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Presentation Outline

� The Context: DRCOG, Regional Issues, the 
Area Agency on Aging, and the Metro Vision 
2030 Plan

� The EPA Grant-funded Project – Creating 
Senior-healthy Communities: Removing 
Regulatory Barriers

� Opportunities to Create Senior-healthy 
Communities
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The Context: 

DRCOG, Regional Issues, the Area 
Agency on Aging, and the Metro 
Vision 2030 Plan
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What is DRCOG?

� Denver Regional Council of Governments
� Membership organization of over 50 local 

governments in the nine-county Denver region
� Deal with issues that challenge the region and 

require regional solutions
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The Nine-County DRCOG Region
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Regional Issues

� Increasing population

� Increasing senior population

� Land consumption

� Competition for tax base

� Transportation and congestion

� Water and air quality
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Area Agency on Aging

� DRCOG is Area Agency on Aging (AAA) for the 
Metro Region, which:
� Is part of a nationwide network
� Has authority under the Older American’s Act
� Has advocacy and planning responsibilities

Note: Boulder County has an aging services division independent of 
DRCOG’s AAA. Their strategic plan Creating Vibrant Communities 
In Which We All Age Well can be found at 
www.co.boulder.co.us/cs/ag/clc.htm.

National Research Center, Inc. 8

Key Roles for DRCOG’s AAA

� Allocate Older American’s Act & Older 
Coloradan’s Act Funds

� Develop, with local governments & citizens, 4-
year plans on aging

� Provide public education to increase awareness
� Advocate on behalf of older adults’ interests
� Conduct aging strengths & needs assessments
� Protect health, safety, welfare, and rights of 

residents in nursing homes & assisted living 
facilities through ombudsman program
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AAA Advisory Structure

� The Advisory Committee on Aging focuses on 
issues that pertain to the region’s older adults.

� The Livable Communities Subcommittee of the 
Advisory Committee on Aging has been charged 
with providing guidance on built-environment 
issues related to seniors.

� The DRCOG AAA also coordinates with county 
councils on aging.
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Metro Vision 2030 Plan
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Key Elements of Metro Vision

� Growth and Development 
� Senior-friendly Development

� Transportation System
� Environmental Quality
� Implementation

� Mile High Compact
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Senior-friendly Development

� Promote development patterns and design 
features that meet the needs of seniors

� Encourage grid-based street systems
� Provide senior housing options
� Provide alternative transportation
� Accessible building and park design
� Larger signs, better lighting
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Metro Vision Implementation Principles

� Voluntary
� Flexible
� Collaborative (External and Internal)
� Effective – not intended to “sit on shelf”
� Through local government actions
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The EPA Grant-funded Project –
Creating Senior-healthy 
Communities:
Removing Regulatory Barriers
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Smart Growth, 

Rapidly Changing Demographics, 
and Senior-healthy Communities
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Smart Growth

Smart Growth promotes healthy communities by 
creating spaces where it is easy to walk, bike or use 
public transit; where it is easy to choose to exercise 
because parks and recreation activities, food stores and 
restaurants are nearby and easy to access; where 
streetscapes are inviting and narrow streets are built on 
a grid pattern with safe pedestrian crossings and 
walkways; where homes are built closer to the front 
property line with garages in the back; where parking 
requirements are reduced, and access to walking routes 
and transit are emphasized.



9

National Research Center, Inc. 17

Range of Housing Choices

Mixed Land Uses  

Compact Building Design  (higher densities)

Walkable Neighborhoods 

Distinctive Communities

Alternate Transportation Choices 

In-fill development

Preserve Open Space and  Critical 
Environmental Areas 

Community and Stakeholder Collaboration

Development Decisions
Predictable, Fair and

Cost Effective

Senior Housing Needs

Smart Growth 
Principles

Active living

Shorter blocks
Grid based communities 

(cognitive ease)
Wider, continuous, 

well-maintained sidewalks
Safe street crossings

Narrower streets

Healthy living

Access to: 
Fresh fruits/vegetables
Health care services
Recreational centers

Universal design
No-step entry on accessible route

First floor 
kitchen, bathroom and bedroom
Reachable plugs and switches

Accessible washrooms
Maneuvering space

Reduce isolation

Access to:
Social services

Commercial areas
Public facilities
Senior centers

Housing options
Accessible/adaptable

detached homes
Accessory dwelling units

Congregate housing

Parks

Street furniture
Hard surface pathways
Easily identifiable signs

and equipment
Commodes
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Rapidly Changing Demographics

“Baby Boomers” born between 1946 and 1964 
are beginning to retire. As they do, some will 
leave their existing communities, looking for 
alternative housing or lifestyle options. Others 
will stay, wanting to preserve their existing 
lifestyle or explore new options. This generation 
represents a large portion of the population, so 
the movement and change has significant 
implications for local governments and private 
developers.
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Rapidly Changing Demographics

Projected 60+  Population in Denver Region, 2004 - 2 020
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Source: Hayden, S., Lupher, K. A., Caldwell, E. M., Miller, T. I., Kobayashi, M. M., Reynolds, R. T., et al. (2004). Strengths and Needs 
Assessment of Older Adults in the Denver Metro Area. Denver: Denver Regional Council of Governments.

� 4% growth per year
� After 2012, 75-79 increase at 5% per year 
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Project Goals/Objective

� Goal/Objective : Collect and synthesize 
information on how local jurisdictions can create 
codes that support senior-healthy community 
development.
Planned Activities: Research national code 
adjustment activities and hold an information 
collection workshop.
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Major Project Components

� Case studies
� Information about local communities in the U.S. that have 

adjusted land use regulatory codes to meet the needs of seniors 
better

� Developer discussion group session
� How regulatory requirements may act as impediments to 

developing senior-oriented communities

� Public official focus group session
� Respond to developer/builder group comments; determine the 

extent to which public officials are knowledgeable about the 
senior-healthy issues and approaches cited previously; and gain 
greater insight into the politics/culture that may exist that create 
impediments to senior-healthy communities

Case Studies
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Known Barriers to 
Smart Growth/Senior Housing 

� Zoning and subdivision controls may limit the type of 
houses that can be built

� Zoning ordinances may not recognize assisted living 
senior housing as an allowable land use 

� Excessive parking requirements (parking per unit, 
restrictions on shared parking) puts priority on cars 
before pedestrians or bicyclists

� Street design codes can make pedestrian access difficult
� Road building requirements (or impact fees) don’t 

account for fewer commuters among the retired 
population
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Case Study Results

� Examples include:
� Housing accessibility

� Universal design

� Visitability

� Home Sharing
� Elder Cohousing and Cooperative Housing
� Accessory Dwelling Units and Elder Cottage Housing 

Opportunity
� Active Adult Communities
� Continuing Care Retirement Communities
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Housing Accessibility

� Universal design
� Design philosophy that promotes the use of products, spaces or 

features by individuals with or without a disability

� Fort Collins, CO “Practical Housing Standards for All”

� Visitability
� All housing be accessible to people with disabilities

� Arvada, CO

� Atlanta, GA

� San Antonio, TX
� Toledo, OH
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Essential Visitability Features

� No-step entry
� Adequate doorway widths and low thresholds
� Useable and maneuverable bathrooms
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Visitable Home
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Home Sharing

� Types
� Match-up programs
� Shared living residences

� Harvest House
Syosset, New York
� Sued city to change zoning 

laws

� Offer the economic and 
social support many older 
adults need

� Local zoning codes may 
limit the number of 
unrelated individuals that 
can live in a residence
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Elder Cohousing and Cooperative Housing

� Form of community living 
designed to encourage social 
interaction

� All structures and land are 
owned by a cooperative 
corporation with residents as 
shareholders

� The Plaza, Belle Vista, AR
� Silver Sage Village, 

Boulder, CO

� Benefit seniors by

� Controlling costs

� Allowing seniors to 
maintain equity within their 
homes 

� Providing a supportive 
environment in which to 
age
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Elder Cohousing and Cooperative Housing
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Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs)

� Permanent, independent 
living quarters that reside 
either within a single-
family home or on its lot
� Daly City, CA
� Santa Cruz, CA
� Cary, NC
� Portland, OR
� Boulder, CO

� Zoning ordinances often 
prohibit the construction 
of ADUs due to residents’
concern over adverse 
effects on property value, 
neighborhood character 
and parking 

National Research Center, Inc. 32

Elder Cottage Housing Opportunity 
(ECHO)

� Temporary, fully portable, 
independent living quarters 
(usually mobile home)
� Designed to be removed once 

the older adult no longer 
needs the ECHO housing

� Allows the host family access 
to elderly tenant (typically a 
relative) who may need 
assistance with IADLs and/or 
ADLs
� Kent, ME
� ECHO Demonstration 

Program, HUD

� Northwest New Jersey 
Community Action Program 
(NORWESCAP) includes in its 
ECHO housing guide model 
ordinances for communities 
wishing to allow ECHO 
housing

� Many communities ban 
temporary structures 

� Iowa’s zoning laws limit 
temporary housing to rural 
areas only
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Elder Cottage Housing Opportunity 
(ECHO)
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Active Adult and Age-targeted Communities

� Similar to traditional communities
� Ranch-style homes with a main-floor master bedroom
� Smaller yards 
� Narrower streets
� HOA in place to maintain the exterior of the 

community

� Affordable Housing Law, state of  
Massachusetts
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Developer Discussion Group Session
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Developer Discussion Group

� Held March 28, 2006 at the Home Builders 
Association of Metro Denver’s (HBA) offices
� Included members of HBA’s Active Living Council 

(ALC) and Government Affairs Committee (GAC)

� 16 developers representing 14 organizations 
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Key Findings

� Need agreement on a definition of an “active adult 
community”.

� Face biggest challenges when working within zoning 
regulations defined by public works, water and fire 
departments

� Developers need to work to educate municipalities on 
the unique requirements of active adult communities
� Municipalities lack awareness related to the needs of older adult 

housing
� Municipalities need to be more flexible in their codes and 

ordinances when developing for active adults
� Would like DRCOG to have a continued presence in this 

arena
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Development Regulations

� Biggest obstacles related to street-width and 
easement requirements.
� Difficult to preserve pedestrian character (smaller lots, 

narrow streets, higher density) because of easement 
requirements

� Many zoning regulations unable to handle non-
conventional developments (cluster 
developments, condominiums).
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Awareness of the Need

� Developers believed that they have been 
responding to the market demands

� See local governments as being unconcerned 
about housing for older adults

� If there is awareness, it’s out-dated or limited in 
its scope
� Awareness mostly in affordable housing arena
� Think older adult housing applies only to the sunbelt
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Need for Flexibility

� The different needs of older adults require 
different set of regulations

� See departments adhering strictly to the “rules”
(ordinances and codes)

� The “rules” are applied across the board to all 
projects
� Do not take into consideration the special needs or 

desires of the intended buyers
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Education

� Many obstacles could be removed through 
educating the municipalities on:
� The current state of the active adult market
� The market segmentation that has begun to emerge 

within the industry
� The types of community characteristics and amenities 

that attract the active adult

National Research Center, Inc. 42

DRCOG’s Role

� Would like DRCOG to have a continued 
presence in the arena

� Suggest DRCOG act as an intermediary or 
arbiter between developers and municipalities
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Suggestions for DRCOG

� Further explore the ordinances and zoning 
codes in the Denver Metro Area
� Distribute a theoretical senior-friendly development 

proposal and collect feedback to help identify codes 
and regulations that are impeding development

� Facilitate the discussion among city planners 
and developers to shed more light on the issues 
faced by each
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Suggestions for DRCOG

� Hold discussions with some of the local communities 
highlighted in reports
� Fort Collins: Practical Housing Standards for All
� Boulder: ADU ordinance, Silver Sage Village

� Develop a glossary of terms to share with planning 
organizations and developers - provide a common 
language that all parties can understand when 
discussing issues related to development regulations 
and senior housing
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Public Sector Focus Group Session
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Public Sector Focus Group Session 

� Held October 31, 2006 at the DRCOG offices
� 16 city staff and elected/appointed officials 

representing 13 cities, towns and organizations
� Two break-out discussion sessions

� Scenarios
� Learning Café

� Designed to gain the perspective of local 
government staff and elected/appointed officials
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Key Findings

� Stressed the importance of visitability and 
universal design when creating senior-friendly 
housing

� Suggested the development of a set of design 
standards highlighting senior-friendly homes and 
healthy communities

� Public needs to become more accepting of its 
own aging; more aware of the needs of aging 
populations 
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Response to Developers

� Flexibility exists within Planning Department –
but changes take time

� Universal design options must be present on a 
home builder’s option menu in order for 
consumers to consider adding them to their 
home 

� Developers need to be better educated on the 
importance of visitability and universal design 



25

Learning Café Summaries
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Knowledge of Senior-healthy Issues 

� What information exists and what is lacking 
among planning department and other local 
government staff members about senior-healthy 
community planning? 
� “Senior” encompasses a very diverse population
� Planning boards usually comprised of younger people 

making decisions for a population they may not know 
a lot about

� Need more spokespeople/advocates
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Culture

� What are the politics/culture that may exist that 
create impediments to innovative development 
approaches for older adult housing
� Local solutions need to be part of regional solutions
� “Senior” issues should be addressed in “planner 

program” in school
� Planners may not have access to data or “sanitized”

data may not truly reflect the truth
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DRCOG’s Role

� What should/could be DRCOG’s role to 
encourage more senior-friendly housing and 
active older adult communities? 
� Provide central repository on what local governments 

are doing on senior-friendly development
� Educate officials and public on accommodating the 

needs of aging populations
� Use senior-friendly development element of the Metro 

Vision 2030 Plan as model for local governments 
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Opportunities to Create Senior-
healthy Communities
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Future DRCOG Action Steps

� Further explore the effectiveness of ordinances 
and zoning codes in the Denver Metro Area 
related to senior-healthy development;

� Hold a joint discussion group meeting with 
members of the development community and 
public-sector representatives to discuss action 
steps that could benefit both groups;

� Develop a glossary of terms to provide a 
“common language” related to senior-healthy
development;
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Future DRCOG Action Steps

� Formulate a comprehensive outreach program to raise 
awareness of the future demographic shift in the senior 
population and how DRCOG members in the region can 
make their communities more senior-friendly/healthy; 
and

� Develop a local government self-assessment tool that 
determines whether local comprehensive plan elements 
(land use, community design, transportation, parks and 
recreation, community facilities, housing, health and 
social services, etc.) include appropriate healthy aging 
policies and design guidance.
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