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1. Overview 
 
The urban centers element of Metro Vision aspires for the Denver region to become an 
international model for healthy, livable communities. Vibrant urban centers connected by a 
robust multi-modal network are central to this vision. Metro Vision recognizes that each urban 
center will be unique, but all will: 
 

 be active, pedestrian-, bicycle-, and transit-friendly places that are more dense and 
mixed in use than surrounding areas;  

 allow people of all ages, incomes and abilities to access a range of housing, 
employment, and service opportunities without sole reliance on having to drive;  

 promote regional sustainability by reducing per capita vehicle miles traveled, air 
pollution, greenhouse gas emissions and water consumption; and 

 respect and support existing neighborhoods. 
 
Metro Vision further establishes a goal of accommodating 50% of all new housing units and 75% 
of all new jobs in urban centers between 2005 and 2035. Scenario modeling during the 
development of Metro Vision demonstrated that achieving the urban centers goal would 
positively benefit the achievement of other goals established by Metro Vision (e.g. reducing 
regional per capita vehicle miles traveled and greenhouse gas emissions).  
 
This chapter establishes the criteria and the process DRCOG uses to designate new urban 
centers and revise existing urban centers. 
 

2. Urban Center Categories 
 
Metro Vision accommodates a wide array of unique urban centers including traditional 
downtowns, transit station areas, existing and emerging employment centers, and greenfield 
areas with development plans consistent with the key characteristics of urban centers described 



 

in Metro Vision. Urban centers are categorized in terms of progress toward realizing the local 
vision for each center: emerging, existing and planned. 

 Emerging centers are expecting significant growth relative to existing conditions (more 
than 50% growth in combined jobs and housing units) 

 Existing centers have substantial development. These centers are expecting less than 
50% growth in combined jobs and housing units. 

 Planned urban centers are largely undeveloped, but will become intensely developed 
over time. These areas have less than 100 housing units and less than 100 jobs.  

 
 

3. Designation Process and Criteria 
 
Metro Vision provides clear guidance on the desired attributes of urban centers (e.g. pedestrian-
friendly, range of housing options, features that promote regional sustainability, etc.). The 
process to designate urban centers stresses this core set of attributes, but also considers local 
circumstances. All urban centers will be located within the region’s urban growth boundary/area 
(UGB/A) and encompass between approximately 100 – 1,000 acres. 
 
The following is an outline of the process for designating urban centers. 
 
1. During Cycle 1 of the annual Metro Vision Plan Assessment process, jurisdictions schedule 

an informal consultation meeting with DRCOG staff to discuss urban center proposals and 
the information the jurisdiction plans on submitting for evaluation (see Sections 5 and 6 
below). 

2. During Cycle 2, jurisdictions formally submit urban center proposals for evaluation by 
DRCOG staff and a panel of volunteers (see Section 4 below for evaluation panel operating 
procedures). 

3. DRCOG staff and evaluation panel hold initial meeting to review urban center proposals. 

4. DRCOG informs jurisdictions of any additional information needed to complete evaluation.  

5. Evaluation panel provides recommendations to DRCOG staff on urban center 
designations.  

6. DRCOG staff provides the Metro Vision Issues Committee (MVIC) with evaluation panel 
recommendations and staff findings.  

7. DRCOG staff forwards MVIC’s recommendation to the DRCOG Board of Directors for their 
final consideration. 

 
DRCOG staff and the evaluation panel will use the following criteria to evaluate urban center 
proposals. Each criterion includes a weighting factor (indicated as percent). 
 

 Existing and proposed housing and employment densities (10%) 
 Existing and proposed efforts to create an urban center that is active, bicycle-, 

pedestrian- and transit-friendly (25%) 
 Existing and proposed efforts to create a range of housing, employment and supporting 

service opportunities for people of all ages, incomes and abilities (25%) 



 

 Existing and proposed strategies and activities within the proposed urban center that 
will contribute to the region’s collective achievement of Metro Vision’s other 
sustainability goals (20%) 

o Reduce the percent of trips to work by SOV to 65% by 2035 
o Reduce regional per capita VMT by 10% between 2005 and 2035 
o Reduce per capita Greenhouse Gas emissions from the transportation sector by 

60% between 2005 and 2035 
o Increase the rate of construction of alternative transportation facilities 
o Reduce regional per capita municipal and industrial water use 

 Existing and proposed efforts to work with surrounding neighborhoods and 
communities on the vision, plan, implementation and any necessary and/or 
recommended mitigation strategies for the proposed urban center (10%) 

 Local commitment and innovation (10%) 
 
 

4. Evaluation Panel – Operating Procedures 
 
The evaluation panel will include representatives of member governments and regional planning 
partners that have actively contributed to the development and implementation of Metro 
Vision. The evaluation panel serves in a strictly advisory capacity. The DRCOG Board retains the 
authority to approve a proposed urban center.  
 

 Responsibilities - The urban centers evaluation panel will review proposed urban centers 
and provide a recommendation to DRCOG staff as to whether proposed urban centers 
should be designated and recognized in Metro Vision. 

 Membership – Members of the evaluation panel serve on a voluntary basis.  
o DRCOG will annually solicit member governments and regional planning 

partners interested in serving on the evaluation panel. 
o Member government participants will include a representative cross-section of 

jurisdictions within the DRCOG planning area. 
o Member governments proposing a new urban center or substantial revisions to 

an existing center are not eligible to serve on the panel. 
o Member governments will constitute the majority of the evaluation panel. 
o The evaluation panel will include at least 9, but no more than 15 members. 

 Meetings – At minimum the evaluation panel will meet twice during the evaluation 
process. 

o Meeting 1: DRCOG staff will brief the panel on the urban center proposals. The 
panel will determine if any additional information is needed to complete the 
evaluation. 

o Meeting 2 (and subsequent meetings as needed): The panel will provide a 
recommendation to DRCOG staff. When the panel recommends against 
designating a proposed urban center it will offer guidance on how the applicant 
could improve the submittal. If the panel recommends designation it may elect 
to provide guidance on potential strategies and opportunities the jurisdiction 
should consider in efforts to implement the local vision for the urban center.  

 Voting – The evaluation panel will seek consensus for their recommendations, but will 
vote if necessary. 



 

5. Submittal Process – Required Items 
 
The framework for evaluating proposed urban centers emphasizes local commitment and 
actions that are consistent with the regional vision for urban centers. The burden falls on local 
communities to make the case that proposed urban centers currently possess the key attributes 
of urban centers established by Metro Vision, or have the strong potential to do so in the future.  
Jurisdictions may use locally appropriate data and information to make the case, and should 
provide details on local commitment, strategies, implementation efforts and innovative 
activities that are consistent with the Metro Vision urban center policies. The following items are 
required for all submittals. 
 

 Proposed name of urban center 
 Proposed classification as an existing, emerging or planned urban center (see 

description in Section 2) 
 Map of proposed urban center (plus boundary file in GIS format if available) with 

description for rationale for the boundary  
 Existing number of housing units and jobs within the urban center 
 Description of how the proposed urban center is consistent with the urban centers 

vision statement outlined in Metro Vision (see evaluation criteria above) 
 Planned number of housing units and jobs within the urban center in the horizon year of 

the current Metro Vision plan and that horizon year plus five years (i.e., applicants 
seeking to amend Metro Vision 2035 would  provide estimates for 2035 and 2040) 

 Basic description of method used to estimate future housing units and jobs 
 Existing and future housing unit and employment densities within the proposed urban 

center relative to the entire jurisdiction and/or the surrounding area 
 Description of any specific phasing elements of local government’s implementation 

strategy 
 Existing and proposed multi-modal facilities or services located or operating in the 

proposed center  
 Current housing diversity and efforts to provide more housing options for persons and 

families of all ages, incomes and abilities 
 Relevant sections or summaries of local plans that identify the existing and future 

characteristics of the proposed urban center 
 Information on small area planning, beyond the comprehensive plan, that has occurred  
 Relevant sections or summaries of existing local implementation guides (e.g. zoning, 

capital improvement plans, etc.) that identify strategies  and mechanisms to create an 
urban center that is consistent with Metro Vision 

 
 

6. Submittal Process – Optional Items 
 
Metro Vision establishes region-wide aspirations and each local government contributes in a 
manner appropriate to local circumstances and objectives. In addition to required items 
outlined in Section 5 jurisdictions are also encouraged to submit any information that will 
provide DRCOG staff and the evaluation panel with information related to local conditions and 
context. The following are examples of information that jurisdictions could provide. As described 



 

in Section 3 above, jurisdictions should meet with DRCOG staff during Cycle 1 of the Metro 
Vision Plan Assessment process to discuss the information they plan on submitting.  
 

 Description of the proposed urban center’s unique history, character and/or sense of 
place 

 Recent and near-term actions to implement the local vision for the proposed urban 
center 

 Local and/or regional partners that are actively involved in strategies to implement key 
elements of the local urban center vision 

 Mechanisms or programs in place to promote infill and redevelopment 
 Efforts to create a multi-modal environment that increases connectivity both within the 

center and the region as a whole 
 Efforts to create a vibrant area through programs (e.g., recurring/special events, etc.) 

 
 

7. Process to Revise Existing Urban Centers 
 
DRCOG has designated urban centers in Metro Vision for over a decade. Previously designated 
urban centers may require occasional revisions to adjust boundaries, update future population 
and employment estimates and/or reflect new local priorities. Local jurisdictions may also elect 
to remove an urban center from Metro Vision if the area is no longer considered a local priority 
for growth and development. 
 
DRCOG staff will handle most revisions to existing urban centers administratively. However, 
policy-level review may be needed in situations where the underlying intent and assumptions of 
local urban center planning have changed significantly. The following is an outline of the 
procedure for revising existing urban centers. 
 
1. During Cycle 1 of the Metro Vision Plan Assessment process, jurisdictions schedule a 

consultation meeting with DRCOG staff to review proposed changes. 

2. DRCOG staff determines if a policy-level review is warranted. 

3. If a policy-level review is not warranted administrative modifications to urban centers will 
occur during Cycle 1. 

4. If DRCOG staff determines that a policy-level review is warranted the proposed urban 
center revisions will follow the evaluation process for new urban centers described in 
Section 3.  

5. The urban centers evaluation panel will review both new urban centers and substantially 
revised urban centers during Cycle 2. 

 
 

8. On-going Evaluation and Assessment 
 
Successful achievement of the Metro Vision goal to accommodate 50% of new housing and 75% 
of new employment growth in urban centers between 2005 and 2035 will in turn support 
progress on several other Metro Vision goals. DRCOG will monitor the collective performance of 



 

urban centers (share of housing unit and employment growth occurring within centers) and 
periodically share this information with the DRCOG Board and committees, local government 
planners and other interested regional planning partners.  
 
To create a continuous dialogue on local implementation successes and challenges in realizing 
local visions and priorities for urban centers DRCOG will administer a periodic survey of urban 
center communities. The survey will collect key information that can assist DRCOG in 
understanding resources and technical assistance that may be needed.   Below are examples of 
the types of information to be gathered as part of the survey. 

 Commitment from sponsor that the area remains a local priority 
 Recent planning and implementation accomplishments 
 Challenges that have been overcome and other challenges that remain 
 Near-term planning and/or implementation priorities 
 Local efforts to monitor and evaluate performance 
 Local recommendations for  efforts DRCOG could pursue to assist with implementation 
 Confirmation of planned future housing unit and job projections (horizon year and 

horizon year+5) 
 
In addition to periodic surveys DRCOG will assess the existing and potential regional impact of 
urban centers based on accepted research findings or third party measurement tools (e.g. the 
“four D’s” of density, diversity, design and destination; Walk Score; accessibility measures, etc.). 
 


