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Introduction

Downtown Denver is the cultural and economic heart of the city and of the Rocky
Mountains region. This document aims to ensure the level of design quality and
neighborhood activity generated by new development, renovations, and other
improvements are consistent with the exceptional potential presented by this area.

DOWNTOWN URBAN DESIGN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES Introduction 01



Overview

Evolution of Downtown Denver

Over the last 50 years Denver’s Downtown skyline has
been slowly transforming. Today, Downtown Denver
has the tallest buildings within at least 500 miles of
the city and continues to evolve and grow in response
to urban growth trends, market demands, employment
opportunities, and improved transportation networks.

Prior to large high-rise buildings, Downtown Denver
had a dense urban fabric, comprised of stone and brick
buildings, many of which still remain and have been
designated with historic status. These buildings bring
a richness to Downtown Denver through their historic
integrity, building scale, street activation, architectural
details, craftsmanship, and quality of finishes.

Much of the high-rise development of the 1970s and
1980s was driven by maximizing floor plate sizes and
generally catered to an auto-oriented culture of oversized
streets. As a result, development often lacked a sense

of street enclosure, ground floor facade transparency,
articulation and activation, and did not reflect the Human
Scale or positively impact the Public Realm. Moreover,
while Downtown Denver developed with a large core

of commercial uses, it never realized a true mixed-use
pattern that also included residential, civic, and cultural
facilities and Open Space. Denver was not alone in this
type of planning and development, and many American
cities were plagued with similar outcomes of downtowns
with active daytime employment centers, but vacant and
dangerous nighttime spaces. More recently, many cities
have sought to correct this by using zoning and other
tools to encourage a vibrant, 24-hour mix of uses in
downtown locations.

Through Blueprint Denver, the citywide land use and
transportation plan, Downtown has been identified as
an appropriate place for high intensity development.
While continuing to develop a distinctive skyline,
Downtown Denver’s new development should foster

a better relationship with the street and Public Realm
through smaller block sizes, facade breakdown, and
intentional building placement. The aim is to achieve a

built environment that respects the pedestrian, promotes a

true mixture of uses, and activates the Public Realm with
successful and vibrant ground floor uses.
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Downtown

The Downtown Urban Design Standards and Guidelines
(DSG) address three distinctive downtown neighborhoods,
Arapahoe Square, Central Platte Valley - Auraria and Golden
Triangle. These DSG will help guide context-sensitive,
vibrant urban neighborhoods in these rapidly evolving areas.

Applicability

The Downtown DSG shall apply to properties in Denver
Zoning Code D-AS-12+, D-AS-20+, D-CPV-T, D-CPV-R,
D-CPV-C, D-GT, or Former Chapter 59 B-8-G zone districts.
DSG documents and review processes that previously
applied to these areas including the Arapahoe Square DSG,
Central Platte Valley-Auraria DSG, and Golden Triangle
B-8-G Design Guidelines are no longer applicable.

All new construction, additions, adaptive reuse, exterior
improvements, signs, and new or expanded outdoor use
areas proposed in these areas shall follow these DSG.
Modifications to telecommunications facilities that are
not determined to be “physically substantial” according
to Denver Zoning Code Section 11.5.2.4.A, Modifications
and Collocations that are Physically Substanial, shall not
be subject to these DSG.

This document sets forth intent statements, design
standards, and design guidelines that provide the basis
for review of proposed development on private properties
and associated improvements in privately-managed Right-
of-Way. Public Right-of-Way shall continue to be reviewed
by the Department of Transportation and Infrastructure
and their requirements, which may deviate from these
DSG. The Zoning Administrator shall utilize design review
findings by staff and the Downtown Design Advisory Board
when making a determination of Approval, Approval with
Conditions, or Denial for proposed projects in Arapahoe
Square, CPV-Auraria, and Golden Triangle.

DOWNTOWN URBAN DESIGN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES
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A Vision for High Quality Design

The purpose of the Downtown DSG is to foster the

vision established by the variety of neighborhood plans
including the Downtown Area Plan (2007), Downtown
Area Plan Amendment (2018), Northeast Downtown
Neighborhoods Plan (2011) and Golden Triangle
Neighborhood Plan (2014) which set clear expectations
for the level of design quality expected for development
of Downtown Denver. The DSG guides the form, scale,
character, and quality of individual projects to ensure that
Arapahoe Square, CPV-Auraria and Golden Triangle evolve
into mixed-use neighborhoods with a distinctive identity
within the Downtown context.

Downtown Denver’s Guiding Principles

Development within Arapahoe Square, CPV-Auraria, and
Golden Triangle should be well-designed and detailed,
such that it can be appreciated when viewed as a part

of the city skyline and at the most intimate level by the
pedestrian. The guiding principles that follow support the
vision for Downtown Denver by describing the overarching
design goals for the neighborhoods. These principles

are further reinforced by the intent statements, design
standards, and guidelines to support a densely populated,
mixed-use neighborhood with a distinctive identity in
Downtown. Each project should express excellence in
design and raise the bar for others to follow.

Sense of Place. A sense of place will be achieved
through a cohesive and well-designed environment

that contributes to one’s perception of being within a
particular district. A neighborhood built around intimate
block sizes, proportional scale relationships between
Streetwall height and the width of the street, and well-
detailed architecture that relates to the street will
distinguish this area from others. Activated Off-Street
Pedestrian Connections that become special refuge areas
among busy streets can support a unique identity for

the district. A well-detailed Public Realm that shares a
common design language and engages active ground
floor uses contributes to a legibility and liveliness that is
comfortable, safe, and inviting year-round.

04 Introduction
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1. A proportionate sense of street enclosure, breakdown of
building massing, well-articulated facades, ample sidewalk
space, and landscape elements all contribute to a comfortable
and engaging street that reflects Human Scale.

2. A cohesive and well-designed environment, that includes
positive building form and design and the Public Realm
contributes to a sense of place and one’s perception of being
within a particular district.
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Human Scale. Moderate block sizes and a fine-grained
network of pedestrian connections will organize Arapahoe
Square, CPV-Auraria, and Golden Triangle into smaller
building sites that promote a sense of Human Scale.
Buildings that clearly define the Streetwall and utilize

a variety of methods to break down large facades into
smaller components further contribute to a comfortable
scale in the urban environment. Additional architectural
elements such as windows, fenestration, cornices, and
materials, and the design of the streetscape add the final
layers that speak to the sense of Human Scale. The lower
four to five stories of the building are especially important
as they are within a pedestrian’s direct and peripheral
view. Above five stories, articulation with vertical

and horizontal elements, like recessed or protruding
balconies, help break down massive building facades.

Creativity. Innovative and distinctive design solutions
will help define the future character of Downtown
Denver. Creative building design that creates distinctive
architectural forms contributes to the sense of place,
adds visual interest, and becomes a beacon for
residents, employees, and visitors to experience.
Streets that prioritize people and transit and incorporate
neighborhood-wide Open Space and stormwater
infrastructure can become a green network drawing nature
into the district. Flexibility and creativity are inherent

to the design envisioned for this area with multiple
opportunities to push the boundaries in exchange for
other community benefits.

Context. Design in Arapahoe Square, CPV-Auraria, and
Golden Triangle will consider surrounding buildings,
neighborhoods, and uses to create an interconnected
district with contextual relationships throughout. Building
Massing that responds to the adjacent and surrounding
context supports a coordinated approach to a comfortable
Public Realm and ensures appropriate transitions between
neighboring structures. While each site may be developed
and designed by a different team, thus taking on different
shapes and forms, collectively they are harmonious within
the district and contribute to an overarching idea that

is reflective of its context, zoning, and other natural or
human-made characteristics.

DOWNTOWN URBAN DESIGN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES
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Sustainability. Social, economic, and environmental
sustainability are promoted in Arapahoe Square, CPV-
Auraria, and Golden Triangle through various mechanisms
that occur at a range of scales. Blocks and streets

that incorporate interconnected Off-Street Pedestrian
Connections, Enhanced Setbacks, Parks and Open Space
promote high levels of pedestrian activity and knit together
green infrastructure to clean water before it enters the
South Platte River or Cherry Creek. Buildings that are
shaped to preserve access to natural light and air also
support a vibrant, active, and economically viable Street
Level. Building design and construction will incorporate
sustainable materials and assembly methods that meet
performance and durability criteria using current emerging
technologies and low impact development practices.

LN |
3. Social, economic, and environmental sustainability are
promoted through various mechanisms that occur at a range of

scales.
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Policy & Regulatory
Foundation

The Downtown DSG serve as one of several documents
that are part of the City’s planning and development
process for Arapahoe Square, CPV-Auraria, and Golden
Triangle. The DSG’s are intended to implement adopted
City regulations, plans, and policies. Key policy

and regulatory documents relevant to Downtown are
summarized below. All documents are available for
download at www.denvergov.org/CPD.

Comprehensive Plan 2040

Denver Comprehensive Plan 2040 establishes six vision
elements to serve as the backbone of Denver’s future:
Equitable, Affordable and Inclusive; Strong and Authentic
Neighborhoods; Connected, Safe and Accessible Places;
Economically Diverse and Vibrant; Environmentally
Resilient; and Healthy and Active. The goals are clear

and concise, but are meant to provide flexibility over
time. It is used as the guiding document for city leaders,
institutions and community members to shape the city we
will become over the next twenty years.

Blueprint Denver 2019

Blueprint Denver is a citizen-driven, integrated land-use
and transportation plan. The plan was adopted by City
Council in 2019 and aims to enhance Denver life through
the three elements of a complete neighborhood: Land Use
and Built Form; Mobility; Quality of Live Infrastructure.
Blueprint Denver aims to create an inclusive city using the
three elements of complete neighborhoods, by creating
great places accessible to everyone, regardless of age,
ability or income. Blueprint Denver provides a nuanced
way to handle growth and development, preserving

our most cherished historic and cultural assets while
directing growth to key centers, corridors and high density
residential areas where there are underutilized land and
strong transportation options. Responsibly handling
Denver’s share of the region’s growth can bring positive
economic benefits and placemaking opportunities that
help the city achieve its vision and goals.
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Northeast Downtown Neighborhoods
Plan 2011

The Northeast Downtown Neighborhoods Plan is the most
current planning document for Arapahoe Square. It was
adopted by City Council in 2011 as an element of the
Denver Comprehensive Plan 2000. It is used by public
agencies, utility service providers, neighborhood and
business organizations, residents, business owners, land
owners and private developers to shape development and
public improvements in Arapahoe Square.

Downtown Area Plan 2007

The Downtown Area Plan (2007) established more
detailed policies for the Downtown area which includes
Lower Downtown, Commercial Core, Cultural Core, Golden
Triangle, Ballpark, Arapahoe Square, Auraria Campus, and
three distinct areas of the Central Platte Valley.

Downtown Area Plan Amendment 2018

The Downtown Area Plan Amendment establishes

the overall vision and describes a set of goals and
recommendations specifically for CPV-Auraria that directs
future development of the area. The policy guidance found
in the Plan Amendment resulted in new zone districts and
DSG to shape future projects in CPV-Auraria.

Golden Triangle Neighborhood Plan 2014

The Golden Triangle Neighborhood Plan sets forth a
comprehensive, holistic approach, weaving together
a nuanced set of strategies that collectively foster an
Eclectic, Connected, Creative, and Livable Golden
Triangle.

DOWNTOWN URBAN DESIGN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES



Civic Center District Plan 2005

The Civic Center District Plan provides a 30-year vision
for the government complex, which is a defined public
campus with permeable borders that link it to the
surrounding urban activity centers. The District is defined
by two significant urban forms: a Civic Axis that connects
the State Capitol west to Speer Boulevard, and a Cultural
Axis that connects Civic Center Park to the cultural
facilities on Acoma Street.

Denver Revised Municipal Code

The Denver Revised Municipal Code (DRMC) is the
complete code of ordinances for the City and County
of Denver. These DSG are adopted per the rule-making
authority provided in Section 12.18 of the DRMC. Any
amendments to the DSG will also be reviewed and
adopted according to DRMC Section 12.18.

Denver Zoning Code

The Denver Zoning Code preserves and promotes the
public health, safety and welfare of the City’s residents
and employees and facilitates the growth and expansion
of the City. The code applies context-sensitive zoning
requirements to provide the basic building form, parking,
signage, and land use requirements for all neighborhoods
within the City, including Arapahoe Square (D-AS-12+
and D-AS-20+), CPV-Auraria (D-CPV-T, D-CPV-R, and
D-CPV-C), and Golden Triangle (D-GT).

Section 12.2.8 of the Denver Zoning Code establishes the

Design Advisory Board to review projects according to
these DSG.

DOWNTOWN URBAN DESIGN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES
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4. Blueprint Denver has identified the Downtown area as
an appropriate location for high intensity development that
incorporates a variety of mobility options.

h —— . ==

5. Downtown Area Plan Amendment recommends additional
amenity spaces to allow for retail spillover, outdoor dining, and
other Street Level activities, while maintaining a comfortable

clear walking path for pedestrians.
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How to Use This Document

Organization & Format

The DSG is organized to follow a typical approach to
project design. Below is a list of the chapters and general
description of the structure found within Chapters 1-6.

Introduction

Chapter 1 | Site Organization

Chapter 2 | Building Mass & Scale
Chapter 3 | Facade Design & Site Details
Chapter 4 | Private Streetscape Design
Chapter 5 | Neighborhood Specific Design
Chapter 6 | Building Signs

Glossary of Terms

Intent Statements establish the objectives to be
achieved for each topic and may also be used to
determine the appropriateness of alternatives or
innovative approaches that do not meet specific
design standards. It is expected that projects will be
consistent with all relevant intent statements.

Design Standards set prescriptive criteria for
achieving the intent statements. They use the term
“shall” to indicate that compliance is expected and
are numbered by chapter for reference.

Design Guidelines provide additional suggestions
to achieve the intent statements. They use the term

“should” or “consider” and are numbered by chapter
for reference.

Application of the Standards and Guidelines:
Projects are expected to be consistent with all relevant
intent statements, but not all standards and guidelines
may apply to every project in Arapahoe Square, CPV-
Auraria, and Golden Triangle. Standards and guidelines
that refer to design topics or elements that are not part

of a development or redevelopment project are not
applicable. Some standards and guidelines include a list
of appropriate techniques or examples of how compliance
can be met. These lists are informational and not intended
to describe an exclusive or exhaustive set of methods.

08 Introduction
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Underlined Text in this Document: Underlined text
indicates a cross reference to a related design topic or

a hyperlink to a related web site. In electronic (Acrobat
PDF) versions of this document, clicking on an underlined
cross reference or hyperlink will open the related
document page or web site. In most versions of Adobe
Acrobat, clicking the Alt + left arrow keys will link back
to the original page. Underlined text is also used to
indicate terms that are defined in the Glossary of Terms.

Sidebars: These grey boxes offer background information
about a related topic. They do not imply additional
compliance or requirements.

Neighborhood Specific Design Chapter: Chapters 1-4
and 6 are generally applicable to all projects in the three
neighborhoods covered by these DSG’s. Chapter 5 is
composed of three sections that specifically address the
desired design outcome for the individual neighborhoods
(Arapahoe Square, CPV-Auraria, and Golden Triangle)
based on their unique characteristics, including any
recommendations regarding Key Streets.

ILLUSTRATIONS IN THIS DOCUMENT

The DSG include many photographs and diagrams

to illustrate desired approaches. The illustrations are
provided as illustrative examples and are not intended
to indicate the only option(s).

If there appears to be a conflict between the text
of the DSG and a related illustration, the text shall
prevail.

DOWNTOWN URBAN DESIGN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES
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FLEXIBILITY FOR CREATIVE OR
INNOVATIVE DESIGNS

In some cases, an innovative or creative design
approach that does not comply with specific design
standards or guidelines may be approved if it is
consistent with the guiding principles and relevant
intent statements. It is the applicant’s responsibility
to show that an alternative solution is consistent with,
and effectively implements the guiding principles and
intent statements of the DSG.

The standards and guidelines are intended to present
design principles that encourage development that ey
promotes cohesiveness and compatibility with the 6. Example of a cultural use with a creative and innovative
existing and desired character of Downtown, as well design.

as excellence in urban design. They are not intended

to restrict innovation, imagination or variety in

design. If an alternative design can be demonstrated

to achieve the desired character and meet the intent

of the standards and guidelines differently than the

general criteria, the Design Advisory Board and City

Staff may consider a substitution.

Flexibility for designs that do not comply with
specific design standards or guidelines could be
especially appropriate for entertainment, cultural and
civic buildings that stand out from the surrounding
context with unique building mass and scale,
transparency, and/or ground floor active use patterns.

7. Example of a commercial use with a creative and innovative
design.
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Using the Downtown DSG

This document is organized into an Introduction and five Chapters that are used by City Staff, the Design Advisory Board,
and Planning Board to evaluate proposed projects. Project applicants should use the DSG to inform their design decisions
on proposed projects. The Introduction summarizes the design review process and Chapters 1-6 provide specific design
standards and guidelines.

Introduction

Used by all to understand the role of the DSG, design review phases, and submittal requirements for
each step of the review process.

Chapter 1 | Site Organization

Used by the Design Advisory Board and City Staff to evaluate the arrangement of buildings and
related features on a site, as well as the functional character of those features and how they shape the
Public Realm.

Chapter 2 | Building Mass & Scale

Used by the Design Advisory Board and City Staff to evaluate the three-dimensional mass and scale of
a project and the relationship to the surrounding context.

Chapter 3 | Facade Design & Site Details

Used by the Design Advisory Board and City Staff to evaluate the visual and functional character of
individual buildings, particularly related to the design quality provided at the Street Level, on all
Visible Facades, and in the Public Realm.
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Chapter 4 | Private Streetscape Design

Used by the Design Advisory Board and City Staff to evaluate the treatment of the area between the
street and the Zone Lot line, when the street is under private ownership or maintenance. If this area is
within public Right-of-Way, then Department of Transportation and Infrastructure (DOTI) requirements
apply and may deviate from this chapter’s standards and guidelines.

Chapter 5 | Neighborhood Specific Design

Used by the Design Advisory Board and City Staff to evaluate context-specific design solutions, that
address the characteristics and qualities unique to Arapahoe Square, CPV-Auraria or Golden Triangle.

Chapter 6 | Building Signs

Used by City Staff to review the location and design of all signs in Arapahoe Square, CPV-Auraria,
and Golden Triangle. Note, this chapter is also used by the Planning Board, the Design Advisory
Board, and City Staff to review Comprehensive Sign Plans.
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Sample DSG Format

To increase clarity and ease-of-use, the individual design standards and guidelines pages in Chapters 1-6 use a typical
format. Below is a sample page to indicate elements of the typical format.
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Facade Articulation
Windows & Transparency

Articulation and transparency of all faces of a building
are important, but those facing streets, Parks, and Open_
Space are most critical. Transparency in the building
facade adds visual interest, contributes to a sense of
liveliness on the street, and improves safety through
natural surveillance. At a building’s Lower Stories, a
series of clear and unobstructed views both into and out

and building occupants alike.

> Intent Statements

3.E To provide a minimum level of transparency
on all facades

T 11

3.F To ensure that building activities are visible

from the Public Realm and vice versa

glare or negative impacts to the Public
Realm

3.H  To encourage well-detailed fenestration and
curtain wall designs

DENVER ZONING CODE TRANSPARENCY
REQUIREMENTS

The Denver Zoning Code requires a minimum
percentage of Street Level transparency (the total
linear feet of windows or permitted alternatives along
the Street Level facade) to provide visual interest, and
activate the street and sidewalk. The design standards
and guidelines in this section are intended to build
on Denver Zoning Code Street Level transparency
requirements.

Overview

Policy & Regulatory Foundation
How to Use This Document
Design Review Process
Submittal Requirements

of buildings enriches the urban experience for pedestrians

3.6 To ensure that building facades do not cause

Facade Articulation

Windows & Transparency
Exterior Building Materials

Balconies

Street Level Facade Design & Uses
Building Entries
Setback & Open Space Design
Avnings & Canopies
Structured Parking Facades
Building Rooftops
Fences, Walls, & Screens

Design Standards

3.20  Street Level transparent facade areas shall
be located to provide visibility into the
Street Level Active Uses required by the
Denver Zoning Code.

3.21  Street Level windows shall use transparent
glass with a maximum visible light
reflectance of approximately 0.15 to allow
pedestrians to view the activity within the
building.

a.  Clear glass for wall openings, i.e., doors
and windows, shall be used along all Street
Level facades for maximum transparency,
especially in conjunction with retail uses

b. Dark tinted, reflective or opaque glazing is
not