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2010 Aspen Area Community Plan

We are committed to returning to sustainable land use practices through 
which both the zoning and pace of growth are guided by restraint and 
respect for the physical scale and historic character of our small town. 
We recognize the physical limits of our valley and that uncontrolled 
growth will result in an unsustainable need for more Community 
Workforce Housing, infrastructure, and services. We desire to be a 
vibrant year-round community; therefore we want our economy to be 
healthy and diverse while maintaining our small town character. 

We are committed to returning to sustainable land use practices guided 
by the following priorities:

Manage the pace of growth;
Preserve the physical scale and historic character of our small 
town;
Preserve mountain views and the natural environment, including 
the safe enjoyment of an outdoor lifestyle;
Prioritize the use of renewable building and energy sources over 
non-renewable resources;
Encourage redevelopment that results in a diverse lodging 
inventory, affordable commercial and residential uses, and 
discourages projects with minimal community beneýt and/or 
adverse impacts;
Encourage local-serving businesses and a diverse visitor-based 
economy;
Provide affordable housing for a critical mass of local residents, 
while limiting the future demand for additional affordable housing; 
and
Respect the physical limits of the Aspen Area.

•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Managing Growth & Economic Sustainability Chapter
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Growth:  Growth is any 
increase in the size or activity 
of the community.  Growth can 
be an increase in population, 
jobs, infrastructure, demand for 
public services, or an increase 
in the size or use of buildings.  
Growth can be a result of new 
development, changes in use, 
redevelopment, or þuctuations 
in the economy (jobs and 
public services).  

Infrastructure:  The physical 
and operational systems that 
support the Aspen Area.  This 
includes traditional concepts 
of infrastructure, such as 
roads, the sewer system, water 
system, and the trail system.  
Infrastructure also includes 
system that make the Aspen 
Area a healthy, lively, and 
socially balanced community, 
such as, affordable housing, 
a balanced lodging inventory, 
a lively and interesting 
downtown, unique restaurants, 
historic landmarks, engaging 
outdoor areas, recycling 
programs, clean air and water, 
compelling special events, 
healthy civic and non-proýt 
organizations, essential 
businesses, and renewable 
energy systems.

Philosophy
We have a long-standing history and strong ethic of growth 
management. Beginning in the mid-1970s, land use regulations were 
based on the desire to preserve the natural environment, a socially 
diverse community, and the unique heritage of our built environment. 
Growth management has evolved from a system originally designed to 
keep growth from out-pacing traditional infrastructure and ýscal capacity 
to a system that also directs growth to address changing community 
priorities and needs. Both the City of Aspen and Pitkin County have a 
history of implementing growth management and other land use tools to 
preserve open space and rural character, encourage a diverse lodging 
base, and maintain a critical mass of permanent residents.

But in many other ways we have fallen short of achieving important 
community goals.  From the mid 20th Century, Aspen’s primary economy 
was visitor-based.  In the last 20 years, our economy has been 
overshadowed and replaced by development-driven industries.  At 
times, our land use tools have resulted in growth that is inconsistent 
with, and diminishes, the history, scale, and context of our built 
environment, the social diversity of our residents and visitors, the 
outdoor lifestyle, and our small town landscape.  The intensity of 
construction during booming economic periods has made us more 
aware of the shortcomings of our existing land use tools. 

Our responsibility is to ensure that future development is controlled 
so that it avoids further damage to the long-term health and stability 
of our community.  We need to preserve the modest physical scale 
and architectural context of our small town.  Even our most important 
community goal – ensuring our town is accessible and affordable to a 
diversity of people -- should remain subordinate to a built environment 
that respects the beauty and context of our surrounding landscape. 

Managing Growth & Economic Sustainability Chapter
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Inýll redevelopment was a signiýcant policy change emerging from the 
2000 AACP.  Though motivated by good ends—decreasing sprawl in 
the UGB, making the commercial core vital and exciting, and creating 
incentives for property owners to redevelop their property while 
achieving community goals like affordable housing—the result was far 
more mixed.

A great deal of public anger and frustration was expressed as a result of 
some, if not all, of the projects proposed under inýllðthough, admittedly, 
not many actual projects were built.  To lessen the potential public 
divisiveness the assumptions underlying inýll must be re-examined to 
evaluate their effectiveness in achieving the desired ends.

Our tools for managing growth should create a balance among a variety 
of uses and needs such that one sector does not overshadow others.  
We should also ensure that growth does not outpace the public sector’s 
ýnancial capacity and the provision of necessary infrastructure to 
maintain both basic public services and a high quality of life.

We must return to sustainable growth practices and we must ensure 
that our land development regulations are amended to reþect our 
community goals and values.

Growth Management & Pace of Construction
Intense periods of construction activity threaten our community 
character and the long-term sustainability of the visitor-based economy. 
Therefore, we must coordinate amendments to the City and County 
codes to manage the pace of construction. The purpose of pacing 
construction is to maintain our high quality of life by limiting trafýc 
congestion, noise, dust, disturbances, air pollution, and the disruption 
of the visual and aesthetic character of our neighborhoods and the 
downtown area. 

The Residential Sector
While some potential remains for the residential development on 
vacant lots, the primary source of future residential construction will be 
redevelopment. The track record in the Urban Growth Boundary shows 
that residential redevelopment typically means the demolition and 
replacement of currently existing homes with expanded structures that 
are almost always built to the maximum square footage allowed, a trend 
that has had many negative impacts our community.

By reducing allowable house sizes and creating more rigorous 
regulations governing the location of homes in environmentally sensitive 
areas, we will:

Preserve scenic mountain views, 
Limit damage to the natural environment, 
Reduce employment generation, 
Limit the public ýnancial burden of additional infrastructure and 
annual local government operations, 
Prevent negative construction impacts, 
Maintain the safety and enjoyment of our outdoor lifestyle, 
Limit the unnecessary use of resources and energy, and
Encourage a return to our visitor-base economy.

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Managing Growth & Economic Sustainability Chapter

Residential Development in 
Aspen

Between 2000 and 2008, 
there were 131 demolition and 
replacement of single-family 
and duplex homes in the City of 
Aspen.  28% of these occurred in 
the Midland-Park Neighborhood. 
The West End and Cemetery 
Lane neighborhoods have each 
experienced 21%.  

Since 2000, the Cemetery Lane 
neighborhood has seen almost 
1 in 6 of its residential structures 
demolished and replaced, while 
the West End has had more than 
1 in 10 of its residential structures 
demolished and replaced.

In the County portions of the 
UGB, there were 73 residential 
demolition and replacements 
between 2000 and 2008.

Construction in commercial and 
residential areas of town has been a 
source of concern for the community 
since at least 1977.  Every Community 
Plan since that time has called for a 
construction pacing system. 
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The Lodging Sector
During the last 10-15 years, the market has favored, and the land 
use codes have allowed many small to mid-sized lodges to convert 
to other uses.  This has resulted in the development of deluxe, high-
end, fractional “lodge” projects and large second homes that result in 
excessive job generation and buildings that are inconsistent with our 
town’s modest bulk, mass, and scale.  We should formulate a strategy 
that favors economy/moderate priced lodges and encourages a 
diversity of inventory.  

The Commercial Sector
As reþected in past planning efforts, we remain dissatisýed with the 
diversity of our retail sector.  High-proýle locations in the downtown 
have steadily converted from restaurants to retail spaces, retail 
spaces have transformed to ofýces, and high rents have resulted in a 
continuing shift towards exclusivity.  We are concerned that businesses 
providing basic necessities will be replaced with businesses providing 
non-essential goods and services. While we have taken some steps to 
increase retail diversity, we must pursue more aggressive measures.

Public, Institutional, and Non-Proýt Sector 
We have a rich history of active involvement in civic and non-proýt 
organizations, many of which arose from and further the Aspen Idea. 
Our non-proýts are part of our communityôs distinct identity and their 
continued existence is integral to our character and economic health.  
Our sense of community depends on the continued strength of these 
important and historically signiýcant institutions.

Mitigation
The City of Aspen and Pitkin County currently require new development 
and redevelopment to mitigate its impacts on the community, such 
as parks, schools, affordable housing, transportation, etc.  We must 
re-evaluate and strengthen our strategies to discourage the types of 
development and redevelopment that provide minimal public beneýt and 
to ensure that all impacts are mitigated.

Maintaining Our Tourist-Based Economy
Our long-term sustainability as a community and visitor-based economy 
depends largely on our ability to remain an attractive, welcoming, 
accessible, and affordable place for future generations. 

Managing Growth & Economic Sustainability Chapter

The Aspen Area is home to many 
special events that draw a wide-
range of visitors.  These include 
Food and Wine (pictured to the left), 
Winter X-Games, the Music Festival, 
Ruggerfest, Jazz Aspen Snowmass 
events, and events held by the Aspen 
Institute.
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Policies Action Items

Policies and Action Items
The following policies and action items are adopted to address the following critical issues: 1) Managing 
Growth 2) Pace of Construction, 3) Residential Sector, 4) Lodging Sector, 5) Commercial Sector, 6) Public, 
Institutional, and Non-Proýt Sector, 7) Mitigation, and 8) Maintain our Tourist-Based Economy.

I. MANAGING GROWTH 

I.1. Achieve sustainable 
growth practices to ensure 
the long term viability and 
stability of our community.

I.1.a  Revise the GMQS to include quotas for residential demolition and 
replacement. (I – P, AO)

I.1.b  Explore expanding the GMQS objective points system for all 
development, including demolition and replacement, that encourages 
community beneýts. (I – P, AO)

I.1.c  Update the GMQS to account for  job generation and mitigation 
studies (see Mitigation Action Items in Section VII). (I – P)

I.1.d Where development quotas have been restricted to address 
inadequate infrastructure, explore allowing the restriction to “sunset” 
at such time as speciýc infrastructure improvements or other 
accomplishments have been made to ensure improved quality of life.  
(LT – P)
 

I.2. Restore public conýdence in 
the development process.   

I.2.a Amend the land use codes to create a greater expectation of 
certainty and predictability in the review process. (I – P) 

I.2.b Create a publicly accessible UGB-wide 3-D model that shows what 
development is permitted under the land use codes.  (I – P)

I.2.c Amend the PUD regulations to address the placement of allowable 
mass and scale, rather than using the process to exceed underlying 
dimensional requirements. (I – P)

I.2.d  Amend City and County codes to establish an absolute height limit 
that can be achieved through a PUD or other process.  (I – P)

I.3. Our public policies should 
be informed by reliable data on 
population segments and their 
impacts.

I.3.a Use Population Segment Chart as a starting point for tracking 
population data in the Urban Growth Boundary. Require yearly updates 
to be included in City and County Annual Reports. (I - P)

I.3.b Project growth/decline in future population segments by using 
Population Segment Chart,  build-out studies, job generation estimates, 
Census tracking and State Demographerôs Ofýce reports. (LT – P)

I.4. Our public policies should 
be informed by reliable data on 
new construction.

I.4.a  Ensure there is a reliable method for tracking all new square 
footage and redeveloped square footage, by use.  Require yearly 
updates to be included in City and County Annual Reports. (I - P)

Managing Growth & Economic Sustainability Chapter

GMQS: Growth Management 
Quota System.  Both the 
City and County have these 
systems to control the amount 
of growth in the Aspen Area

The Population Segment 
Chart tracks the population by 
different segments - full-time 
residents, commuters, tourists, 
etc. 

PUD:  Planned Unit 
Development.  A land 
use review process that 
permits variations in zoning 
requirements (height, þoor 
area, density, etc.) through a 
more extensive public review.  
Both the City and County have 
a PUD process.
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II. PACE OF CONSTRUCTION 

Policies Action Items

II.1. Establish a construction 
pacing system that respects 
quiet enjoyment of our 
community and neighborhoods. 

II.1.a Establish a “target” year, determined to be acceptable in terms of 
construction activity, to be used as baseline for a building permit cap.  (I 
– P)

II.1.b Amend and coordinate City and County codes to pace the level of 
construction activity on an annual basis.  (I – P)

II.1.c  Amend codes to  include residential demolition and replacement 
(“scrape and replace” development) in the pacing system.  (I – P)

II.1.d  Explore exemptions for certain development, including creation 
of affordable housing, conversion of free-market housing to affordable 
housing, and projects that apply for a building permit and act on it within 
one year of a development order.  (I – P)

II.1.e Establish an objective list of community beneýts through which an 
applicant may earn “points” under a pacing system to gain preferential 
treatment such as being moved toward the “head of the line,” such as 
awarding points for older homes that have not undergone signiýcant 
redevelopment to date.  (I – P)

II.1.f Establish a percentage square footage increase that is allowable 
per year . (I – P)

II.1.g Explore the role of vested rights as a tool in a pacing system. (I 
– P, AO)

III. RESIDENTIAL SECTOR 

III.1.  Ensure City and County 
codes are consistent in 
the vicinity of city/county 
boundaries to discourage 
jurisdiction-shopping, and 
prevent sudden shifts in the 
character of neighborhoods.

III. 1.a Amend City and County codes to implement the policy. (I - P)

III.1.b  Establish an Inter-Governmental Agreement regarding 
annexation policy in the area within the Urban Growth Boundary. (I - P)  

III.1.c  Explore mechanisms for a joint review of development in the 
Urban Growth Boundary. (I - P)

Policies Action Items

Managing Growth & Economic Sustainability Chapter

“Scrape and replace” is when a 
building is demolished and then 
rebuilt.  Often the new building 
is larger than what it replaces.

Vested Rights: The right to 
undertake and complete 
the development and use of 
property under the terms and 
conditions of a site speciýc 
development plan.

Inconsistent Codes

The existing City and County 
codes are inconsistent when it 
comes to protecting visual quality, 
riparian areas, steep slopes, 
and in prohibiting environmental 
degradation.  
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III. RESIDENTIAL SECTOR, cont. 

Policies Action Items
III.2.  Control the location and 
reduce the size of homes in 
order to:

Protect the natural visual 
quality of river and 
stream corridors and 
mountainsides;

Protect our small town 
community character and 
historical heritage;

Reduce environmental 
degradation and protect 
the quality of our rivers and 
streams;

Limit consumption of energy 
and building materials;

Limit the burden on public 
infrastructure and ongoing 
public operating costs; 

Reduce short- and long-
term job generation impacts, 
such as trafýc congestion 
and demand for affordable 
housing; and

Limit zoning variances 
to reduce impacts on the 
neighborhood and the 
community.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

III.2.a City and County Planning and Zoning Commissions should jointly 
and comprehensively examine and improve the following code regulations: 

i.   City 8040 Greenline regulations
ii.  City slope requirements (FAR, Density)
iii. City and County Stream Margin Review
iv. County site plan review on slopes
v.  County slope requirements (FAR, Density) 
vi. County scenic review (I - P, P/OS, AO)

III.2.b Explore prohibiting development on slopes of 30% or greater. (I - P, 
AO) 

III.2.c Amend County code to reduce the maximum “hard cap” for house 
sizes within Urban Growth Boundary from 15,000 s.f. to 7,500 s.f.  Amend 
City code to create a 5,000 sq. ft. hard cap.  (I - P) 

III.2.d Amend the City and County codes to reduce or eliminate FAR 
exemptions for items such as sub-grade space and garages. (I – P)

III.2.e Ensure  the viability of the County’s Transferable Development Right 
(TDR) program when making changes to the hard cap on house sizes in 
the County. Scope of work would include:

i.   Estimate future TDR supply;
ii.  Review potential adjustments to ensure adequate demand, such as 
reducing the FAR awarded for a TDR;
iii. Explore a sliding FAR scale for TDRs based on scenic or other value 
related to the sending site;
iv.  Explore potential for inter-jurisdictional TDR exchange between 
County and City;
v. Explore other possible “awards” for receiving sites (aside from FAR). (I 
- P)

III.2.f Evaluate the City and County TDR programs to ensure they are 
serving a valuable public purpose. (I – P)

III.2.g Explore a new square footage buy-back program, such as a 
Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) program or a conservation 
easement approach, for projects that are vested for more than 5,750 square 
feet to encourage owners not to exceed that size.  (LT - P)

III.2.h Amend City and County codes to address proper location and solar 
orientation of homes. (I - P, B, CI)

III.2.i  Expand and strengthen the County’s “scenic zones,” especially along 
Highway 82 toward Independence Pass, up Castle Creek Road, and up 
Maroon Creek Road, to limit the visual impacts of growth. (I - P)

III.2.j Amend the County code to establish a sliding scale FAR for 
substandard size parcels in the AR-10 zone. (I - P)

III.2.k  Amend City and County codes to make variance criteria more 
stringent in order to limit the impact of those variances on neighborhoods. (I 
– P) Managing Growth & Economic Sustainability Chapter

Floor Area:  The total size of a 
building, as measured under 
city and county codes.  

Floor Area Ratio (FAR):  The 
total þoor area of all structures 
on a lot divided by lot area.  

Density:  The number of 
dwelling units or bedrooms 
divided by lot area.
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III. RESIDENTIAL SECTOR, cont. 

Policies Action Items

III.3.  Protect the visual quality 
and character of residential 
neighborhoods by reducing site 
coverage, mass, and scale.

III.3.a  Amend City and County codes to reduce allowable site coverage 
and create Residential Design Standards customized by neighborhood. 
(I - P)

III.3.b Explore the potential of form-based design standards, and 
volumetric þoor area calculations. (I - P) 

III.3.c Study development in historic town-site areas of Aspen and 
other similar mountain communities such as Crested Butte, Steamboat 
Springs and Telluride in order to create standards that preserve visual 
quality and character. (I - P) 

III.4.  Encourage permanent 
residents to remain in existing 
free market homes 

III.4.a  Explore incentives to encourage local residents to stay in the 
homes they own, such as

i.    Voluntary RO deed restrictions, temporary or permanent;
ii.   Reduced property taxes;
iii.  City/county fee abatements;  and
iv.  Faster processing of land use applications and zoning permits (I 
- P, AO, APCHA)

Managing Growth & Economic Sustainability Chapter

IV. LODGING SECTOR 

Policies Action Items
IV.1  Lodging should be modest 
in bulk, mass, and scale in order 
to:

Create certainty in land 
development;
Prioritize maintaining our 
mountain views; 
Protect our existing lodges;
Protect our small town 
community character and 
historical heritage;
Limit consumption of energy 
and building materials;
Limit the burden on public 
infrastructure and ongoing 
public operating costs; and
Reduce short- and long-
term job generation impacts, 
such as trafýc congestion 
and demand for affordable 
housing.

•

•

•
•

•

•

•

IV.1.a  Use the City’s 3-D model of the downtown area to illustrate the 
maximum development that could result from  the City’s existing zoning 
and Lodging & Commercial Design Guidelines. (I - P)  

IV.1.b  Amend zoning and the City’s Lodging & Commercial Design 
Guidelines based on the ýndings of 1.a if necessary to ensure modest 
and appropriate development. (I - P)

IV.1.c Explore the creation of new solar and view easements. (I – P)

An example of 3-D modeling currently completed for the City’s downtown area.
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IV. LODGING SECTOR, cont. 

Policies Action Items
IV.2.  Lodging amenities should 
be designed to facilitate 
interaction between visitors and 
residents.

IV.2.a Amend the City and County Land Use Codes and design 
guidelines to require that any on-site amenities be conveniently 
accessible and welcoming to both visitors and residents. (I - P) 

IV.2.b Encourage a diversity of amenities from lodge to lodge to ensure 
a balance within the community. (I – P)

IV.3.  Maintain and encourage a 
diverse and balanced lodging 
inventory.

IV.3.a Update the City and County lodging database that includes 
information on size, age, bed base, and amenities provided. (I – P)

IV.3.b Explore amendments to the Land Use Code that places a priority 
on lodges that replace what is being eliminated. (I – P) 

IV.3.c  Explore methods to maintain the inventory of smaller lodges. (I 
- P)

IV.3.d Explore the potential for incentives to encourage voluntary deed-
restricted economy/moderate lodging. (I - P)

IV.3.e  Explore amending the City and County codes to allow for bed 
and breakfast-type lodging in residential neighborhoods. (LT – P)

IV.3.f  Amend City and County codes to allow for þexibility in lodging unit 
sizes and conýgurations that can respond to seasonal and economic 
change. (I – P)

IV.3.g  Explore amendments to the City and County Land Use Codes 
that would incentivize small room sizes and diversity of room sizes 
through increases in þoor area and building height. (I – P)

IV.4.  Prevent the further loss of 
lodging inventory.

IV.4.a Amend the City Code to eliminate the provision for new multi-
family free market residential as the sole use on a parcel in the Lodge 
Zone District. (I - P)

IV.4.b  Explore allowing the conversion of existing multi-family free-
market buildings to lodging uses. (I - P)

IV.4.c Amend the City and County Land Use Codes to eliminate the 
provision of free-market residential incentives in the lodge program. (I 
– P)

IV.4.d  Amend the City and County Land Use Codes to eliminate the 
ability to convert lodging to other uses. (I – P)

Lodging Trends

The total number of lodging pillows 
decreased by 27% between 
1994 and 2006.  The economy 
lodge sector experienced a 79% 
decrease and the moderate 
condo sector experienced a 
47% decrease during that time 
frame.  The deluxe lodge sector 
experienced a 9% decrease in 
lodging pillows.
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V. COMMERCIAL SECTOR

Policies Action Items

V.1.  Ensure that the City 
code supports development 
that reþects the contextual 
architectural heritage in terms of 
site coverage, mass, scale, form 
and a diversity of heights.

V.1.a  Generate scenarios at various levels of development, considering 
the  Commercial Design Guidelines and Historic Preservation 
Guidelines to ensure they implement the policy. (I - P) 

V.1.b Amend the Commercial Design Guidelines, Historic Design 
Guidelines and zoning as needed to implement the policy. (I - P)

V.1.c Re-evaluate the assumptions behind the Inýll codes, such as what 
is the appropriate historic pattern of development to model. (I – P)

V.1.d Engage in a community dialogue about the appearance and 
function of the commercial zone districts and amend our codes to reþect 
the community will.  (I – P)

V.2.  Facilitate and assist 
essential businesses that 
provide basic community needs.

V.2.a  Identify products and services that are considered basic 
community needs. (I – P)

V.2.b Create an inventory of existing essential commercial uses and 
businesses and establish measures to keep them viable.  (I - P)

V.2.c Establish a working group including representatives of City, ACRA, 
Aspen Retail Association, CCLC and other groups or individuals to 
reach out to property/business owners who provide essential products 
in an effort to explore succession planning, including cooperatively-
owned stores. (LT - P)

Commercial Mix History

In March 2006, the Aspen City Council identiýed four ñthemesò to explore 
as part of a moratorium on land use applications: one of them was 
“Commercial Mix.” Concerns ranged from whether there were enough 
“locally-serving” businesses for local residents, to whether retail stores 
were too “high-end” for tourists. With the help of a consultant, staff explored 
a range of potential commercial mix regulations that have been used 
across the country, with a particular focus on resort areas. Many of these 
tools are reþected in the Action Items at right.

Design Standards

The City created Commercial and 
Lodging Design Standards in 2007 
following the Land Use Moratorium.  
Due to a decrease in the amount 
of development in town, these 
standards have not  yet been 
tested.




