Transforming Mobility
in Downtown Denver

Moving Downtown Denver
Downtown Denver is a distinct and diverse urban center that provides employment, entertainment, retail, and
educational opportunities for over 130,000 employees, 22,000 residents, 45,000 visitors, and 58,000 students, daily.
Recent economic and population growth has transformed the center city. In the past five years, Downtown Denver’s
population has increased 30%, and has more than tripled since the year 2000. Employment growth has also been
strong, up 12% since 2012. Much of this employment and population growth has been driven by highly-educated,
urban-minded millennials. This demographic cohort is less likely to own a car and seeks ways to move around a city
on foot, bike or via transit. Population and employment growth, coupled with transformative private and public-sector
developments and demographic changes, have increased the demand for mobility options in the center city.

Introduction
Through our place-based economic development strategy to build
a strong center city where people want to live, work and visit, and
where companies want to locate, Downtown Denver is thriving.
Denver’s population continues to grow, but our future depends on
the ability to attract business and investment, maintain an inviting
and active urban environment, and responsibly manage resources
and infrastructure.

To address increased demand, recent and ongoing planning efforts have fostered Denver’s new visions for bicycling
and outdoor space downtown – including citywide plans to create a local transit strategy and to link land use and
transportation together. These plans have laid the foundation for a multi-modal street system and prioritize moving
people, rather than automobiles.
Denver, like the rest of the nation, is still heavily dependent on the personal automobile to get around; changes in
technology, demographics, economics, and attitudes are creating new opportunities and transforming mobility.

Using the 2007 Downtown Area Plan as our guide, the Downtown
Denver Partnership is committed to building out a visionary mobility
network for all users, connecting center city neighborhoods, and
ensuring seamless regional connections. Our goal is to increase
the number of commuters choosing to bike, walk, and take transit
while reducing the number of people driving alone. The Downtown
Denver Partnership aims to reduce the share of commuters driving
alone to work to under 35% by 2021, adding to the efficiency
of our mobility network and delivering the quality of life that our
downtown employees, residents, and visitors desire.
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An extensive network of mobility options adds to Downtown Denver’s strength and attractiveness as the economic
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hub of the region. To this end, the Downtown Denver Partnership surveys a sample of downtown employees each
fall to examine the trends and habits of commuters. By understanding these key insights, the Partnership can better
prioritize and advocate for policy decisions that foster convenient, attractive, affordable, and safe mobility options.
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Age and gender are key factors that influence travel behavior. Bicycle commuting is greatest among males and
people under the age of 30. Additionally, transit use for commuters is highest among people age 50 and over. These
factors indicate a need to make improvements to both bicycle infrastructure and the transit network to improve
safety, connectivity and frequency of service in order to better meet the needs of our growing commuter population.
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Commuter Survey Trends
1. The greatest increase in commuter mode share over the past 5 years is among bicycle use. In the same
period, the City of Denver has added almost 6 miles of bicycle facilities in downtown.
2. Transit ridership into downtown has remained relatively constant, despite the FasTracks’ build out of regional 		
transit infrastructure.
3. Employer subsidized transportation benefits have a significant influence on employee commuting decisions.
4. Driving has remained constant as congestion and parking prices have increased.
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Denver’s emergence as a truly livable
city requires not only the build out of a
complete pedestrian network in our core,
but the assurance of safe pedestrian
crossings and inviting streetscapes. Areas
that 20TH
put pedestrians
of all ages and
AVE
abilities first, offer wide sidewalks, welldesigned crossings buffered from vehicles,
pedestrian-scale lighting, tree cover,
seating, and signage. When combined in an
intentional manner, these elements create
an overall sense of place that is dynamic
and desirable. Many of these low-cost, lowtech elements can be implemented in the
short-term providing immediate benefits.
While Downtown Denver has implemented
streetscape improvements over the past
decade, efforts have been focused in
sections of downtown such as 14th Street,
California Street, and Wynkoop Street.
Downtown must be regarded in its entirety
with additional investments
on major streets such
as 15th, 18th, and 19th
Streets, Broadway, and the
named streets.

Who’s walking to work?
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Downtown Denver has an
average Walk Score* of 91,
compared to Denver’s citywide walk score of 61. In 13
of 15 major U.S. markets, an
increase of 10 points in Walk
Score was associated with an
increase of 5 to 8 percent in
commercial values.
*A proxy for walkability that rates proximity
amenities on a scale of one to 100.

Goal: Make every street safe, comfortable, and attractive for pedestrians.

Focus Areas
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•

Continue to invest in walkable corridors in and around downtown with public realm
enhancements such as improved lighting and benches that add to comfort and accessibility.

•

Develop a comprehensive wayfinding system throughout Downtown Denver.

•

Target key crossings along high traffic streets such as Speer Boulevard, Broadway, Auraria
Parkway, and Colfax and Park Avenue to remove barriers, improve safety, and reduce speeds.

Biking
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Better bike lanes attract talent,
boost local commerce, and relieve
pressure on roads.
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As city centers around the nation fill
with people, city leaders are beginning
to understand that building high-quality,
connected bicycle networks is not only a
healthy and efficient way to move people
– but also creates new opportunities in the
urban economy.
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Bicycle commuting in Downtown Denver
has doubled in the past six years, with
20TH AVE
a staggering 25% increase from 6.6% in
2016 to 8.3% in 2017. This recent jump in
ridership has proven there is latent demand
for cycling in Denver. National research
shows that new riders are attracted to
protected bicycle facilities that prioritize
safety and comfort.
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While Denver has made recognizable
additions to its bicycle network, the system
is incomplete. A successful system is a
complete system that appeals to current
cyclists and attracts new ones - inviting
them to ride on modern, low-stress bikeways
where bikes and vehicles
navigate seamlessly.
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A study of Denver’s enhanced
bikeways by Denver Public
Works revealed the number
of people riding on Lawrence
Street (between 13th and
14th Street) increased by
135%; Arapahoe Street saw
a 128% increase (between
19th and 20th) after
installation of the protected
bikeways in 2015.

Goal: Provide clear bicycle network connections into and through downtown
while incorporating services and facilities that address the whole trip.
Focus Areas

Bicycle Facilities
Protected Bike Facilities
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•

Build out a protected bike lane network to facilitate travel through downtown and to adjacent
districts on corridors such as 19th Avenue, Brighton Boulevard to 26th Street, and Broadway.

•

Upgrade the level of physical separation on existing protected bike facilities in Denver to
planters and curbs, such as those implemented along 14th Street in 2017.

Transit
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As people gravitate towards
urban centers, a robust public
transportation system is essential
to move people; connect them
to jobs, education, recreation,
entertainment, and services.
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Even with the eighth-largest rail system in
the country, Downtown Denver transit
ridership has not grown and the drive alone
rate is not decreasing. While the Denver
region has invested tremendously in its
20TH AVE
regional
routes, gaps are still prevalent
in the urban core. Those gaps show an
imbalance in competitive modes; only 24%
of commuters who live within five miles of
downtown are using transit to get to work,
while 29% within the same radius drive alone
to work. A 2016 TransitCenter national survey
confirms frequency of service and travel
speed were the two most important factors
driving ridership and satisfaction of transit
service. Buses traveling along Colfax Avenue
are often at capacity. The City of Denver and
the Regional Transportation District are now
planning for Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) service.
Buses would run down the center of the
street in dedicated bus lanes,
resulting in faster travel times
and the potential to double
current bus ridership along
the corridor.

Source: Flickr-IngolfBLN (BRT in France)

Who rides transit to work?
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transit
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Since the recent opening
of RTD’s University of
Colorado A Line, transit
use among Stapleton
residents commuting to
Downtown Denver has
increased from 5% in
2015 to 40% in 2017.

Goal: Reinforce downtown as the region’s largest and most convenient
transit district with local, regional, statewide, and connections
•

Focus Areas
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•
•

Prioritize local bus routes connecting Downtown Denver to neighborhoods within 5 miles - focusing
on high frequency, reliability, and equity.
Expand promotion of transit benefits to downtown employers to increase transit commuting.
Identify additional high frequency transit, such as local shuttles, that connect neighborhoods such
as Ballpark, Auraria, and RiNO that run perpendicular to the 16th Street Mall.
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Who’s driving to work?
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Driving/
Parking
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Despite advancements in mobility access,
many commuters still drive alone to
20TH AVE
downtown. As Denver continues to think
strategically about parking pricing and
overall parking accessibility, driving as the
default must be discouraged when other
options are enhanced. 61% of downtown
commuters said they would use transit if
driving was too expensive or took too long.
Technology can now connect drivers
to available parking options reducing
congestion. High demand for curb space
for loading, drop-offs, and pick-ups is
disrupting the existing on-street parking
system and requires innovative curbside
management to accommodate a variety
of uses. Conversion of selected streets
from one-way to two-way, and improved
wayfinding will also reduce
out-of-direction travel.

39%
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29%

13.7 miles

of downtown
commuters
drive alone

of women in
their 40s drive

of short distance
commuters drive
alone to work

the average
one-way
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(higher than any group)

Only 7.4% of 2017
Downtown Denver
Commuter Survey
respondents reported
needing a vehicle
as part of their job
requirements- however
39% of all respondents
drive a vehicle alone
to work.

Goal: Make parking easy to find and access, and connect parking facilities
with clear and logical transit and pedestrian linkages

Focus Areas
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•

Optimize off-street parking through wayfinding management tools and technology improvements.

•

Develop curb lane management strategies that result in high curb turnover and right-size space
for loading of goods and people.

•

Construct parking in new developments to be adaptable for other uses in the future.

Employer Benefits & Employee Choices
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rate the transit pass
as valuable

Employees who
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transit pass
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do not receive a
parking space
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rate a parking space
as valuable

49%
of all employees rate
secure bike parking
as valuable
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Note: These data represent commute mode share for
residents within the City of Denver and are not specific
to downtown. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016
American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates
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Benefits on
Employee
Commute Habits

Transit Mode Share

Better

Employer provided transportation benefits
significantly influence how their employees
travel to work. Downtown Denver Commuter
Survey data shows that when employers provide
subsidies for a specific mode, that mode is more
likely to be used by employees. Travel survey
data from the Washington D.C., area illustrate
that providing benefits for walking, transit, and
biking increased the use of those modes, but
only in the absence of free parking. In Downtown
Denver, transit passes are the most common
employer-provided transportation benefit with
73% of employers offering a fully or partially
subsidized pass. Fifty-two percent of employees
utilize that benefit. Transit passes and secured
bike parking are significantly more cost-effective
for employers to provide versus a parking space.

How Denver Compares

What can we learn?
Increasing Mode Share: Seattle, WA

Despite declining transit ridership across the nation, Seattle and
Houston have seen ridership growth among bus use. These two
cities paid attention to their bus networks and defied the trend
with either expanded service and improvements or complete
systems changes to their bus networks.

Seattle has optimized its bus system while expanding light rail
routes, resulting in a dramatic spike in performance and ridership.
Notable Improvements: Seattle increased transit ridership overall
by 4.1% between 2015 and 2016. Between 2010 and 2017,
Seattle added 60,000 new jobs within its downtown; however,
over the same time period, the number of commuters driving
alone decreased by 9% and transit commuters to downtown grew
significantly. Currently, 48.4% of Downtown Seattle commuters use
transit, 7.7% walk, 3.1% bike, and 25.4% drive alone.

Transforming the Local Bus Network: Houston, TX
Notable Improvements: Amid years of significant population
growth but declining transit ridership, the Metropolitan Transit
Authority of Harris County (METRO) refocused and redesigned
its local bus network in 2015. The new bus network replaced a
mainly peak-oriented, low-frequency hub-and-spoke network with
a high-frequency at all-times grid that serves Houston’s multiple
employment and activity centers. Houston has increased overall
transit ridership by 2.3% after implementation of the new bus
network between 2015 and 2016.

Key Lessons: Seattle is demonstrating how rail and buses can
work in tandem to build a fast, frequent, reliable network that
encourages people to use transit. In conjunction with long-term
infrastructure, Seattle has prioritized efforts to improve transit
service in the short-term with low-cost, high-impact improvements,
including the following key strategies:

Key Lessons: The new bus network is structured around a
frequent network of bus routes and rail lines that work together
as the core of the network, providing service every 15 minutes or
better, throughout the day and on weekends. Approximately 75%
of ridership is on the frequent network. Three clear factors have
proven successful in Houston:

1. Focused on core high ridership areas for service improvements
rather than a more regional, commuter based approach.
2. Prioritized buses along key corridors to help them move faster
- examples: 3rd Avenue becomes a transit-only corridor during
morning and afternoon rush hours and expansion of the
RapidRide BRT system.

1. Increased service by linking riders to more destinations, and
providing new frequent weekend service.

3. Focused resources on bottlenecks along bus
routes - example solutions include bus bulb outs,
transit islands, queue jumps, short transit-only
lanes, and more to keep buses
moving through intersections and
heavily congested areas.

2. Developed simpler routes with better connections that create
more efficient, faster service.
3. Focused on optimizing existing resources by removing
redundancy in the network and integrating the bus and rail
networks into a seamless frequent network.
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Increasing Bicycling with Protected
Bike Lanes: Calgary, Alberta

Transformative Opportunities

Notable Improvements: In 2015, Calgary had just one
protected bike lane that was 7 blocks long. It took the
unprecedented step of adding a network of protected bike
lanes in a single big project totaling approximately 4 miles. The
longest continuous segment, along 12th Ave, is about 1.3 miles
in length, roughly the distance between Union Station and Civic
Center Park in Downtown Denver. Since implementation, data
shows 1.2 million bicycle trips, a 95% average increase in daily
weekday bike trips traveling to and from downtown, and overall
bicycle traffic into downtown Calgary up by 40% in approximately
18 months.

Downtown Denver is the epicenter of the region and continues to be a highly desirable community for
people to live, work, and play and where companies want to locate — bringing hundreds of thousands of
people into the center city every day. While Denver is shifting from an automobile-centric metropolis into
an urban mobility hub, there is continued pressure on the roadway system. To stay competitive, Downtown
Denver must change the way we move, connect, and experience streets and public spaces.
Future improvements should focus on funding implementable transportation projects which deliver a safe,
affordable, cohesive, and connected system making walking, biking, and riding transit more desirable and
competitive than driving alone. By providing real choice in transportation options, the Downtown Denver
Partnership aims to reduce the share of commuters driving alone to work to under 35% by 2021.
The horizon of a great city is always growing, always improving, and to make meaningful impact, Denver
must plan with purpose. Strategic future investments that align with the goals outlined in this report
combined with the influence of growing smart technologies and natural shifts in mode preference will
facilitate the movement of people in and around Downtown Denver. With a bias for action, Denver can
transform the configuration and operation of our downtown streets and sidewalks to create a more livable,
vital, and vibrant city.

Key Lessons: Significant changes can occur quickly with
political will, creativity, and the right investments. Calgary’s
experiment and investment in protected bikeways has enabled
safe and comfortable travel through the City Centre for people
bicycling of all ages and abilities. In particular, the number of
women bicycling has increased from 22% to 30%. Additionally,
unlawful sidewalk riding has decreased from an average of 16%
to 2% after implementation. As Denver plans for a future with
more jobs and residents in the center city the following three
takeaways are applicable:
1. Building an entire network all at once produces big results,
quickly. While the ridership increases seen in Calgary
are fairly typical of cycle tracks installed in other cities,
the impact is magnified when it involves multiple streets in
a network, rather than a single street at a time.

Planning for
the Future

2. Travel by bike works best when bike routes are continuous
and well connected to other facilities.
3. Protected bikeways are designed to provide low-stress
conditions on busy streets and Calgary shows how well
that can work, particularly in a downtown similar to Denver.
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The City of Denver, RTD and the Downtown Denver Partnership will embark on
Denver Moves: Downtown in 2018 to re-envision the downtown transportation
system with an implementation plan that supports the Mayor’s 2030 mobility
goals. The planning process will integrate recent city-wide planning efforts
and investigate the opportunities to engage the private sector and new
technologies to establish the purpose and function for our streets in Downtown
Denver. The plan will result in a unified list of short and long-term mobility
action items that will create an integrated transportation network that fosters
mode shift and provides meaningful placemaking and economic development
opportunities in downtown.

Produced in March 2018 by the Downtown Denver Partnership
About the Downtown Denver Partnership: For more than 60 years, the Downtown Denver
Partnership has convened, collaborated and led a bold vision to build an economically
powerful center city. With a bias for action, we invest for tomorrow and execute for today,
converging the right people at the right time to make an impact. Guided by the 2007
Downtown Area Plan, we are a fast-moving, forward thinking, non-profit business organization
with the foundational belief that every day is our chance to make the city a little better.
Together with our more than 700 Member organizations, we are the leading voice for private
sector businesses in Downtown Denver.
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