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1.0  INTRODUCTION
ABOUT THIS DOCUMENT
This document is the culmination of an eight-
month process to envision and prioritize public 
realm improvements for the Colfax Ave Business 
Improvement District (BID). At its simplest, this plan 
seeks to:

• Improve safety - both from a pedestrian and traffic 
standpoint, as well as crime; and

• Improve appearance - by implementing 
streetscape beautification enhancements and 
“placemaking” features; and

• Improve development - by acting as a “blueprint” 
for developers, property owners, and all other 
future infrastructure investments. 

The concepts presented herein were derived from 
various sources of feedback from stakeholders. This 
included two online surveys, a public event, focus 
group stakeholder sessions, an advisory committee, 
and the BID board of directors.

It puts infrastructure and placemaking concepts 
into a larger, citywide context - looking at how to 
leverage major citywide capital projects to implement 
ideas from this plan. Participation will be varied and 
implementation will be complex, but the goal is to fully 
implement the plan by 2022.

The document includes the following chapters:

Introduction - sets the stage for the plan including a 
brief history of the area, future vision, phasing strategy 
and overarching principles.

Accessibility - includes an overview of data analysis 
as well as recommendations for improved connectivity 
and accessibility to the corridor. It focuses on 
creating a multi-modal environment - one that puts 
more emphasis on the pedestrian than the current 
environment provides.

Land Use - includes recommendations for preserving 
and enhancing the “Colfax character” through new 
development and adaptive reuse.

Placemaking - presents “big ideas” for elevating Colfax 
Ave as a destination.

Wayfinding - includes recommendations for a unique 
brand and identity and preliminary wayfinding signage 
design package.

Streetscape Design - includes recommendations for 
specific streetscape elements as well as streetscape 
design guidelines.

Funding - this chapter includes cost estimates and 
funding mechanisms for implementing recommended 
improvements.

HOW TO USE THIS DOCUMENT
This document shall be used by the following groups/
individuals as it relates to their specific interests:

• Colfax Ave Business Improvement District - as 
a way to prioritize capital improvements, accelerate 
funding, elevate communication with associated 
agencies, and to stay on track with the larger vision 
for the BID.

• City of Denver Public Works Department - to 
incorporate the BID’s vision into citywide corridor 
initiatives and capital projects.

• City of Denver Community Development and 
Planning Department - to work through zoning 
challenges to support redevelopment and as a 
way to support preserving the Colfax character. 
This document shall also be referenced during any 
neighborhood planning within the study area.

• Colorado Department of Transportation - CDOT 
should reference this document to align goals 
related to pedestrian safety along the corridor 
and to prioritize and time CDOT improvements to 
match those of the BID.

• Regional Transportation District - to align 
goals related to improved bus transit experience, 
increased ridership and multi-modal travel. RTD 
should also use this document to coordinate future 
bus shelter upgrades (15L stations).

• Registered Neighborhood Organizations - to 
promote the overall vision and concepts of this 
plan to the residents that use the corridor on a 
daily basis and to build a coalition of support from 
surrounding neighborhoods.

• District 6 Police - to incorporate and monitor 
recommendations for Crime Prevention Through 
Environmental Design techniques.

• Corridor Property Owners - to ensure property 
upgrades take into consideration the overarching 
principles and streetscape guidelines.

• Developers - to ensure new development meets 
overarching goals and vision for the BID, as well 
as to reference streetscape design guidelines and 
land use goals.
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CONTEXT
Colfax Avenue is a historic street that runs the length 
of the City of Denver and connects Denver to its 
neighboring communities, Lakewood and Aurora. This 
document focuses on what many consider to be the 
“heart” of Colfax - from the State Capitol to East High 
School. 

The project study includes twenty-two blocks 
(1.4 miles) between Grant Street and Josephine Street 
along Colfax Avenue. It also includes the streets that 
intersect Colfax for approximately 1/2 block in length, 
where the commercial uses are focused. In some 
instances, ideas and concepts will include areas just 
outside of this boundary (such as the Lowenstein 
Complex on the eastern edge or the State Capitol to 
the west.)

The study area is within close proximity to Downtown 
and many vibrant inner-city Denver neighborhoods. 
It thrives on the residential density that surrounds it 
and is known for the local “flair” of businesses. It is 
served by and connected with the highest ridership 
bus routes in Denver - the #15 and #15L. The future 
for the corridor is envisioned to include a bus rapid 
transit system, which would replace the #15L route and 
increase ridership even more.

The study area is surrounded by Denver’s world-
renowned park system, including City Park, Cheesman 
Park, Congress Park and Civic Center Park within 
walking distance.

Park Avenue, one of Denver’s historic parkways, 
intersects the study area at its mid-point, aligning 
with Denver’s original street grid and bisecting the 
orthagonal grid of Capitol Hill to create twelve triangular 
parks along the length of it.

Significant views of the Rocky Mountains and State 
Capitol are present to the west. 
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1.0  INTRODUCTION
HISTORY
Colfax Avenue is rich with a storied past, and pregnant 
with possibilities. It is the story of Denver’s continuous 
evolution. Streetsblog Denver editor, David Sachs 
calls Colfax the “most democratic street in Denver” 
referring to a wide range of personalities, businesses, 
and wealth along America’s longest commercial 
street. Playboy Magazine coined Colfax the “longest, 
wickedest street in America” and Jack Kerouac wrote 
about Colfax Avenue in the Beat Generation novel On 
the Road. 

It began as a major thoroughfare during the Gold Rush 
and then transformed into US 40 which ran 3,157 
miles from Atlantic City to San Francisco, seamlessly 
traversing the entire state of Colorado, before the 
interstate system was built. As Denver grew from 
its infancy at the confluence of Cherry Creek and 
the South Platte River, it moved up “the hill” along 
Colfax bringing greater density of residents to support 
businesses. Building transit also helped economic 
development of the corridor. It had a streetcar trolley 
down the center of the street until 1950. After I-70 was 
built, Colfax suffered from a decline in tourism, and 
the liveliness and vibrancy of its heyday subsided. 
Abandoned buildings paved way to parking lots 
during the urban renewal period. More parking lots, 
fewer business density, and decreased investment 
contributed to issues of blight and crime in the corridor. 
The area still suffers from some of these issues today.

This sign does not exist on Colfax, but it should.

Thankfully, with the help of the Colfax Ave Business 
Improvement District (the City’s oldest BID), neighbors, 
the City of Denver, and private developers, Colfax is 
strong and ready to reclaim its title as Denver’s premier 
“main street” once again. The street’s growing vibrancy 
provides more “eyes on the street” and is attracting 
newer businesses to join the iconic Colfax “institutions” 
such as Pete’s Kitchen, Pete’s Satire Lounge, Voodoo 
Doughnut, Tom’s Diner, The Irish Snug, and more. 
It has a thriving live music scene with The Fillmore, 
The Ogden Theater, The Lion’s Lair and many more 
bars serving up live music as well. Colfax is known 
for its originality, both in character and in businesses. 
Colfax supports local businesses and even though 
some national chain stores have popped up along the 
corridor, its identity is in the small, locally-owned shops. 
The Colfax Renaissance is well underway and currently 
enjoys great support from the community, the City, and 
investors. Colfax is “open for business”!

1900 - A trolley moved people up and down Colfax Avenue from 
Denver to Aurora (credit: www.colfaxavenue.com)

1949 - The trolley system was mixed with auto traffic on Colfax 
(credit: www.imfromdenver.com)

1970s - The age of the automobile had defined Colfax Avenue. 
The last trolley operated in 1950 (credit: www.colfaxavenue.com)
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1.0  INTRODUCTION
COLFAX AVE BUSINESS 

IMPROVEMENT DISTRICT MISSION:
The following are statements about the BID’s 
overarching mission, which relates to the 
streetscape design master plan:
• To promote economic vitality and sustainability 

for CBID property and business owners;
• To protect, promote and enhance the assets 

of its property and business owners by 
providing a clean, safe, attractive, functional 
commercial district for its customers, visitors 
and employees;

• To advocate for policies, programs and 
resources to enhance the corridor and the 
district; and

• To communicate with public and private-sector 
partners and other stakeholders throughout the 
process.

FUTURE VISION
Colfax Avenue provides both a reflection of the past 
and a vision to the future. Its historic structures invite 
fantasies of lives lived and stories told, while the 
growing population and new investments create the 
opportunity to look toward a future Colfax with an 
evolving and sustainable community filled with people 
and services that support them. 

Based on its colorful past, this document imagines 
Colfax Avenue as an original masterpiece that simply 
needs “restored.” Much like the digital restoration of 
the Mona Lisa, this project aims to bring about Colfax 
Avenue’s true colors and to resurrect a majestic street. 

The new streetscape and public realm design should 
allow the unique qualities of Colfax, such as its iconic 
architecture and venues, to shine. Its design should 
be simple and timeless and not overdone. The design 
should reference the past while looking to the future. 
A future bus rapid transit (BRT) is anticipated, which 
will highlight Colfax Avenue as one of Denver’s most 
accessible and transit-friendly corridors once again. 
The new streetscape design should support and 
positively contribute to the transit system and its 
patrons with infrastructure such as safe bike facilities 
and wide sidewalks with pedestrian amenities. Finally, 
the design should reinforce good behavior and activity 
and deter negative ones. It should still operate as a 
24-hour place, but it should feel safe and activated. It 
is one of Denver’s great streets and is poised for great 
things to come.  

“The only thing worse than 
being blind is having sight 
but no vision.”
- Helen Keller

The new streetscape design should support and positively contribute to the future bus rapid transit system by expanding pedestrian 
space and amenities whenever possible.
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1.0  INTRODUCTION
DESIGN PRINCIPLES
This Master Plan seeks to fulfill some overarching 
design principles. These principles should be reflected 
throughout the corridor:

1. TELL THE STORY – streetscape design elements 
should celebrate the history of Colfax - be it places, 
people, or stories. “Bread crumbs” of history should be 
experienced throughout the district by means of using 
signs and public art. Historic and iconic buildings also 
help tell the story of the corridor.

2. KEEP IT SIMPLE – the streetscape design should 
be kept simple. A consistent and even sidewalk that is 
widened where possible, particularly at the corners, is a 
primary goal. Materials should not be overly detailed or 
lavish. Rather, they should be timeless. 

3. CELEBRATE THE CHARACTER – People 
appreciate Colfax as a very inclusive and democratic 
place. Careful consideration for celebrating the unique 
character and imperfection of the corridor, such as 
some of the exciting and edgy features that are less 
filtered or polished than other places in Denver.

4. ENHANCE THE PEDESTRIAN EXPERIENCE – 
Traffic calming measures such as street trees, curb 
extensions, traffic signals, and on-street parking can 
help soften the street and the pedestrian experience. 

5. CONNECT THE NEIGHBORHOODS – Instead of 
Colfax being viewed as a barrier, it should become 
a place where the dense, vibrant neighborhoods of 
Capitol Hill unite. Better pedestrian facilities such 
as wider sidewalks, café seating, and enhanced 
crosswalks will help connect the neighborhood rather 
than dividing them.

6. ENHANCE SAFETY – Colfax Avenue should be 
a safe and welcoming environment for everyone. 
The design and relationship of buildings and public 
space matter. Transparent storefronts (not cluttered 
with signs), clear sidewalks shoveled after a snow, 
outdoor cafe seating and balconies overlooking the 
street, transformed pedestrian alleys, and programmed 
spaces all help enhance safety by providing “eyes 
on the street”. Additional policing, neighborhood 
watch programs, and business training programs also 
contribute to a safer street.

7. ALLOW FOR FLEXIBILITY AND PHASING – the 
concepts for the streetscape design should take 
into account long-term implementation. It should be 
assumed that the entire streetscape will not be built 
at one time. The streetscape design should take into 
account both public and private sector contributions, 
as some improvements might be implemented by 
developers while others may be provided by the City or 
the Business Improvement District. Finally, remaining 
flexible and allowing things to be modified based on 
individual circumstances is needed.

8. PROVIDE ELEMENTS THAT CAN BE 
REASONABLY MAINTAINED – The Colfax Ave 
BID has limited funding for long-term maintenance. 
Therefore, especially in the short term, high 
maintenance elements like flowers and intense 
landscaping should be minimal. Co-locating such 
elements in highly visible “nodes” is more appropriate 
than expecting the entire corridor to include 
landscaping. Other maintenance issues, such as 
snow clearance, is also important to consider. Snow 
storage areas and smooth surfaces are important 
considerations, as business and property owners are 
responsible for clearing their own sidewalks.
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PHASING AND COORDINATION
Phasing and coordination will be paramount for 
implementing the entire streetscape project by 
2022. Each of the following chapters includes an 
implementation list with specific action items for the BID 
to focus on. Each implementation list correlates with 
the following four phases:

PRE-CONSTRUCTION PHASE:
2017 - Design, Documentation and Mobilization
This includes design and documentation for the first 
construction phase. It also includes coordination and 
outreach efforts for the BID, as well as establishing the 
funding mechanism for implementing specific features 
that cannot be funded by the City or others. The goal 
is to swiftly prepare in order to include Construction 
Phase One in the City’s 2017 General Obligation Bond 
project list.
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CONSTRUCTION PHASE ONE:
2018-19 - Safety and Identity Improvements
This focuses on improving safety and enhancing the 
identity of the corridor. It also includes design and 
documentation for the next construction phase.

This phase is graphically represented in purple in the 
diagram below and includes:

1) Major and minor gateway intersections:
• Corner bulb-outs to minimize crossing distances
• Enhanced sidewalk paving at corners
• Enhanced art crosswalks
• Gateway signage and lighting
• Landscaped medians (where applicable)
2) Streetscape in Premium Treatment Zones

3) Enhanced Bus Shelters and Stops
• Implement new bus shelters (RTD) for 15L stops.
• Upgrade #15 bus stops with seating, signage, and 

other placemaking amenities. 

Coordination with other planned capital improvement 
projects is anticipated in order to lessen the burden to 
businesses. They include:

Colfax Streetscape Safety Enhancements (2017) 
CDOT’s repaving project (2017) 
• Note that delaying this project (for this section of 

Colfax) is desired as it would save time and money 
in order to incorporate the elements of this plan at 
the same time.

RTD’s bus shelter project (2018)
• The 15L stations occur at major gateway locations 

where intersection improvements are anticipated, 
so coordination of these two projects is key.

Streetscape Phasing
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1.0  INTRODUCTION
CONSTRUCTION PHASE TWO:
2020-22 - Beautification and Build-Out
This phase is represented in orange in the diagram 
below and shall focus on everything else to close out 
the streetscape design for the entire corridor, including:

1) Streetscape in Standard Treatment Zones
2) “Big Idea” Placemaking Elements

Coordinating phase two with other major city-wide 
corridor capital improvement projects is important, such 
as:

Construction of the Bus Rapid Transit Project
• The BID should watch the BRT planning process 

closely and track progress in order to plan 
accordingly for implementation of this phase, as 
time frames often slide and the BRT project has 
not been fully funded at this time.

ONGOING:
ONGOING - As Resources Become Available or 
Properties Redevelop
This phase is included, due to the fluidity of the 
development, political, and economic climates of the 
area. Some of these elements may be able to be 
implemented sooner than others, but the BID should 
push the concepts forward as much as possible.
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Construction 
Phase 1

Construction 
Phase 2

ADDITIONAL MAINTENANCE 
REQUIRED BY BID:

Note that all recommendations in this plan for 
streetscape enhancements and beautification will 
require the BID to ramp up maintenance efforts. This 
additional maintenance is anticipated and planned 
for in the implementation and funding chapter.
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1.0  INTRODUCTION
4. ENCOURAGE MIXED USE DEVELOPMENT
• Encourage more mixed use development with 

upper floor residential, and ground floor active uses 
to provide ‘eyes on the street’, a form of informal 
surveillance.

• Upper floor balconies and ground floor outdoor 
cafe seating are examples of activation and 
informal surveillance.

5. CREATE PUBLIC AND SEMI-PUBLIC SPACE   

CRIME PREVENTION THROUGH 
ENVIRONMENTAL DESIGN
While nothing replaces police presence and policy, 
the physical environment within which crime and 
unwanted behavior occurs can be altered to reduce 
the opportunity for such behavior.  Several design 
approaches can be applied to Colfax:

1. INCREASED LIGHTING
• Increase street lighting, especially at troublesome 

intersections/areas (check with District 6 about 
proposed lighting on Colfax.)

• The BID should continue adding pedestrian lighting 
where needed and that matches current style.

• Encourage building lighting along alleys and along 
Colfax frontages in all new development.

2. ALLEY IMPROVEMENT PROGRAM
• The BID should work with the City to implement an 

alley improvement program along Colfax. Simply 
enhancing these areas with wall art and lighting 
at the intersections with Colfax would help create 
safer passages. Cleaning them up and better 
organizing services like trash pick up is desired. 
Cameras at alleys should be installed, especially at 
troublesome locations.

• Long-term, the BID should work with property 
owners to transform select public alleys from 
service areas to public space - with activation from 
buildings such as windows and doors, outdoor 
cafe seating, festival lighting, public art, and 
more. Service areas shall be moved to the rear of 
buildings. Alleys should “T” or “L” behind buildings 
facing Colfax to exit onto side streets instead of 
Colfax.

3. PUBLIC TOILETS
• Continue the City’s test public toilet program and 

at key locations, consider making the program 
permanent.

WITH PURPOSE AND DEFINITION.
• Avoid the creation of unobservable, unlighted and/

or unsecured public / semi-public niches, entries, 
and spaces in new development.

• Clearly define space so that ownership and 
intended purpose of space is known. 

6. CLEANLINESS & BEAUTIFICATION
• The BID should ramp up efforts to keep the 

corridor clean. Regular power washing and trash 
pick up is desired. Consider hiring homeless 
patrons to assist with cleaning.

• Continue recommendations from this plan for 
beautification and infrastructure improvements, 
with ongoing maintenance.

Increase street lighting, especially at troublesome intersections/
areas. Encourage building lighting along alleys and Colfax 
business frontages.

The BID should work with the City to implement an alley 
improvement program along Colfax. Placemaking enhancements 
and additional cameras are desired.

This diagram explains tactics for each category of placemaking 
and CPTED.




