.4.5.4.E of  the Zoning Code.

• For applicants with sites that contain parking spots that are 
no longer permitted (such as pull-in parking directly from 
Colfax that is located in front of  the building, or parking 
spots along the side of  a building that result in cars extend-
ing over the sidewalk), work more directly with the applicant 
to help with project planning. Some applicants with these 
conditions may have purchased the property assuming all 
parking is up to current code and meets the requirements 
they need to park the site for their business. In order to reme-
dy this issue, consider the following: 

o Include information in the User’s Handbook to edu-
cate an adaptive reuse applicant that properties did not 
always receive proper permits to approve the existing 
parking spaces. 

o If  an applicant still comes to staff assuming their park-
ing spaces are permitted, work with the applicant to 
determine which are approved. Study the site carefully 
to determine whether a few of  the spots can remain, or 
if  the parking requirement can be reduced or removed 
(especially if  it is near the train, a BRT stop, or a shared 
parking location.) 
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o Consider eliminating the need for additional parking 
spaces (as previously suggested) and the possibility of  
repurposing existing, unpermitted parking spaces into 
outdoor space that benefits the adaptive reuse project 
objectives, if  safe to do so.

o Rather than referring these applicants to the Board of  
Adjustment, determine the appropriate standard (if  the 
recommendation above does not move forward) and 
adopt this as flexibility that staff is able to approve. This 
will eliminate any additional time applicants must wait 
to receive necessary approvals to move forward with 
their project.

• For adaptive reuse projects that use the existing building or 
that plan to add onto an existing building, allow parking to 
be located between the building and the side street as an 
option that increases the project’s feasibility, when this is a 
constraint.

iv. Providing flexibility to parking lot landscaping 
requirements

Consider offering flexibility to, or even allowing the elimination 
of, parking lot landscaping standards for adaptive reuse projects. 
Rather than requiring adaptive reuse projects to abide by the same 
perimeter and interior surface parking lot landscaping standards, 
consider creating an evaluation method for adaptive reuse projects 
that continues to mitigate any glare and vehicle exhaust into a 
neighboring residential property, but that provides more creative 
ways to incorporate landscaping. This could include: 

• Allowing large landscaping planters to be counted towards 
the requirement

• Permitting turfed areas to be counted towards the require-
ment as long as they are incorporated as usable outdoor 
space on the site

Eliminating parking lot landscaping standards altogether may also 
be appropriate for some adaptive reuse projects. The determined 
approach should be written into Article 10 of  the Zoning Code 
to ensure consistent decision making between all adaptive reuse 
projects.
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v. Potential changes to trash and service area regulations
Another frequent discussion challenge for adaptive reuse projects 
is meeting the requirements of  trash and service area locations 
and screening on a site. While the current requirements are easier 
for a new construction project to meet, for existing buildings that 
already have access determined, meeting the existing requirements 
can be difficult. Consider the following changes: 

• Amend section 10.5.7.4.A.2 of  the zoning code to allow 
more flexibility in the location of  outdoor trash and recycling 
collection and storage areas. Reduce the required setback of  
20’ from the zone lot line to a 5’ minimum setback. 

• Amend section 10.5.5.1.E of  the zoning code to allow for 
the screening of  trash receptacles and recycling collection to 
be used as a “canvas” for art (not commercial messaging) if  
desired by the property owner. The material standards must 
still be met, but allowing these structures to be used as an art 
canvas promotes creativity, employs artists, and keeps East 
Colfax Avenue funky and unique. This opportunity should 
be clearly stated in this section of  the code. In addition to 
amending the Zoning Code to accomplishing this, consider 
developing an art program for this adaptive reuse program 
area. Within this program, a review committee could be 
established and surfaces for artwork could be discussed. The 
definition of  “signs which are works of  art” should be includ-
ed, and potentially distinguished from the current “Murals 
– works of  art.”

• Add a new Administrative Adjustment category for locating 
trash receptacles when in an MS zone district. This would 
minimize the need for applicants to go before the Board of  
Adjustment, which is currently the process for this design 
topic. In order for the Zoning Administrator to grant this 
variance, the applicant must demonstrate hardship due to the 
small size of  their lot and site constraints to accommodate 
parking, landscaping and other required features.

vi. Adaptively reusing existing signage
In order to retain the funkiness of  the East Colfax Avenue corri-
dor, adaptively reusing existing signage, especially if  it is historic, 
should be allowed. This signage is often considered non-conform-
ing based on the current sign regulations in the Zoning Code. 
In order to maintain and reuse these unique signs, consider the 
following: 

• Create a “sign district overlay” that encompasses the bound-
aries of  this pilot area that permits existing signs installed 
between a defined period of  time. This could be added to 
Section 10.10 of  the Zoning Code as specific sign standards 
for this defined area.

• Establish provisions in Landmark Preservation ordinance 
and design guidelines that allow for the designation of  histor-
ic signs and/or historic sign overlay districts. 
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vii. Updating sign code
Although embedded in the previous recommendations, this 
recommendation is included to clearly state and reinforce that an 
update to the sign code is needed. In regards to adaptive reuse, 
an update would assist in allowing artistic signage in the adaptive 
reuse pilot area. An update could also provide an opportunity to 
recognize the unique signs that are located along the corridor, to 
reuse them and incorporate into adaptive reuse projects rather 
than demolishing them and losing this piece of  the East Colfax 
Avenue character. 

Department of Transportation and Infrastructure (DOTI)
Role
The Department of  Transportation and Infrastructure (formerly 
Public Works) focuses on enhancing mobility and safety while re-
ducing congestion and fighting climate change. For adaptive reuse 
projects, DOTI is often involved in reviewing right-of-way require-
ments, for public realm features such as sidewalk widths, bicycle 
parking, and assuring compliance with Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA).

Typical Issues Encountered in Adaptive Reuse
Interviews with DOTI staff and other professionals in the develop-
ment community raised a series of  issues:

i. Closing curb cuts
Many existing properties along East Colfax Avenue have multiple 
curb cuts onto Colfax itself, or onto side streets. Some properties 
even have one large curb cut across the majority of  the property 
line. Many property owners seeking to adaptively reuse a building 
may be required to close one or more of  these curb cuts. While 
this is necessary for safety reasons, it can add costs and often ne-
gates any existing pull-in parking. However, this vehicular access 
restriction is based on improving traffic and pedestrian safety as it 
relates to the overall transportation system. This is in line with the 
Mayor’s Vision Zero Action Plan. 

ii. Required sidewalk width
Providing safe and sufficient pedestrian facilities is another topic 
reviewed by DOTI. While the majority of  properties along Col-
fax have existing sidewalks, they may not meet the current width 
requirements and may need to be replaced due to wear and tear 
or to meet ADA requirements. For a property with a substandard 
sidewalk, DOTI will request a replacement that meets the 8’ stan-
dard if  the space is available. However, some flexibility is provided 
for properties where a building is being reused and right of  way 
space is limited. ADA standards must still be met regardless of  the 
sidewalk width. Meeting this 8’ requirement also reduces the space 
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available on the lot for the property owner and the project objec-
tives. These factors all contribute to a sidewalk width and location 
that potentially varies as a pedestrian walk along the street. Many 
in the development community note the challenges with replacing 
sidewalks, including the added cost and the potential to reduce lot 
size.

iii. Streetscape standards
Widening a sidewalk into a property takes away development 
potential from a lot that already is small. The Streetscape Design 
Manual further outlines streetscape requirements for improve-
ments in the right-of-way, including street trees, lighting, and 
paving. Many applicants worry that the cost of  these requirements 
add to their project. 

iv. Required alley improvements 
Staff and the development community raised a variety of  issues 
regarding alleys behind existing properties. Oftentimes, applicants 
are asked to widen the alley, effectively giving up part of  their site. 
Applicants noted cost issues with many of  these requirements 
and that since these improvements are typically done in a piece-
meal way, along property lines, there is no consistency in the alley 
width and characteristics. The standard alley width along the East 
Colfax Avenue corridor that is desired by the City is 20’, which is 
required for all mixed-use commercial zone districts and residen-
tial districts more than three stories tall. 16’ alleys are standard 
for properties with residential zoning and equal to or less than 
three stories. The alley must be concrete and other improvements 
may be required by the City. An applicant may currently request 
a waiver of  the ROW dedication based on site constraints such 
as a building or non-conforming issue including developable area 
and parking space requirements. Financial constraints are not 
considered in the decision to provide a waiver. Applicants seeking 
this variance must apply with their transportation reviewer, and 
typically hear back within a week. 

v. Alley access
In addition to requiring applicants to make alley improvements, 
there is also confusion on whether an alley can be used for ingress 
and egress. Applicants noted that while residential properties can 
use an alley for access, commercial properties are not permitted to 
do the same, or there is a perception that they are not allowed to 
do the same.
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vi. Grease interceptors
Understanding when a new grease interceptor is needed for an 
adaptive reuse project can be challenging, as can selecting the ap-
propriate grease interceptor size, location and installation method. 
Applicants often select the inappropriate size, over-estimating the 
needs of  their business and paying more money than necessary for 
the equipment and installation.

Current Flexibility in DOTI
DOTI can make some adjustments to their streetscape and alley 
requirements administratively. This often occurs on site during the 
review process. While this allows DOTI reviewers to assess specific 
site conditions and make decisions in real time, it can mean that 
applicants are unclear about the way in which decisions are made 
and about the range of  potential solutions that may be available. 

A variance process currently exists in the Right of  Way Services 
division of  DOTI. There are separate variance committees for 
private development and capital project review processes.

Recommendations
i. Clarify sidewalk width alternatives
In discussions with right-of-way inspectors, the required vs. ideal 
sidewalk widths clearly differed. While holding as many properties 
as possible to the ideal sidewalk width is understandable, discuss-
ing the potential flexibility earlier in the conversation with the ap-
plicant is needed. The ability to provide flexibility understandably 
depends on the site – its context as well as potential constraints, 
but some general guidelines for alternative sidewalk sections could 
be published to inform applicants. Therefore, during any pre-ap-
plication meetings, as well as during the first on-site visit with the 
applicant, the reviewer should determine whether holding the 
applicant to the ideal 8’ sidewalk and 8’ attached lawn will be 
reasonable, or if  the requirements can be altered to fit the site. As 
staff mentioned, maintaining the 5’ sidewalk width is the mini-
mum, and a wider sidewalk is desired, especially  if  there is on-
street parking, which then may trigger the need for more space to 
locate street signs, parking meters and other objects. 

Consider refining the standards for designated parts of  the corri-
dor. 
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ii. Consider refining the standards for designated parts of 
the corridor. 

In light of  planning efforts to improve the East Colfax Avenue 
corridor that consider Bus Rapid Transit and future public realm 
improvements on behalf  of  the City, the requirements for individ-
ual property improvements should be adjusted accordingly. This 
primarily refers to the varying sidewalk width as described above. 
Refining these standards to reduce the amount of  work placed on 
the applicant, when the funds are secured by the City to do the 
work at a later date will not only reduce the cost for the applicant 
but will add to a more cohesive streetscape in the future. Some of  
these concerns may already be addressed by the draft version of  
the Complete Streets Guidelines, but refining sidewalk standards is 
still critical for adaptive reuse applicants.  

iii. Right-size required improvements to the public realm. 
Adaptive reuse applicants expressed concern with the require-
ments to dedicate large percentages of  their site to improvements 
to the public realm, including sidewalks. In addition to being con-
cerned about losing developable land, applicants mentioned the 
unpredictable nature of  the requirement since it often occurs with 
on-site assessments that vary based on the reviewer. While appli-
cants have a responsibility to improve their site, especially when 
their project may increase infrastructure demands, requirements 
should be made proportional to an adaptive reuse project’s scope 
and costs. In the case of  land dedication, a cap on the percentage 
of  project costs that an applicant is required to dedicate to public 
realm should be considered. This cap is not meant to indicate that 
adaptive reuse projects are not responsible for contributing to the 
community as a whole, but is meant to incentivize adaptive reuse 
projects. This cap will assist adaptive reuse applicants in making 
their project pencil, ensuring that adaptive reuse is feasible and 
maintaining the unique character of  the buildings along the East 
Colfax Avenue corridor. In addition to considering a cap on the 
allowable costs an adaptive reuse applicant may be required to 
dedicate to public realm improvements, consider focusing primari-
ly on addressing (and defining) safety and hazardous conditions, in 
addition to ADA standards.



35Adaptive Reuse Strategy Paper

iv. Alley improvements and access
Over the course of  interviews with the development and small 
business community and those with right-of-way inspectors, it 
became obvious that information about permitted alley use and 
required alley improvements is unclear. In the Handbook and on 
the adaptive reuse webpage, clearly state the following: 

• When an alley must be widened during an adaptive reuse 
project to meet the standards set by the City

• Requirements for when the applicant must repave the alley
• When an easement on an alley may be considered to give 

applicants a heads-up to this potential if  their property is 
adjacent to an alley

• If  a commercial property can be accessed from an alley, 
especially if  it is one that is narrow and already has access 
issues

In addition to clarifying alley ingress/egress and required im-
provements, consider additional solutions for required alley im-
provements to ease the financial burden on adaptive reuse appli-
cants. For example, some requirements could be waived, financial 
assistance could be provided, or the requirements be shifted based 
on the work proposed.

Fire Department (FD)
While many people think of  the Fire Department as responding to 
emergencies, they also have an important role in the development 
process to ensure the safety of  buildings throughout the City.

Role 
The Fire Department conducts safety inspections to enforce the 
Denver Fire Code. Inspections focus on commercial occupancies 
throughout the City and are required to be conducted annually. 
While on site, the Fire Department inspector reviews a variety of  
items including fire exits, emergency lighting, exit signs, fire-re-
sistant separations, roadway access and fire lanes, the fire safety 
system and an evacuation plan.    
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Typical Fire Department Issues Encountered in Adaptive 
Reuse
Fire Department staff highlight key issues that often arise during 
permit review for adaptive reuse projects.

i. Egress
FD inspectors note for some adaptive reuse projects, meeting 
emergency egress standards often becomes an issue. Exits may not 
be adequately separated and existing doorways may not be wide 
enough. In these cases, there can be requirements that are techni-
cally infeasible requirements for the project. While a compromise 
(explained more below in “Current Flexibility”) must be met in 
order to grant occupancy, ensuring life safety is the key goal of  the 
FD review. 

ii. Sprinklers
The cost of  installing commercial grade sprinkler systems is higher 
than many adaptive reuse applicants realize prior to beginning 
a project. In some cases, the Fire Department can organize the 
building spaces into zones that reduce the need for sprinklers. 
Some other communities with adaptive reuse programs allow proj-
ects to utilize residential grade sprinklers in order to cut costs. 

iii. Exit location/separation distance/stairs
Meeting emergency exit requirements also is an issue that arises. 
For example, the exits may not meet the minimum separation 
requirement. Some flexibility is available applying this standard 
when exit routes are established that make best use of  existing ex-
its. Other code requirements for the rise and run of  stairs and the 
width of  door openings can be issues. Some flexibility is available 
for these as well. Each of  these situations is addressed individually, 
as several variables influence the ability to apply lesser standards. 
As a result, applicants may not know the range of  flexibility that 
may be available to them.

Current Flexibility in the Fire Department
Ensuring the safety of  lives and properties is, of  course, key. Much 
of  what is considered appropriate will be based on the proposed 
change of  use and occupancy. While some flexibility is available, 
the key goals of  life and safety must not be compromised. Staff 
note that when an adaptive reuse project does not meet the cur-
rent Fire Code, they work closely with the Building Department 
and try to get the project as close as possible to meeting code. An 
Administration Modification process is used in some cases as well, 
in which the FD and the architectural/structural team (part of  
development services) meet to discuss complicated aspects of  a 
project. The objective is to find a means of  granting a certificate 
of  occupancy without using the board of  appeals process.  
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Recommendations for applying the Fire Code
i. Fire code requirements
Establish direct contact with adaptive reuse applicants to deter-
mine appropriate solutions for upgrading sprinkler systems to 
minimize the cost to small businesses. Prior to contacting the Fire 
Department, the Adaptive Reuse Coordinator would work with 
the applicant to narrow down a list of  questions to those that need 
direct assistance from Fire. The Coordinator would then contact 
the Fire Department to set up this meeting. For instance, consider 
allowing residential grade sprinkler systems for a defined set of  
commercial uses, or work with adaptive reuse applicants to cre-
ate “zones” within a building that reduce or eliminate sprinkler 
requirements.

ii. Case studies and creative solutions
Publish a series of  case studies that highlight creative solutions 
to problems that adaptive reuse applicants may encounter. This 
document will inform applicants of  potential strategies to consider. 
Each case study should highlight the key problem(s) and identify 
how the solution meets the Fire Code or intent of  the Fire Code, 
explaining why it was an acceptable solution.
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CHAPTER 6: FACILITATION & PROCESSING 
COMPONENT

Introduction
The facilitation component of  the adaptive reuse program focuses 
on assuring that the permitting process is understandable and runs 
smoothly and efficiently. Facilitating interdepartmental communi-
cation and assisting applicants through the process are important 
aspects of  this program component. 

Currently, each department involved in the review of  an adaptive 
reuse project outlines their process, which is unique to that de-
partment. Each has different review times and procedures and a 
different method to request a modification to the requirements in 
the respective regulations. These differences confuse applicants. 
The main commonality and centralizing feature of  facilitating 
adaptive reuse applications is the use of  the e-permit system that is 
accessed through the Development Services webpage. The online, 
“e-permitting” system provides applicants a way to go through the 
permitting process electronically. This includes submitting relevant 
plan details, submitting permits, adding contractors to a project, 
paying fees and scheduling inspections. 

While the e-permitting system provides a centralized submittal, 
it still lacks the human facilitation component which many small, 
adaptive reuse projects being completed by first-time applicants 
and mom-and-pop businesses often need. In order to ease the con-
fusion and more efficiently direct applicants to appropriate solu-
tions and through the right processes, a key is to establish a single 
point of  contact for applicants of  smaller adaptive reuse projects. 
This “Adaptive Reuse Coordinator” position, which would be 
within the Community Planning and Development Department, 
would:

• Be the central point of  contact to answer basic questions 
about adaptive reuse 

• Assist with interdepartmental communication, to coordinate 
various permitting processes

• Help identify creative solutions to requirements that may be 
obstacles to adaptive reuse

• Maintain a project case record so all involved can continue 
to learn from previous projects 
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In addition to creating an Adaptive Reuse Coordinator position, 
improving facilitation also includes the following: 

• Coordinating project tracking between departments to more 
directly pass small adaptive projects off between departments 
for each review step. This includes creating a project tracking 
sheet that may include a flowchart or checklist.

• Holding interdepartmental problem-solving meetings to 
discuss common problems for adaptive reuse projects and 
brainstorm creative solutions that assist the applicant while 
still accomplishing the objectives of  each department. 

• Increase the available information on each departmental 
website, and on a webpage specific to adaptive reuse projects 
to provide all relevant information in one place. Appendix 
B contains a set of  screenshots from other communities with 
adaptive reuse programs and the accessibility of  the informa-
tion. Captions for each screenshot describe how few clicks it 
takes to reach the information. Denver’s adaptive reuse pro-
gram should increase accessibility of  information for adap-
tive reuse applicants both within an established webpage and 
for each department involved in the process.

• Creating the User’s Handbook and routinely updating the 
Handbook to ensure all information and links are up-to-date.  

Overview of Existing Permitting Facilitation System and 
the E-Permit System
Once an application for an adaptive reuse project is submitted, the 
applicant often must go through the review process with multiple 
departments. While applications submitted in the Site Develop-
ment Plan (SDP) review, as previously described, receive more 
specific staff direction, small adaptive reuse projects undergoing 
the Commercial Zoning review process must navigate their way 
independently through departments and reviews. There is current-
ly no designated person, referral form or department represen-
tative to help guide these projects through the process. While the 
permitting review process is digitized for each of  the departments, 
the process is still complicated further by the differences of  the 
review process for each department. 

The current online system for e-permitting is linked to each 
department described below. This overarching facilitation system 
provides a “one-stop-shop” for project applicants that are ready to 
submit their plans and permits, to pay fees and to schedule inspec-
tions, among other things. The series of  short instructional videos 
also provides more information that leads an applicant through 
the e-permit system, if  they wish to learn about it electronically. A 
Frequently Asked Questions page also provides a series of  ques-
tions and drop downs, most of  which include a link or links to 
other webpages for more information.
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Recommendations for E-Permit System
• Create an informational hand-out that is digital but also 

available in each office that uses the e-permit system. (Note 
that this should be one, unified handout rather than different 
handouts for each office.) This should be geared towards first 
time applicants and notifying them of  key items such as the 
necessity of  continuing to revisit the online system to review 
updated information from the City and to see whether more 
information or action from the applicant is needed.

• On an adaptive reuse webpage, outline the key parts of  the 
e-permit system for adaptive reuse projects to minimize the 
time an applicant must sort through the videos and infor-
mational drop downs to understand how to use it for their 
adaptive reuse project. This webpage should be created by 
the Communications Department with assistance from the 
Adaptive Reuse Coordinator and/or CPD staff.

• The creation of  the Coordinator position would provide 
adaptive reuse project applicants a single contact that knows 
the e-permitting system in all its detail and, more impor-
tantly, which components of  the system an applicant should 
focus their attention on.

• Enhance the available direct links on the e-permit webpage. 
For instance, the link to the Building Permit Status webpage 
should be readily available to not only allow people to quick-
ly check their permit status, but to alert first time users that 
checking the status of  your permit is important to keep the 
process moving along. This link should be made more visible 
and easily accessible.

• Maintain an e-permit system that is user-friendly and clear. 
The system should be regularly evaluated to ensure ease of  
use. This is an especially important step as more and more 
application and review steps become digital and move from 
paper and in-person to the e-permit system.

• Ensure that permit duplication (for all departments) is not 
possible in the e-permit system to ensure the process is effi-
cient for applicants and does not charge unnecessary fees.

While most applicants ultimately utilize the e-permit system for 
the application process, navigating the facilitation process for each 
department is important information to understand prior to be-
ginning. The facilitation process for each department involved in 
an adaptive reuse project is described below.
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Community Planning and Development
i. Zoning Review
As mentioned in Chapter 3, the Development Services Division 
has two review tracks. The first is the Site Development Plan 
(SDP) review process, which is required for new commercial zon-
ing projects and residential projects of  three or more units. Adap-
tive reuse projects are unlikely to fit into this category due to their 
relatively small size and use of  an existing building; however, there 
are cases where adaptive reuse projects do go to the SDP process, 
often due to infrastructure requirements and Project Coordinator 
discretion. More often, adaptive reuse fall under the Commercial 
Zoning review process. While applications are submitted through 
the e-permit system, the review is conducted by staff on the Com-
mercial Zoning Team, which reviews zoning-related activities such 
as zoning permits, zone lot amendments, and zoning verification 
and compliance letters. 

a. Zoning Administrator
Another important position in facilitating this review process is 
the Zoning Administrator, who may authorize minor changes to 
pending applications or to approved plans and permits, and may 
provide relief  from specified standards as stated in section 12.4.5 
of  the Zoning Code. Most of  the work completed under the name 
of  the Zoning Administrator will actually be completed by her 
staff due to the large volume of  work, though the Zoning Admin-
istrator is consulted when issues require her review. An adminis-
trative adjustment may be granted if  it helps relieve unnecessary 
hardship with code compliance, and if  it helps promote context 
sensitive development in established neighborhoods. 

Administrative adjustments outlined in the zoning regulations 
cover a wide variety of  topics including setback requirements, 
build-to requirements and landscaping standards. It is important 
to note that the zoning regulations includes the maximum adjust-
ment available for each of  the topics included. If  an applicant is 
requesting administrative adjustment(s), a pre-application meeting 
must be held before the application can be submitted. Multiple 
requests for administrative adjustments may be submitted concur-
rently, and the appropriate fees must be paid when the application 
is submitted. The Zoning Administrator may decide to approve, 
approve with conditions or deny the proposed adjustment.
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b. Recommendations for Facilitating Zoning Review
• Make the process for adaptive reuse projects clearer from the 

outset so an applicant understands who to contact for differ-
ent pieces of  zoning review. 

• Highlight the available administrative adjustments that 
are particularly applicable to adaptive reuse projects in the 
Handbook or on the adaptive reuse webpage.

• Expand the list of  available Administrative Adjustments 
(chart on pages 25 and 26) to reduce the number of  varianc-
es required and time spent waiting for the Board of  Adjust-
ment.  

ii. Building Department Review
The majority of  adaptive reuse projects, including remodeling 
and repairs, require a building permit plan review before permits 
are issued. Building permit plan reviews are divided into three 
categories – electronic walk-through review, major project review 
and intermediate project review – which are distinguished by the 
project complexity and value. Major and intermediate projects are 
both “log-in” type projects, and walk-through also requires logging 
into the electronic system, but there is a new process that expedites 
this. Projects that qualify for walk-through review must have a 
total construction value of  less than $500,000 and may not require 
approval from other agencies. Note that a change of  occupancy 
does not qualify for a walk-through. The Building Official may 
also approve a project for walk through review. Commercial proj-
ects qualifying for walk through review include: 

• Temporary offices
• Installation of  signs
• Minor structural work related to emergency like-for-like 

repair of  existing buildings
• Non-structural repair due to water or fire damage

During the walk-through review process, the reviewer may deter-
mine the project is too complex and must be transferred to the log-
in review type. Most adaptive reuse projects require major project 
or intermediate project review category. These projects include:

• Large additions to existing buildings
• Major structural modifications to existing buildings
• Large projects involving change of  occupancy

The Building Department aims to complete the initial depart-
ment review for major projects within 20 business days, with any 
re-review due to the correction of  noted Code deficiencies to 
be completed in 10 business days. Where review from multiple 
departments is required, simultaneous review can occur; however, 
the standard timeframes will likely differ. 
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A third type of  project review for those that fall between walk 
through and major projects also exists – the intermediate project 
review. This process may be applicable for adaptive reuse projects, 
if  the project valuation is less than $1,000,000 or the Building 
Official approves.

The Building Department aims to complete initial reviews for 
intermediate projects within 10 business days and any re-review 
due to the correction of  noted Code deficiencies within 5 business 
days.

This third project review type, the intermediate project review, is 
where the majority of  small, adaptive reuse projects likely fall, due 
to the project valuation. This is advantageous for adaptive reuse 
projects because of  the faster review times.

Materials for a building permit plan review, of  any of  the three 
levels, should be submitted in the e-permitting system. The status 
of  a permit review can then be followed on the online system.

a. Recommendations for Facilitating Building Review
• Clearly state on the department webpage that projects will 

be assigned the type of  review (unless they are eligible for 
walk-through) so that applicants do not spend time trying to 
understand other project review types. State that intermedi-
ate review is assigned if  the project is less than $1,000,000. 

• Instruct reviewers to automatically utilize the intermediate 
project log review process, as this is the most likely category 
for small adaptive reuse projects that do not qualify for the 
SDP process. 

• On the checklist developed for adaptive reuse applicants to 
utilize between departments (described more below), include 
information about the intermediate project log review to 
alert the applicant and staff that this is the appropriate proce-
dure to use for the project and avoid any lag time.

ii. Sewer Use and Drainage Permit (SUDP) 
Prior to beginning any construction, a sewer uses and drainage 
permit (SUDP) must be obtained. For the majority of  projects, 
an applicant should submit materials for this permit through 
the e-permitting system. However, if  the work does not require 
building permits, or if  an applicant already applied for a building 
permit in person, SUDP materials can be submitted in person at 
the SUDP counter, or by email. Once the materials are submitted, 
an applicant can schedule an inspection through the e-permitting 
system as well. Facilitation for the SUDP process is most often 
done electronically through the e-permit system. While the steps 
to apply for an SUDP are clearly outlined on the webpage, in-per-
son assistance is not clearly noted.
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a. Recommendations for Facilitating SUDP Review
• Clarify which project types must apply for an SUDP (and if  

it’s online or in person) on an adaptive reuse webpage and/
or the User’s Handbook.

• Enhance the SUDP webpage to clarify who will conduct the 
inspection, and whether the “Contact Us” number provided 
on the sidebar is the appropriate number for general ques-
tions for first time applicants.

• Provide a clear timeline of  how long the review process will 
take so applicants know when to check back in with the in-
spector.

iii. Landmark Design Review
If  an applicant learns their property is designated as historic, in 
addition to receiving the appropriate zoning and/or building 
permits, Landmark design review is required. Any exterior work, 
demolition or new development on the site as part of  an adaptive 
reuse project involving a designated historic building will require 
Landmark design review and the issuance of  a Certificate of  Ap-
propriateness. Review will be focused on ensuring proposed work 
maintains the key historic features of  the property and is com-
patible with the character of  designated historic buildings, sites 
and districts. A Certificate of  Appropriateness must be issued by 
Landmark Preservation staff as part of  the approval process prior 
to beginning work. 

a. Recommendations for Facilitating Landmark Design Review
• Include information about Landmark design review in the 

User’s Handbook so that it is part of  the overall process of  
research about the property that applicants are recommend-
ed to complete. 

• If  it is not already in the e-permit system, consider adding 
the Landmark Preservation applications to the system. At the 
very least, create a “flag” in the e-permit system that does 
not let an applicant move forward if  their project involves a 
designated historic property.
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Department of Transportation and Infrastructure (DOTI)
DOTI reviews a wide variety of  project components including: 

• Right of  Way and General Permits
• Parking and Transportation Permits
• Stormwater and Sanitary Sewer Permits
• Land Use Permits and Street Renaming

Adaptive reuse project applications could include one or more of  
the reviews listed above, but the most common DOTI review type 
discussed with DOTI staff and applicants is that of  the right of  
way permits. Larger project requests, such as rebuilding a street 
or alley, or adjusting the dimensions of  a right of  way, could be 
transferred to the SDP review process because of  the nature of  
the project, because of  its length, and because other departments 
will have to be involved in the process. For projects that stay in 
the Commercial Zoning process, DOTI permit applications are 
processed by DOTI staff, who are assigned one of  fifteen districts. 
Each of  the districts is assigned a ROW inspector, a mainline 
inspector, and a plumbing inspector. The permitting process for 
DOTI permits occurs through the City’s e-permit system.

a. Recommendations for Facilitating DOTI Review
In order to improve the DOTI review process, consider the follow-
ing changes:

• Publish the list of  inspectors by district map to make it easier 
for applicants to know who they will likely be meeting with.

• Clarify how the administrative variance process works
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Department of Public Health and Environment (DDPHE)
Review by the DDPHE is required to conduct a full plan review 
for all regulated facilities that are undergoing a change of  use, 
new construction, or an extensive remodel. An extensive remodel 
includes: 

• Increase in seating capacity by 20%
• Any alterations requiring a building code review
• Changes or alterations to non-public areas that result in 

reduction or increase of  total space by 25% or more
• Capabilities to handle food, equipment and utensils in a san-

itary manner have been diminished due to a food process or 
menu change that introduces new risks of  foodborne illness

Prior to submitting plans, an applicant may request a pre-applica-
tion meeting to discuss any concerns or questions with DDPHE, if  
desired. After an applicant submits plans (electronically or in per-
son), a review will be conducted by DDPHE staff to ensure com-
pliance with the rules and regulations. After the completed review, 
a notification email containing review comments will be sent to 
the primary contact. After the project is approved by DDPHE, an 
approval letter will be sent. The final step of  the DDPHE process 
is to schedule a final inspection after construction is completed 
and the facility is operational. This final inspection will result in a 
Certificate of  Occupancy (CO), if  all is approved. 

a. Recommendations for Facilitating DDPHE Review
In order to more clearly facilitate the DDPHE review of  an adap-
tive reuse project, consider the following process changes:

• More clearly identify a link to the plan review process on 
the DDPHE webpage so first-time applicants do not have to 
search the webpage for the information.

• Edit the “Plan Review Process” section on the DDPHE Plan 
Review webpage to have an additional step after “Notifi-
cation.” This step should outline how an applicant should 
respond to comments if  approval is not given upon the first 
review. Applicants need to understand how to meet the re-
quirements in a timely manner if  changes are required. 

• Provide a clear timeline for how long the DDPHE review 
process will take so applicants know when to check back in.

• Identify a point person for applicants to contact with ques-
tions before, during and after the inspection. Ideally, they 
could contact the inspector directly. This information should 
be provided on the department webpage.
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Fire Department (FD)
Fire safety inspections are conducted by the Denver Fire Depart-
ment for commercial occupancies in the City to ensure that prop-
erties are in compliance with the Denver Fire Code. Annual fire 
safety inspections are required by law and are typically performed 
by line fire fighters. However, these staff members are not trained 
to provide accurate code based answers for adaptive reuse project 
solutions. However, an informal pre-application meeting with Fire 
Prevention personnel that are trained in this skillset is available. 
This meeting allows an applicant to ask questions specific to the 
Fire Code and how it could impact design issues in the project. 
This informal pre-application meeting is free of  charge. However, 
if  an applicant wishes to discuss their project in detail with the 
Fire Prevention personnel prior to submitting an application for 
formal review, a fee will be charged.

A fire safety inspection can be scheduled by phone or email. A 
Fire Department inspector will check fire exits, emergency light-
ing, exit signs, fire-resistant separation, roadway access and fire 
lanes, and fire safety systems. They also will review the evacuation 
plan for the property. Any violations of  the fire code will be noted 
to property owners and, if  the issue cannot be corrected at that 
time on site, the Fire Department inspector will issue a notice 
requesting the condition be corrected as soon as possible. A re-in-
spection will be scheduled to confirm the issue has been resolved. 
An additional fee will be charged for each re-inspection. Initial 
fees and any re-inspection fees can be paid online.

a. Recommendations for Facilitating FD Review
Consider the following changes to the Fire Department’s existing 
processes for adaptive reuse projects.

• Incorporate FD review procedures on an adaptive reuse 
webpage. 

• Clearly identify the timeline for each step of  FD review in 
order to allow applicants to more carefully plan their project. 

• Create an adaptive reuse section on the existing Permits & 
Licensing page on the Fire Department webpage.
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Denver Economic Development & Opportunity (DEDO) – 
Neighborhood Equity and Stabilitzation (NEST) Program
While DEDO does not participate in any formal permitting 
review for adaptive reuse, the facilitation provided by DEDO, and 
specifically the NEST program, is related to facilitation that is 
needed to assist applicants in developing successful adaptive reuse 
projects. The Neighborhood Equity and Stabilization (NEST) 
program, administered by the Denver Economic Development 
& Opportunity (DEDO) department was created to preserve the 
culture and character of  neighborhoods in Denver experiencing 
significant change. One of  the target neighborhoods for the NEST 
program is East Colfax Avenue because of  its rapid change. 
Among many tasks, the NEST program assists small business 
owners in connecting with the appropriate City agencies including 
DOTI, the Department of  Finance, and the Mayor’s Office of  
Neighborhoods. While NEST staff does not serve in the role as an 
adaptive reuse coordinator, their work provides crucial assistance 
to adaptive reuse applicants. 

a. Recommendations for Facilitation through NEST
• Consider adding “Community Planning and Development” 

to the City Agencies list on the NEST webpage, as this is a 
crucial department for adaptive reuse projects. 

• Add an “Adaptive Reuse” section under “More Information” 
on the NEST webpage that includes a link to an adaptive 
reuse webpage and to the User’s Handbook. While detailed 
adaptive reuse information does not need to be added to this 
NEST webpage, notifying potential applicants of  the infor-
mation here will point them in the right direction.
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Recommendations for Improved Facilitation
In addition to recommendations specific to each department in-
volved in the review of  adaptive reuse projects, a series of  recom-
mendations for overall facilitation improvements for these projects 
is crucial to ensuring applicants receive the necessary guidance. 
These facilitation recommendations are split into two categories – 
improve internal organization and applicant facilitation. The first 
focuses on improvements staff can make within their departments 
and between departments that will ultimately assist the applicant, 
while applicant facilitation focuses on the interactions that occur 
between staff and the applicant to make adaptive reuse projects 
successful. 

Improve Internal Organization
i. Create an Adaptive Reuse Coordinator position to 

provide a central point of assistance.
A key to creating a successful adaptive reuse program is to estab-
lish a Coordinator Position that focuses on assisting applicants 
with their projects, keeping information updated, connecting 
applicants with the appropriate departments and resources, and 
learning about creative solutions that can be applied to other 
projects. While it is recommended that this position be within 
the  Community Planning and Development Department, there 
are other potential places that this position could be located as 
determined by City staff. Who the Coordinator reports to should 
also be discussed by staff to ensure it’s kept simple and easy, but 
also that the Coordinator remains connected with the necessary 
Departments, Divisions and staff.

Regardless of  the location of  the position, the Adaptive Reuse 
Coordinator should focus solely on the adaptive reuse program 
and should not be split between other department functions. The 
Adaptive Reuse Coordinator would assist in the following: 

• monitoring project permitting
• coordinating conversations between departments regarding 

adaptive reuse projects
• facilitate problem solving
• be the direct contact for adaptive reuse project applicants.

In order to assist the Coordinator in maintaining open channels 
of  interdepartmental communication (discussed below), creating 
an adaptive reuse contact in each department involved in project 
review is key. Staff members selected for these contact positions 
will hold other job titles, but each would be the first point of  con-
tact for the Coordinator should questions come up about distinct 
aspects of  an application. 



50 City of Denver, CO

ii.  Improve interdepartmental communication for 
reviewing adaptive reuse project applications

In order to create an efficient adaptive reuse program, staff in 
each of  the Departments involved in reviewing adaptive reuse 
applications must commit to meet to review challenges the appli-
cant has faced and creative solutions that can be offered by each 
department to assist the applicant in receiving design and permit 
approval while still meeting the objectives of  each department. 
While this meeting might not be required for every adaptive reuse 
project, those that are more complicated would benefit from an in-
terdepartmental meeting to move towards creative solutions faster. 
Upon initial application review and individual meeting review, the 
Adaptive Reuse Coordinator should determine whether the inter-
departmental meeting would benefit the project at hand.

When these meetings are determined necessary, those attending 
the meeting could be the contact person for each department as 
described above in the Coordinator recommendation, but should 
also be the reviewers assigned to a project. These reviewers should 
seek common solutions in the meeting and commit to performing 
simultaneous review when feasible to expedite the review process. 

iii. Establish a CPD “team” to assist with small scale project 
review

To assist the Coordinator, consider creating a small team of  CPD 
staff that can participate in initial project review to determine 
whether any problems with the application may arise. This process 
of  creating a team of  reviewers should be similar to that currently 
used by SDP review. 

iv. Coordinate project tracking
Develop a project tracking worksheet for applicants to utilize, 
that focuses on the application steps and when to talk to each 
department. This worksheet should be published on the CPD’s 
website and linked on other department websites (more on web-
sites below). Departments should also utilize this project tracking 
worksheet for mid-project signoffs as they refer an applicant to the 
subsequent department. The staff member reviewing the appli-
cation from each department should sign and date the worksheet 
before sending the applicant to the next department. This will also 
help the applicant remember who they discussed their project with 
in each department, and help them return to the same staff mem-
ber if  needed. For ease of  use, this worksheet should be available 
in hard copies in the CPD office, as a link on department web-
pages, and as part of  the tracking system on the e-permit website. 
If  willing, applicants should be encouraged to share their track-
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ing worksheet with the Coordinator to determine if  the overall 
tracking approach is working and if  this process assists projects in 
moving faster. 

v. Streamline review process
When conducting project review, each department should work to 
streamline their review process in order to make it easy to under-
stand and follow for all project applicants, but especially for those 
that have never gone through the process before. A streamlined 
review process will also eliminate any unnecessary steps that add 
time or cost expense and take away from a fast and efficient review 
process. While each department’s review process differs, streamlin-
ing includes examining extraneous review steps and consolidating 
steps where possible. 

vi. Document common solutions
While each project is unique, review processes that result in similar 
decision outcomes allow project applicants to learn from each oth-
er and to provide applications that will more likely result in favor-
able outcomes and efficient review processes. With this in mind, 
each department should record solutions to challenges that arise in 
project review in order to utilize similar solutions over time. 

For departments with a review process that utilizes one person or 
a designated person per area, the reviewer should record decisions 
that are made regarding design issues that arise so they can refer 
back to it when future applications contain the same design issues. 
This will help speed up the process for the reviewer and provide 
consistency in outcomes for applicants. 

For departments that assign reviewers based on who is available 
on the day an application arrives, a file or internal online tracking 
system should be developed to record information about a project 
and its design issues. This system should be utilized by reviewers 
to maintain consistency and accuracy between applications. If  so, 
decision making could be made more efficient and assist the appli-
cant in learning from previous projects. 

vii. Internal adaptive reuse flowchart
Create a flowchart for internal use that identifies who does what 
and when, in regards to adaptive reuse applications. This chart 
will help clarify the responsibilities of  the process and of  staff in-
volved in adaptive reuse projects to keep things moving efficiently. 
This chart should be updated regularly to ensure it remains up-to-
date.
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Applicant Facilitation
i. Ensure an applicant understands if their project qualifies 

as adaptive reuse 
Part of  adopting an adaptive reuse program means that an appli-
cant understands whether their project is truly an adaptive reuse 
project. The Adaptive Reuse Coordinator can help an applicant 
make this determination using the definition. In addition to the 
definition, consider establishing a series of  criteria for the pro-
gram. These criteria could be used to more succinctly define 
“adaptive reuse”, could be used to define which projects are given 
the assistance of  the Adaptive Reuse Coordinator, or which proj-
ects may be eligible for special incentives and benefits. Eligibility 
criteria could include the following: 

• Geographic area: Some programs include a defined area or 
adopt an overlay district as one of  their criteria to determine 
whether a property goes through the adaptive reuse pro-
gram. This criteria does not have to be limiting - it could be 
defined as a citywide program. 

• Zone District: determine whether only specific zone districts 
in the City qualify for the adaptive reuse program.

• Excluded uses: Some programs, such as the Phoenix adaptive 
reuse program, exclude certain use types from the eligible 
list. This potential eligibility criteria should be aligned with 
the Zone District, if  they both are included as criteria.

• Period of  vacancy or non-use: For some communities, one 
eligibility criteria is that a property must be vacant or unused 
for a defined time period. Five years is used by one of  the 
case study communities.

• Construction date: this factor ranges in the case study adap-
tive reuse programs described in Chapter 2 but ranges from 
1974 to 2000. Determine the years in which properties along 
East Colfax Avenue were constructed to then determine a 
cutoff year, if  this factor is desired as part of  the eligibility 
criteria. 

• Maximum building size: some adaptive reuse programs 
place a cap on the building size eligible for the program or 
create a set of  Tiers to classify buildings of  different sizes.

• Maximum lot size: In addition to defining a maximum 
building size that qualifies for the program, some commu-
nities couple that with a maximum lot size.
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ii. Offer pre-application meetings 
While offering a pre-application, or concept, meeting may seem to 
take more time and resources, allowing applicants to work on de-
sign solutions to potential issues raised by staff prior to application 
submittal will make the review more efficient and reduce the num-
ber of  re-reviews. A pre-application is currently available in some 
departments upon request but is not widely known as available, 
especially for first-time applicants. Therefore, the pre-application 
meeting should be formalized and advertised on department web-
pages. A formalized field within the e-permitting system should be 
developed in order to record information about the meeting. This 
will be helpful especially for departments that assign a reviewer 
randomly rather than a reviewer by geographic area. However, it 
is recommended that the same reviewer be assigned to the appli-
cation when the review process begins, if  possible.    

The descriptions below identify information specific to some of  
the departments interviewed during this study, in order to ensure 
the pre-application meeting addresses topics that most commonly 
arise as design issues later in the project. 

Offer a pre-application meeting with the Right-of-Way services 
reviewer assigned to the proposed project area in order to discuss 
any potential project issues such as streetscape, sidewalks, alley 
widening and closing curb cuts. This will give the applicant a 
better understanding of  the site issues that will be addressed in the 
review process, and help the applicant propose design solutions, if  
needed, prior to submittal. 

For applicants with a food use, pre-application meetings should be 
highly recommended, especially with a representative from Sew-
er Use and Drainage Permits in order to discuss the appropriate 
grease interceptor size to ensure the applicant does not plan for 
one that is larger (and more costly) than necessary. 

iii. Create a webpage dedicated to adaptive reuse
In order for potential adaptive reuse project applicants to have all 
the information and resources necessary, create a webpage (like-
ly housed within CPD’s dedicated webpages) that focuses solely 
on adaptive reuse. Information about adaptive reuse projects is 
currently scattered throughout the City’s website and department 
webpages, making it difficult for potential applicants to gain all 
the necessary information. This webpage should be linked to all 
relevant department webpages for easy access. 
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iv. Improve department webpages
In addition to providing links to an adaptive reuse-focused web-
page, departments should also make it easy for an applicant to find 
information about the review process as soon as they are on the 
webpage. The review process, staff contact(s), materials needed for 
submittal, approximately how long the process will take, the fee 
schedule and amounts, should be clearly accessible on each web-
page so an applicant is well informed before utilizing the e-permit 
system.

v. Develop adaptive reuse flowchart
Create an adaptive reuse flowchart that visually shows the depart-
ments involved in the review process and the approximate review 
time needed, along with links to the appropriate webpages. While 
this flowchart will be a simplified version of  the process, it will as-
sist applicants and provide a general understanding of  the process. 
This flowchart should be added to the adaptive reuse webpage 
and in the User’s Handbook and should be paired with the track-
ing sheet. 
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CHAPTER 7: PARTNERSHIPS & ASSISTANCE 
COMPONENT

Introduction
The partnerships and assistance component addresses ways that 
the adaptive reuse program can work with existing programs 
and initiatives, as well as potential financial assistance for project 
applicants. This component has two main parts, the first of  which 
focuses on City departments and nonprofits in the City that are 
not involved in the permitting part of  adaptive reuse projects but 
can assist adaptive reuse applicants in other ways. Assistance is 
also provided through financial incentive and technical assistance 
programs.  

Overview of Existing System
Existing incentives and partnerships make adaptively reusing 
structures along East Colfax Avenue feasible. During a project, 
applicants often contact the Denver Economic Development and 
Opportunity (DEDO) department to determine if  there are any 
available incentives that fit with the project. In addition to DEDO 
assistance, a range of  financial incentives and other assistance are 
available to property owners hoping to make an adaptive reuse 
project work. These incentives and programs are explained below. 

Current Incentives
i. Enterprise Zone
Enterprise Zones are a statewide tax credit program that allows 
local businesses in specific geographic areas to receive tax cred-
its against their state liability. Part of  the area identified for this 
study – the majority of  East Colfax Avenue between Colorado 
Boulevard and Yosemite – falls into the Denver County Enterprise 
Zone. Enterprise Zone tax incentives established by the state aim 
to assist those starting new businesses and to expand businesses 
within the designated zone. While there are a variety of  tax incen-
tives that may interest business owners along East Colfax Avenue, 
the Vacant Building Rehabilitation Credit is especially useful for 
adaptive reuse projects.

ii. Vacant Building Rehabilitation Tax Credit
This tax credit is available to any taxpayer that is the owner or 
tenant of  a building within the defined enterprise zone. If  the 
property qualifies, the taxpayer may claim an income tax credit 
for qualified expenditures for the purpose of  rehabilitating the 
building. The building must be at least 20 years old, have been 
unoccupied for at least two years and be rehabilitated for commer-
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cial use. Qualified expenditures include exterior improvements, 
structural improvements, mechanical improvements or electrical 
improvements. Expenditures that do not qualify include property 
acquisition, grading, new additions, furnishing, landscaping and 
any “soft costs” including insurance, loan fees and appraisals. 
More information about this tax credit can be found on the State 
of  Colorado’s Office of  Economic Development & International 
Trade, or through the DEDO website.

iii. State and Federal Rehabilitation Tax Credits
Some properties along East Colfax Avenue may qualify for state 
and federal rehabilitation tax credits, if  the property is listed in 
the National Register of  Historic Places, is listed in the State 
Register of  Historic Properties, and/or is designated as a Denver 
Landmark. Note that work done to a historic property that may 
qualify for one of  these tax credits may also require a Certificate 
of  Appropriateness from Denver Landmark Preservation prior to 
beginning work. Landmark Preservation staff assists applicants in 
determining whether the Certificate of  Appropriateness is re-
quired and helps them through the design review process.

The State Historic Preservation Income Tax Credit is available 
for preservation and rehabilitation work on designated historic 
properties. Along the East Colfax corridor, these will mostly be 
commercial projects, which can receive up to a 25% credit and 
a higher maximum credit than the residential program. Detailed 
information regarding how a property qualifies and how someone 
can apply can be found on the Colorado Office of  Economic De-
velopment and International Trade website.

The Federal Rehabilitation Tax Credit is available for the rehabil-
itation of  income-producing buildings (owner-occupied residential 
buildings do not qualify) that are listed on the National Register 
of  Historic Places. Properties listed in the State and Local Regis-
ters do not qualify. This is a 20% tax credit that must be used for 
qualified rehabilitation expenses (as defined by the IRS). The work 
must be done in compliance with the Secretary of  the Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation. More information about the 20% 
tax credit can be found on the Technical Preservation Services 
webpage of  the National Park Service website. 
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Recommendations for Current Incentive Programs
i. Incorporate incentive information on adaptive reuse 

webpage
While information about each of  the incentive programs can be 
found online, there is not currently a consolidated location for 
information about financial incentives or other assistance. In order 
for applicants to effectively plan their adaptive reuse project before 
jumping into the permitting stage, a single location for informa-
tion about incentives is needed. Incentive information should be 
included in the User’s Handbook and the adaptive reuse web-
page, which should be linked from each department webpage so 
applicants can access the information from many avenues. Once 
the Coordinator position is established, they can help provide this 
information to applicants as well. 

Ongoing, Related Projects 
In order to be successful, the adaptive reuse program must work 
with other programs and address other initiatives.

i. East and East Central Area Plans
The current drafts of  the East and East Central Area Plans pro-
vide a vision for land use, urban design, housing, mobility, parks 
and the local economy for the next 20 years. Among the policy 
recommendations in these plans, “establishing an adaptive reuse 
ordinance that eliminates existing barriers to reusing structures” 
is noted, and highlights the importance of  studying existing reg-
ulations to determine ways to facilitate the adaptive reuse of  
properties along the corridor. While these plans are expected to be 
adopted in 2020, this paper is the first of  a series of  implementa-
tion actions from the Area  Plans that have begun. 

ii. Colfax Corridor Connections: Bus Rapid Transit
Since 2017, the City has been working to establish a Bus Rapid 
Transit (BRT) system along Colfax Avenue. This project identi-
fies a series of  stops along East Colfax that would increase access 
to 280,000 jobs and provide a faster travel time for destinations 
along the corridor, connecting travelers from Union Station to the 
Anschutz Medical Campus. Its location along East Colfax will also 
serve the adaptive reuse projects in the project area identified for 
this study. The development phase of  the BRT project is expected 
to begin in 2022. This upgraded transit system provides hope for 
increased pedestrian and bus traffic, and easier access, to the many 
destinations along East Colfax, including adaptively reused build-
ings. 
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iii. Discover Denver – Citywide Building Survey
Discover Denver is a citywide building survey focused on identi-
fying the buildings that help tell Denver’s story. Some of  the city’s 
buildings are well-known and associated with famous individuals 
or events, but most have stories still waiting to be discovered. The 
program is a partnership between Historic Denver, Inc. and the 
City and County of  Denver. It aims to identify buildings that are 
historically, architecturally or culturally significant. Once collect-
ed, the survey information for the adaptive reuse pilot program 
area may assist in determining appropriate treatment for build-
ings along the corridor. It may also provide a better look at which 
buildings are candidates for adaptive reuse and can be incentiv-
ized to be reused. 

Partners 
While adaptive reuse program implementation will focus on 
changes that can be made to City policies, regulations and process, 
it is also important to recognize external partners that can assist in 
making the program work. 

i. Business Improvement Districts and Their Directors
A BID is a special district that provides enhanced services to its 
members by providing a self-governed annual assessment to all the 
property owners within the district. A BID is formed by petition 
and special election. Three Business Improvement Districts (BID) 
operate in the defined project area along the East Colfax corridor 
– the Colfax Ave BID, the Bluebird BID, and the Colfax Mayfair 
BID. Each of  these BIDs also work closely with the City to imple-
ment economic development, placemaking, public safety and ad-
vocacy tools. Each BID has a Director and Board. The Directors 
of  each of  the three BIDs along East Colfax have been involved in 
this project and will be key advocates for successfully implement-
ing the program, as they work closely with property owners on a 
daily basis.

ii. Non-Profits
In addition to working with BIDs and their Directors, who are 
focused on key areas of  the East Colfax Corridor, non-profit 
organizations throughout Denver can also serve as an important 
partner in advocating for adaptive reuse and assisting applicants. 
For instance, in Historic Denver’s efforts to “protect and honor 
Denver’s unique identity for all generations,” preserving buildings 
along East Colfax and ensuring they remain in active use falls 
directly in line with the goal of  adaptive reuse projects. 
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Recommendations 
Implementing the adaptive reuse program will not only require 
citywide support, but will need assistance from external partners 
and funds to help property owners make their projects a reality.

Explore Updates to Existing Incentives and Opportunities for 
New Incentives
Providing financial incentives for property and business owners 
supports adaptive reuse work along East Colfax. However, regu-
larly reviewing the requirements for the incentives, and looking for 
opportunities to establish new incentives is needed. 

i. Revise Vacant Building Rehabilitation Tax Credit 
Requirements

Consider ways to reduce or remove the requirement that a prop-
erty needs to be vacant for at least 2 years to qualify in order for 
properties along East Colfax to be eligible. This could include 
starting a statewide advocacy push to remove the requirement or 
determining if  an exemption for this corridor or the City of  Den-
ver is possible. 

ii. Create an incentive that favors longer lease terms
Investigate an incentive that leads to longer lease terms along East 
Colfax in a holistic way as to not have unintended negative con-
sequences to the variety of  lessees along the corridor. This recom-
mendation is in response to the development pressures along East 
Colfax that have led some property owners to move to month to 
month leases. While this could prove profitable for an owner hop-
ing to sell, it makes it challenging for a business owner renting that 
space and hoping to stay for the foreseeable future. 

iii. Increase Project Coordination
Providing clearer coordination between departments for adaptive 
reuse project applications in order to reduce unnecessary delays 
and unnecessary spending is critical. This is particularly evident 
through the requests for right-of-way improvements that prop-
erty owners are required to complete, despite the large fund set 
aside for updates associated with the BRT project. A coordinated 
approach to this issue is needed in order to reduce the financial 
burden that is passed along to property owners.



60 City of Denver, CO

iv. Connect BID Directors and the Adaptive Reuse 
Coordinator

Once a Coordinator is hired for the program, conversations and 
coordination with the BID Directors should occur on a regular 
basis, perhaps quarterly. While it’s likely that the conversations will 
happen more regularly, establishing a regular meeting time will 
provide an opportunity to review any key issues BID Directors are 
hearing from their members, and also provide a chance to review 
successful projects and those that need assistance. 

v. Explore partnerships with non-profit organizations
Consider expanding existing City partnerships with non-profit 
organizations or creating new partnerships that focus on adaptive-
ly reusing buildings. While a non-profit’s main objective may not 
be to ensure buildings along East Colfax are adaptively reused, the 
act of  reusing buildings may be in line with their objectives of  sus-
tainability, character preservation, historic building preservation or 
supporting local entrepreneurs, among many other potential goals. 
The Adaptive Reuse Coordinator should seek out these partner-
ships to distribute the program advocacy and implementation 
work.



61Adaptive Reuse Strategy Paper

CHAPTER 8: EDUCATION COMPONENT
Introduction
A key finding in researching adaptive reuse in Denver is the lack 
of  information to help owners plan a successful project. The 
educational component of  the adaptive reuse program focuses 
on providing information to property and business owners that 
will help them plan their projects to be successful and on honing 
the skills of  staff in those departments engaged in permitting and 
facilitating creative solutions to problems.

Property and business owners are primary clients for education, 
as are contractors and design professionals. Staff of  Non-Govern-
mental Organizations (NGOs) who engage in neighborhood revi-
talization, such as BID directors, are also potential beneficiaries. 
Among City staff, technical training also is needed that specifically 
addresses adaptive reuse.

Educational initiatives take a variety of  forms, including:
1. Print publications
2. Online information
3. Hands-on training
4. One-on-one consultations

For the public, information is needed in these content areas:
1. How to develop a plan for an adaptive reuse project
2. How to evaluate the condition of  a property as part of  due 

diligence 
3. How to navigate the permitting process
4. How to make use of  flexibility that is available in existing 

codes and regulations

For City staff, training should occur in these areas:
1. Understanding how different departments interface in their 

permitting processes
2. How to coordinate permitting among departments to 

achieve positive results
3. Enhancing skills in applying flexibility in regulations
4. Sharing of  case studies of  successful adaptive reuse solutions
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Overview of Existing System
Currently, no formal educational initiative exists for users in any 
of  the key departments related to permitting for or facilitating 
adaptive reuse projects. This is a major gap that should be ad-
dressed in an adaptive reuse program. Even where flexibility 
already exists in the system, it will not be perceived as being 
user-friendly if  the process is unpredictable or time consuming. 
Providing information that focuses on creative problem-solving 
can change perceptions and stream-line project realization. The 
party responsible for this educational initiative should be the same 
department within which the Coordinator ends up. The Coordi-
nator should be in charge of  leading these educational outreach 
initiatives, but can request assistance from staff that are the “ex-
pert” on the topic. 

Recommendations 
A robust education component should be developed for the adap-
tive reuse program. This should include print material and online 
information. It also should include training programs for staff in 
key departments.

Develop a User’s Handbook for Adaptive Reuse
The Handbook should provide information that helps property 
owners and business owners plan their projects to be successful. 
It should include an overview of  how various permitting process-
es interrelate and provide examples of  successful projects. This 
should contain:

• An explanation of  the typical permitting processes that one 
would encounter

• An overview of  how flexibility is available for adaptive reuse 
projects

• Case studies that demonstrate how flexibility in a variety of  
regulations may combine in an individual project

• Links to key contacts in the departments who can help with 
adaptive reuse

The User’s Handbook should be regularly updated so that the 
information and links remain up-to-date. This effort should be led 
by the Coordinator, who may request assistance from other staff in 
updating the document. (Note: A first draft of  a User’s Handbook 
is being produced, as a separate but concurrent task along with 
this strategy paper.) 
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Custom-tailor Webpages for Adaptive Reuse
Develop webpages specifically targeted at adaptive reuse. Im-
proved webpages for each department as well as an overall 
adaptive reuse webpage, as discussed in Chapter 5, are needed. 
Consider creating other materials that focus on specific aspects of  
the program and can be given to applicants that come to the City 
offices asking for assistance. These materials could also be given to 
BID Directors to distribute as needed. 

Professional web site designers will know the best way to design 
the framework for a user seeking help about adaptive reuse, but 
these are some general principles to consider:

1. Create a clear path through web pages that is progressive 
and intuitive, so users feel they are getting closer to the con-
tent they are seeking.

2. Use terms and menu names that will be understood by lay 
people.

3. Use mega-menus that allow users to compare multiple path-
ways to information at a glance to understand where they 
may search next.

4. Use well-labeled links and buttons.
5. Optimize site search tools to return relevant and accurate 

results.
6. Optimize website performance for various devices (i.e. desk-

top, laptop, mobile, or tablet).

This effort should be directed by the Adaptive Reuse Coordinator, 
but ideally completed by the Communications Department, who 
understands the ins and outs of  the website.

Host Educational Sessions for Applicants
Offering in-person or virtual educational sessions will be a highly 
efficient delivery method. As an initial step, consider hosting a 
general training session annually. This session should be facili-
tated by the (proposed) Adaptive Reuse Coordinator, with staff 
from other departments providing parts of  the curriculum. More 
detailed informational sessions also should be staged. For example, 
consider restarting the annual restaurant informational session 
that once was staged. 
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Expand Training for Staff in Key Departments
It is important that staff in all relevant departments understand 
the objectives of  an adaptive reuse program and how they can 
contribute to its success. Training sessions that build a sense of  
teamwork are key. This should include understanding how individ-
ual permitting requirements interface with others as well as how 
they may work together to achieve creative solutions to individual 
problems. As an initial step, establish an annual inter-departmen-
tal adaptive reuse training session to teach staff about the process, 
explain the issues that may come up and study how those issues 
have been solved in the past by each department. This initial 
training session should be led by the Coordinator or by staff in 
CPD that is most familiar with the adaptive reuse program at this 
point.

Promote More Targeted Training in Individual Departments
Some training sessions must be more technical in nature and best 
occur within individual departments. For example, assure that staff 
in the building department receive current training in applica-
tion of  the International Existing Building Code as it specifically 
relates to adaptive reuse projects. These targeted training sessions 
could be hosted by the Coordinator or CPD, but it may make 
more sense to have an individual from the relevant department 
lead them. The staff from each department involved in the initial 
staff meetings about the adaptive reuse program may be good 
candidates to train the other staff in their departments.
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APPENDIX A: PROPERTY TYPES IN THE PILOT STUDY AREA

The following pages include a series of  images divided by property variables seen along East Colfax 
- open space patterns and building location on the site, special features such as roof  form, unique 
architectural styles and roof-mounted billboards, and existing uses. Photos are also divided into form 
based building categories to illustrate the range of  building types currently found along East Colfax. 
A short description is provided for each category and captions identify the key features for the prop-
erties shown. While some images are used multiple times to illustrate a range of  features, not every 
building along East Colfax appears in an image in this appendix. The images included are intended 
to provide a sample of  conditions along East Colfax. 

This appendix aims to recognize the wide range of  property types, uses and existing conditions 
that are currently present along the East Colfax corridor. This wide range of  conditions also brings 
attention to the important factor that each adaptive reuse project is unique and presents its own set 
of  challenges, many of  which are based on the existing conditions of  the site or building. As such, 
consideration of  creative solutions and flexibilities, as presented in this report, are needed for many 
adaptive reuse projects.
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Lot Size

Properties along East Colfax Avenue vary in many of their characteristics, including the size of the 
lot. Lot size influences the size of a potential building or additions to an existing building, the location 
and amount of parking and public realm opportunities. The size of a lot can also create challenges for 
tenants and property owners wishing to complete improvements to their site. The map below focuses 
on the properties along the East Colfax Avenue corridor and divides them into four categories of lot 
size. The images below display a handful of properties for each lot size category to understand the 
four categories and the range of property types within each category.
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Lot Size

The photos on this page illustrate two of the four listed lot sizes - those less than 10,890 square feet, 
and those between 10,891 square feet and 21,780 square feet.

Sample Lots between 10,891sf and 21,780sf

Northwest corner of Colfax and York

Southeast corner of Colfax and Pearl

Sample Lots less than 10,890 square feet

Northeast corner of Colfax and Humboldt

Northwest corner of Colfax and Fillmore
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Lot Size

The photos on this page illustrate two of the four listed lot sizes - those between 21,781 square feet 
and 43,560 square feet, and those greater than 43,560 square feet. 

Northeast corner of Colfax and Franklin

Northeast corner of Colfax and Jackson

Southeast corner of Colfax and York

Sample Lots between 21,781sf and 43,560sf

Sample Lots over 43,560sf

Northeast corner of Colfax and Clarkson

Southwest corner of Colfax and Marion

Northeast corner of Colfax and Josephine
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Open Space Patterns/Locations - Front

This design variable focuses on identifying the open space on a site based on where the building is 
placed. Open space can be located in a variety of places on the site, and is an important variable for 
applicants, developers and all involved with an adaptive reuse project to understand prior to begin-
ning a project. The existing open space on a site can provide an opportunity for building expansion, 
parking placement, outdoor spaces or improvement landscaping, all of which could be important 
components of an adaptive reuse project.

This first open space variable focuses on open space located at the front of a lot between the build-
ing and the front lot line. From the street, open space at the front of the lot is highly visible. Current 
conditions along East Colfax, as shown in the images below, often include open space that is used for 
parking.
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Open Space Patterns/Locations - Side

Like the previous design variable of open space at the front of the property, this design variable focus-
es on properties that currently have open space to the side of the building. Properties that fit into this 
category most often contain a long, narrow building located at the front of the lot that extends back 
into the lot, often going from the front to the rear property lines. As seen in the pictures below, this 
building form and location on the site can accommodate a variety of uses.
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Open Space Patterns/Locations - Rear

While front and side open space along East Colfax is fairly common, some buildings contain open 
space at the rear of the lot. The images below display this scenario which is often used for utilities, 
parking or a function associated with the business.
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Open Space Patterns/Locations - Corner Lots

In addition to lots that contain open space in one location, the corner lot condition often includes 
lots where open space wraps the building on the front and side, or sometimes the side and rear. The 
images below illustrate a few examples of corner lots along East Colfax that contain open space on the 
front and side of the building.
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Open Space Patterns/Locations - None

While many lots along East Colfax contain some amount of open space, there are others that cov-
er the entirety of the site. The images below show a few examples of this lot condition, in which the 
building is built from front to rear lot line and to the side lot lines. This condition does not provide 
opportunity to reuse existing open space for a new use in an adaptive reuse project, but there are 
often other creative ways to reuse part of an existing site and building.
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Special Features

Roof-mounted billboard Googie architecture - folded plate roof 
form

Exaggerated gable roof forms with deep 
overhang, just one of many unique roof 
form types along East Colfax

Unique signage

Many motels along E. Colfax exhibit unique 
features, such as a drive-thru overhang and 
special signage, as shown above.

One story addition in front of existing build-
ing

Many lots and building along East Colfax include unique features that range from architectural style 
to a billboard affixed to the roof of the building. These features often identify a building along the 
corridor, creating a sense of place. They also provide an opportunity for highlighting these existing 
features in an adaptive reuse project to maintain the sense of place while using the building for a new 
use.
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Existing Use

Coffee shop

Auto body shopGas station

Brewery/restaurant (with outdoor/event 
space)

A significant part of the East Colfax corridor’s unique character stems from the mix of building uses. 
Current uses along the corridor include restaurants, coffee shops, clothing stores, motels and auto 
repair shops. In order to maintain the character of East Colfax, a range of building uses is desirable. 
While some existing uses may lend themselves more easily to adaptive reuse projects than others, the 
existing use does not preclude a property from being adaptively reused. The images below illustrate a 
range of existing uses along East Colfax.
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Sandwich shop Commercial space (gym)

Existing Use  (cont.)

Clothing store Restaurant

Restaurant, fast/casual Fast food
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Motel (being converted into gallery and 
micro-units)

Retail storefront House with commercial addition along 
street

Existing Use (cont,)

Doggy daycare (former auto shop)

Carwash
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Form-based Building Categories - Residential

This form consists of what were historically single-family houses and what are likely to be some of the 
oldest structures along the corridor. 

• Lot Coverage: Medium to low
• Open Space: Small side yards with medium front setback and potentially large rear setback
• Special Features: Some of the oldest structures with elaborate Victorian details, gabled roofs, 

decorative windows, and front porches. 
• Existing Uses: Typically office or retail with some possibly remaining residential. 
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Form-based Building Categories - Main Street

This form consists of buildings that were constructed for commercial use as the Colfax Corridor 
began to transition away from a predominantly residential character. These may also be some of the 
older structures along Colfax. 

• Lot Coverage: High to medium
• Open Space: Typically small rear setback and occasionally small side setback. 
• Special Features: May have unique architectural details, large street-facing windows and en-

trances immediately off the sidewalk. 
• Existing Uses: Retail, food service, office
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Form-based Building Categories - Residential with Main 
Street Adaption

This form consists of what were historically single-family houses that have had small one- to two-sto-
ry commercial additions that match the Main Street form. Often the house is still visible behind the 
commercial addition. 

• Lot Coverage: High to medium
• Open Space: Small side setback or potentially large rear setback. 
• Special Features: Blend of residential and commercial architecture with either presenting 

interesting or unique architectural details. Large street-facing windows and entrances imme-
diately off the sidewalk. 

• Existing Uses: Retail, food service, office
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Form-based Building Categories - Motel

This form consists of what were historically motels, typically one- to two-stories in height with exte-
rior hallways open to the elements and individual exterior doors to each room all oriented around a 
large parking area. Each motel also features a lobby/office area typically towards the street. 

• Lot Coverage: Medium
• Open Space: Large parking areas at side or in central courtyard.
• Special Features: Unique roof forms, distinctive signage, port cocheres, and office/lobby ele-

ments that engage with the street through large windows and entrances immediately off the 
sidewalk. 

• Existing Uses: Hospitality
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Form-based Building Categories - Auto-oriented/ 
Industrial

This form consists of a variety of building types ranging from simple masonry or stucco boxes to 
gas stations with the canopies over the gas pumps, or restaurants that provide drive-through service. 
Some industrial or garage buildings will have irregular plans. A unifying factor of this type is ample 
paved area on at least one side to accommodate parking or driveways. 

• Lot Coverage: Medium to low
• Open Space: Typically, large parking areas or driveways at front and side. Sometimes with 

large parking area at side and small front set back with landscaping. Sometimes also with 
parking at rear. 

• Special Features: Some unique roof forms or distinctive signage, ample parking, large open-
ings (windows or garage doors). 

• Existing Uses: Food service, auto sales or service (garages, gas stations, car washes, etc.) retail, 
or industrial. 
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APPENDIX B: SCREENSHOTS OF ADAPTIVE REUSE WEBSITES 
IN OTHER COMMUNITIES

The following pages include screenshots from three successful adaptive reuse programs: Tuscon, 
AZ; Phoenix, AZ; and Los Angeles, CA. Each series of  pages, organized by city, illustrate the ease 
of  finding information about planning an adaptive reuse project, which should be easily accessible 
through a Google search as well as a search on the City webpage. For these three programs, a Goo-
gle search brings up multiple links that are helpful in learning more about adaptive reuse. The City 
of  Denver should consider investing in search engines to ensure information about the program is 
highlighted at the forefront. 

A centralized adaptive reuse page for each community is also available and consolidates information 
about the program for business owners, property owners, and the development community. Subse-
quent pages are often linked to the overall adaptive reuse webpage to ensure more detailed informa-
tion about the program or related initiatives is easily accessible. These pages often include graphics 
that simplify the process or key information to assist applicants. Some of  these pages are shown in 
the screenshots that follow.

Recommendations in the Strategy Paper describe the importance of  creating a centralized webpage 
for Denver’s adaptive reuse program. Studying the webpages included in this appendix provides a 
starting point for a new webpage on the City of  Denver’s website that hosts an overview and key 
information for the program. This tool, in addition to the other recommendations in the strategy 
paper, will create a more accessible adaptive reuse program that fosters investment in small business-
es in adaptively reused buildings in the pilot study area.
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Tucson, AZ

Adaptive reuse overview page 1

Adaptive reuse overview page 2



  B3Adaptive Reuse Materials from Other Communities: Sample Screenshots

Tucson, AZ

Adaptive reuse overview page 3: snapshot of toolkit information
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Tucson, AZ

Adaptive reuse overview page 4: examples of successful projects

Adaptive reuse overview page 5: examples of successful projects
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Phoenix, AZ

Adaptive Reuse Homepage

Adaptive Reuse Brochure
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Phoenix, AZ

Adaptive Reuse Eligibility

Adaptive Reuse Policies page 1
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Phoenix, AZ

Adaptive Reuse Policies page 2

Adaptive Reuse Policies page 3
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Phoenix, AZ

Adaptive Reuse Program FAQ’s

Adaptive Reuse Fee Incentive Eligibility Criteria
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Phoenix, AZ

Adaptive Reuse Incentive Application page 1

Adaptive Reuse Incentive Application page 2
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Los Angeles, CA

Incentives & Resources page 1

 Incentives & Resources page 2
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Los Angeles, CA

Incentives & Resources page 3

Adaptive Reuse projects (LA DBS) page 1
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Los Angeles, CA

 Adaptive Reuse projects (LA DBS) page 2
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Los Angeles, CA

Adaptive Reuse permits (LA DBS) page 1: process chart
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Los Angeles, CA

Adaptive Reuse permits page 2: guidelines

Adaptive Reuse permits page 3: guidelines 
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Los Angeles, CA

Adaptive Reuse permits page 4: guidelines
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