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Executive 
Summary 

Vacant properties, especially when they are located in downtowns, impact vibrancy, 
activation, and experience. In the context of this report the vacancy definition is non-activated, 
empty, or solely storage use buildings in a downtown. There are vacancies in downtowns 
across Colorado, and this report focuses on strategies for addressing vacancies in small Colorado 
communities of 8,000 or less. There are many method options for addressing vacant and 
dilapidated buildings from across the country which range from vacant property databases to 
property acquisition. This report examines small community literature and the overall Colorado 
context as a foundation for the examination of small Colorado community vacancy conditions, 
example communities, vacant property strategies that have been implemented and engagement 
remediation options available. The Colorado vacancy context outlines the vacancy continuum 
which is as follows: 

Exhibit 1 

The high vacancy range is 30% or more of the downtown, while the medium vacancy consists 
of 9-29% of the downtown, and low vacancy is 8% or less of the downtown. Demand is harder 
to quantify and includes the caveat that the demand label does not account for politics, 
economic forces, absentee owners, and real estate decisions. Demand is hidden unlike 
vacancy but attempts to acknowledge outside forces on vacancy. Specific forces separate 
from outside forces that are recognized include conditions of resources, staff capacity, 
and enforcement. Following the vacancy continuum and specific forces recognition, the 
example communities of Brush, Elizabeth, San Luis, and Victor are highlighted. The example 
communities present vacancy and demand variation while outlining each community’s 
existing conditions and insight into vacancy factors. After each of the example community 
highlights, the communities are contrasted. 



 
 
 
 
 

The contrast is displayed with the vacancy continuum elements as follows: 

Exhibit 2 

In addition to the vacancy continuum contrast, current conditions for each of the communities 
are presented side-by-side in Table 1. The varying topics show the differences more clearly 
and allude to the variation of factors impacting each of the communities and how they ripple 
into affecting downtown vacancies. The current conditions are as shown below: 

Table 1 

The Colorado vacancy context and example community highlights provide the foundation for 
proposed strategies. The strategies for addressing vacancies in rural Colorado communities 
include: 
• Land use policy 
• Vacant property policy 
• Public nuisance policy 
• Vacant property inventory 
• Temporary vacant property solutions 
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• Business incentive programs 
• Downtown activity support 
• Building code enforcement 
• Financing mechanisms 

Vacant property engagement remediation options build onto the strategies which 
include: 
• Approachability and collaboration culture 
• Addressing utilization 
• Encouraging curiosity 
• Engagement with local stakeholders 
• Absentee owner engagement 
• Local developer support and downtown championing 
• Paths to local ownership and maintaining presence 

A brief overview of some implementation resources follows the strategies and 
engagement options to reinforce implementation possibilities and opportunities. Federal 
and state resources are mentioned alongside Colorado-based organizations to consider 
for technical assistance, expertise, and knowledge.In conclusion, the report highlights 
key takeaways of community-tailoring importance, awareness of existing conditions, 
capacity understanding, and the available strategies and engagement remediation 
options for addressing downtown vacancies in Colorado small communities. 

Victor, CO Downtown 

https://knowledge.In
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Introduction 

Economic conditions have impacted downtowns and communities throughout 
the United States. Small communities, including those throughout Colorado, 
especially feel economic impacts and changes. These can be seen first-hand in 
downtown areas, and downtowns often have historic buildings. 

Background/Context 
The Colorado Department of Local Affairs (DOLA) Main Street Program is 
the client for the Strategies to Address Vacant and Dilapidated Downtown 
Buildings in Small Communities capstone project. DOLA provides strategic 
expertise, advocacy, and funding to strengthen Colorado and promotes 
local problem-solving, informs decision-making, and invests in communities 
(Colorado Department of Local Affairs, n.d.-b). The Main Street Program 
is within the Division of Local Government at DOLA and offers support for 
community-led downtown revitalization by helping rural communities thrive 
by providing a customizable framework to focus efforts, energy, and resources 
to create a more vibrant community (Colorado Department of Local Affairs, 
n.d.-a). 

Problem Statement 
Rural downtowns throughout 
Colorado have vacant and 
dilapidated commercial spaces 
which has led to frequent requests 
to DOLA for sample ordinances 
and guidance on how to address 
the issue. Downtown vibrancy and 
vitality are impacted by vacant 
and dilapidated spaces as they 
are unused, unattractive, and 
deter investment in neighboring 
buildings. This project will review 
various ways vacant space can be 
addressed, outline vacancy context 
considerations, showcase Colorado 

Victor, CO Downtown example small communities, present 
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strategies, and highlight engagement 
remediation options. The strategies 
and methods in the report will bolster 
the action steps small communities 
take for greater downtown economic 
vitality. 

Objectives 

The purpose of the project is to 
provide tangible, helpful, and 
Colorado-specific strategies for ways 
to address vacant and dilapidated 
downtown buildings in small 
communities around the state. The 
strategies outlined in this report can 
be utilized, adapted, and tailored by 
small communities to create policies 
and procedures that best fit their 
context. The communities of focus 
for the strategies discussed here have 
populations of 8,000 or less. 

The project will be useful to 
DOLA Colorado Main Street as a 
reference source to share with 
communities across the state, 
economic development organizations, 
community development 
organizations, downtown-focused 
development organizations, special 
districts such as Urban Renewal 

Authorities (URAs), Downtown 
Development Authorities 
(DDAs), Business Improvement 
Districts (BIDs), other interested 
departments at the state of 
Colorado, and interested out-of-
state network contacts. Adding the 
report to reference libraries will 
provide examples to interested 
communities on the types of work 
and expertise DOLA is able to 
support and provide guidance on 
related to downtown vacancies 
along with sharing more specific 
information and knowledge that 
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accounts for the Colorado context. 
The report with strategies to address 
vacant and dilapidated downtown 
buildings in small communities is 
significant for planning practice through 
providing a tool to support community 
sustainability which relates to 
economic vitality, quality of life, local 
sustainability, tourism, placemaking, 
development, redevelopment, and 
history. The report is significant for 
planning policy since it presents a 
framework for downtown vacancy 
policy options which relates to 
economic health, how the built 
environment connects to people, local 
character, local culture, and community 
contribution which are all elements of 
planning and regulatory policies. 

Outline of Remainder of Report 

This report will first showcase 
background research on the definition 
of vacancy, overarching wide-scale 
context of vacant properties, and 
cost of vacant properties. Methods 
for addressing vacancies follow the 
background research. The methods 
consist of property databases, 
registries, collaboration, financial 
incentives, fees, streamlined 
processes, vacant building ordinances, 
receivership, and property acquisition. 

Implementation of the methods was 
then examined with a focus on small 
community vacant property approaches 
and large Colorado community vacant 
property context. The Colorado vacant 
property context then prepares the 
reader for the focus and purpose of the 
report which is vacant and dilapidated 
properties in rural Colorado. The 
methodology section outlines the data, 
data collection methods and data 
analysis for the focus of the report. 
Understanding the landscape of the 
Colorado small community vacancy 
context is the precursor to example 
Colorado small communities. The 
example communities and contrast 
of the examples set the stage for the 
array of strategies and tactics that 
have been used to address downtown 
vacancies in rural Colorado. Vacant 
property engagement remediation 
options along with some Colorado-
specific resources follow the strategies 
and tactics to provide additional means 
for analysis and implementation. The 
report concludes with major takeaways, 
next step suggestions, and an appendix 
of modifiable materials and policy 
language for applying the strategies and 
tactics. 
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Vacant Properties Background 
Research 

Vacant properties are present across 
the United States in various forms, 
including freestanding, multifamily, 
and upper-story housing, lots, 
industrial buildings, and commercial 
buildings. Understanding the 
overall vacant property context 
will provide a basis for the way in 
which Colorado vacancies compare 
to other states with vacant property 
challenges. Along with the vacant 
property context, recognizing the 

Victor, CO Downtown 

costs generated by vacant property 
will provide reasoning behind the 
importance of identifying strategies 
and tactics to address vacancies. 
I have identified best practices 
and methods for addressing vacant 
properties, which supply a sound 
frame of reference for Colorado 
adaptation. Small communities with 
downtown vacancies have varying 
contexts and factors that contribute 
to the vacancies. I examined and 
identified examples of approaches 
to dealing with vacant property 
in communities of varying sizes 
including rural communities. The 
rural community examples in the 
background research section are 
outside of Colorado and the section 
concludes with vacant property 
context from larger Colorado 
communities. 

Vacant Property Definition 

There is a lack of clarity and 
distinctive definition for what 
“vacancy” means, even within vacant 
property ordinances. Gottlieb et al. 
(2013), while discussing municipal 
vacant property ordinances, 
acknowledged that “[v]acancy has 
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some tell-tale signs…, but the 
ordinances generally lack clear 
definitions’’ (p. 673). The definition 
of vacancy is up to the discretion 
of each state or individual 
municipality. Some states, such 
as Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, 
Kentucky, Ohio, Rhode Island, 
and South Carolina have statutory 
law, guidance, or code regarding 
abandoned property (Sanchez et al., 
2021). Vacant property in Colorado 
has mainly been addressed at the 
local level because 
“[t]here is no statewide definition 

of abandoned property in Colorado 
for foreclosure purposes” (Sanchez 
et al., 2021, p. 6). The local 
discretion on vacant property 
definition has led to variation 
of approaches and expectations 
along with an absence of local 
definitions. “[S]ome local Colorado 
governments have ordinances 
regarding vacant or abandoned 
property registration which will 
contain definitions of abandoned 
property” (Sanchez et al., 2021, 
p. 6). In the context of this 
report the vacancy definition 
is non-activated, empty, or 
solely storage use buildings in a 
downtown. Residences that are 
present on the front side ground 
floor of downtown buildings fall 
within the non-activated vacancy 
characteristic. 

Overall Vacant Property Context 

Properties become vacant for 
a variety of reasons, which can 
include economic condition 
impacts, business closings, 
ownership changes, impacts from 
major life events for the owner, 
continued disuse, or perpetual 
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maintenance neglect. Vacant 
properties of any sort—commercial 
building, house, or lot—are often 
visibly vacant and negatively 
influence the areas surrounding 
them. The activity level of any 
type of structure or lot contributes 
to the aesthetics and character of 
a place, including the feelings and 
experiences people have through 
their interaction with public 
space. Vacant properties bring 
a less inviting, less welcoming 
experience to interactions 
within the built environment in 
comparison to active and vibrant 
properties. 

In Elizabeth Tisher’s (2013) 
findings on municipal-driven 
rehabilitation of vacant and 
abandoned buildings in Ohio’s Rust 
Belt, she asserted that 
“[h]istoric buildings are 
more prone to vacancy and 
abandonment because the inner-
city core, which is often the 
first area to lose businesses and 
residents, is typically comprised 
of the oldest structures’’ (p. 177). 

La Junta, CO Downtown 

Source: DOLA Main Street 

This may be true; however, there is 
a strong inherent value and potential 
for renewal embodied in these 
structures. 

Main streets in communities often 
have many historic buildings since 
main streets were a major economic 
driver for communities, where people 
gathered, where businesses were 
located, and where people bought 
goods and services. Sadly, today in 
downtowns across the country, there 
are historic buildings that are vacant 
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and abandoned. Each one offers a 
unique and worthwhile opportunity to 
celebrate local history and develop 
positive traction in each downtown’s 
revitalization. 

There are many downtowns with 
historic buildings that require a lot 
of upkeep and financial commitment, 
which has led to vacancies in the 
downtown historic buildings. Because 
of neglect and abandonment, the 
reuse of many of these historic 
downtown properties requires 
catching up on delayed building 

Victor, CO Downtown 

maintenance, updating obsolete 
systems, and general rehabilitation, 
which require considerable time and 
financial commitment. Fortunately, 
since the founding of the Main Street 
program in 1980, many federal, 
state, and local governments have 
found that embracing downtown 
district revitalization through 
tax credits and incentives can 
potentially become even stronger 
economic drivers than before. 

The Cost of Vacant Properties 
Vacant properties can influence 
the character and feeling of 
their surroundings, which also 
coincides with tangible costs and 
negative potential events. “Vacant 
properties reduce city tax revenues 
in three ways: they are often tax 
delinquent; their low value means 
they generate little in taxes; and 
they depress property values across 
an entire neighborhood” (National 
Vacant Properties Campaign, 2005, 
p. 7). Vacant properties, both 
those downtown and elsewhere, 
cost municipalities money and 
affect government budgets, tax 
revenue, nearby property values, 
and downtowns. National Vacant 
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Alan Mallach who stated that “vacant 
and abandoned properties ‘act as 
a significant fiscal drain on already 
strapped municipalities, requiring 
disproportionate municipal resources, 
while providing little or no tax revenue 
to municipal coffers’” (p. 2). The 
financial cost impacts municipality 
capacity on other budget items, such as 
other community priorities and efforts, 
especially as municipalities continue 
to respond to impacts of economic 
conditions on their budgets. Tax 
revenues decide municipality budgets. 

In addition to impacts on municipality 
budgets, vacant properties affect 
property owners’ budgets. As 
vacant properties are neglected and 
maintenance is deferred, the cost 
for returning the building to safe 
conditions and replacing aspects 
of the building are high and can be 
unattainable for property owners. 

Vacant properties also heighten 
the probability of unwanted events 
that can impede health, safety, 
and welfare. National Vacant 
Properties Campaign (2005) pointed 
out concerns around crime, arson, 
accidental fires, public nuisance, 
and health with vacant properties, 
which often translate into more costs 
for the municipality. The perceived 
crime and other concerns vacant 
properties convey cause people to 
make additional perceptions about 
the location of the vacant property. 
Perceptions form concerning 
economic activity level, investment 
in the area, and safety of the area. 
The perceptions related to vacant 
properties then contribute to 
decisions people make about where 
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they want to visit and live. 

Methods for Addressing Vacant 
Properties 

Since vacant properties bring many 
challenges and costs, there are 
various strategies and options that 
have been proposed to address 
property vacancies and dilapidation. 
The strategies and options approach 
the vacancy challenge from multiple 
avenues and utilize a range of tools 
and skills. Best practices for ways to 
address vacancies include vacancy 

databases, building registries, 
collaboration, financial incentives, 
fees, streamlined processes, 
ordinances, receivership, and 
property acquisition. 

Vacancy Databases and Inventories 
Many vacant property solution 
findings identify early warning 
databases or property inventory 
systems of some kind as key for 
vacant property identification and 
awareness (Business and Professional 
People for the Public Interest et 
al., 2010; Wilson, n.d.; Bacher & 
Williams, 2014). “An early warning 
database collects and organizes 
basic information about conditions 
that suggest a property is likely 
to become vacant” (Business and 
Professional People for the Public 
Interest et al., 2010, p. 4). Example 
conditions that suggest vacancy 
likelihood include ownership 
disengagement, leasing challenges, 
long-term business closing, and 
unexpected ownership challenges 
such as health concerns or financial 
circumstances that no longer allow 
a building to be a priority for the 
owner. The database provides 
a comprehensive overview of 
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vacancies in the municipality and gives 
insight into areas the properties will 
affect if their dilapidation continues. 
Bacher and Williams (2014) stated 
the importance of an inventory of 
vacant and abandoned property and 
list the sources from which data 
should be compiled, such as “county 
data, deed information, property tax 
data, records of permits or licenses, 
utilities billing data, corporation 
data, online resources, LexisNexis 
Accruint, Compliance Connections, 
National Community Stabilization Trust, 
REOwellsfargo.com, Fannie Mae’s Home 

Path, First Look data sources, and 
local banks” (p. 881). The inventory 
gives the municipality all the 
information in one place which is easy 
to reference and make available to 
the public. 

Vacant Building Registries 
Recommendations for creating a 
vacant building registry resounds 
across vacant property research 
(Business and Professional People 
for the Public Interest et al., 2010; 
Wilson, n.d.; Hirokawa & Gonzalez, 
2010; Bacher & Williams, 2014; Tisher, 
2013). Vacant building registries 
require property owners to register 
their vacant building, and ensure the 
municipality is aware of the property 
vacancy. Vacant building registries 
are used “to motivate owners to 
maintain buildings and return them 
to productive use, identify the party 
responsible for problem properties, 
monitor vacant properties, and defray 
costs of providing related municipal 
services” (Business and Professional 
People for the Public Interest et al., 
2010, p. 7). Most vacant building 
registries require registration fees, 
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and annual registration renewals. 
Aurora, Colorado has a property 
registration ordinance that requires 
residential vacant properties owners 
to register their property annually 
and pay a $66 annual registration 
fee (Safeguard Properties, 2024). 
Roseland, New Jersey has a property 
registration ordinance that requires 
registration “within 30 days of vacancy 
or within 10 days of foreclosure filing” 
and includes an initial $500 fee, 
$1,000 renewal fee, $2,000 second 
renewal fee, and $3,000 subsequent 
renewal fee (Safeguard Properties, 

2024). The collected registration fees 
can then “go into a fund that could go 
toward property improvements and 
adaptive reuse” (ULI Colorado, 2018, 
p. 20). 

Collaboration 
Collaboration options for addressing 
vacant downtown properties 
can include various strategies 
such as collaboration amongst 
city departments, engaging with 
community members and creating a 
task force. Business and Professional 
People for the Public Interest et 
al. (2010) pointed out the need for 
city departments to work together 
and strategize using their assorted 
skillsets and expertise. In addition to 
city department teamwork, Business 
and Professional People for the Public 
Interest et al. (2010) emphasized 
the need for collaboration with 
the broader community “in order 
to maximize resources and reduce 
the impact of vacant properties” 
(p. 6). Bacher and Williams (2014) 
also recommended collaboration 
by working with business and 
civic leaders and “engaging all 
community members in the process” 
(p. 885). Bacher and Williams 
(2014) highlighted comprehensive, 
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inclusive, and wide-spread community 
engagement and stakeholder 
processes and elements for effective 
collaboration and vacant property 
strategy. In addition to community 
engagement, Bacher and Williams 
(2014) mentioned the role of task 
forces in vacant property efforts and 
how their collaboration can contribute 
to the overall strategy. The task force 
suggested by Bacher and Williams 
“brings key officials across municipal 
departments together with government 
institutions, nonprofit partners, civic 
and professional associations, business 
coalitions and anchor institutions to 
collectively set policy priorities and 
develop action plans for reform” (p. 
879). Collaboration involves many 
people from different levels for an 
effective vacant property strategy. 

Financial Incentives 
Remediating vacant buildings can be 
costly, especially if they have been 
underutilized and under-maintained for 
a long period of time. Offering financial 
incentives to fix up vacant buildings can 
be an effective tool that Wilson (n.d.) 
highlighted for addressing vacancies. 

Wilson (n.d.) highlighted the financial 
incentive examples of façade grants, 
historic preservation tax credits, and 
tax abatement, which can “stimulate 
private sector building renovation 
investment” (p. 4). Wilson (n.d.) 
mentioned that “[s]ometimes these 
financial incentives are the difference 
between rehabilitating a building or 
letting it sit vacant” (p. 4). As more 
buildings are invested in and people 
show interest in help from incentives, 
the more buildings become activated 
and ready for new businesses. 

Streamlined Processes 
Removing some of the barriers 
throughout the development process 
and working with the municipality 
can be done through streamlining 
processes and procedures. People 
who are looking to redevelop a vacant 
property know they have many steps 
and requirements to follow, which 
make intentional streamlining and 
process ease desirable. Bacher and 
Williams (2014) pointed out that 
“a municipality can streamline 
its land use process to remove 
obstacles to redevelopment and 
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897). The streamlining can include 
standardization from the planning 
board and commission, using a 
central permitting office, overview 
of permitting process documents for 
potential applicants, pre-application 
workshops, and clear consolidated 
application forms (Bacher & Williams, 
2014, p. 897-898). People are 
more likely to move forward with a 
challenging redevelopment project 
when the process is clear, expectations 
are communicated, and they know 
where they can ask questions. 

Fees 
In contrast to financial incentives, 
charging fees for vacant properties is 
another option to consider as part of 
a vacant property strategy. The fees 
are used to disincentivize property 
owners from keeping their buildings 
vacant and as a motivation tool for 
them to fill the space. Tisher (2013), 
in her recommendations for fees in 
Cincinnati’s vacant building registry, 
stated that “[f]ees should cover the 
cost of administering the program, 
providing municipal services, assisting 
property owners with rehabilitation 

costs in situations of undue hardship, 
and covering the costs of nuisance 
abatement in situations where the 
city is unable to recoup abatement 
costs from delinquent owners” 
(p. 204). Figuring out fees takes 
a balance and goals of the vacant 
property strategy. Tisher (2013) 
stated that “[t]he fees should be 
severe enough to deter bad behavior 
yet lenient enough to allow good-
faith property owners to save money 
for maintaining or rehabilitating 
their buildings” (p. 204). Fees can 
be tailored based on community 
context and specific vacant property 
strategy. 

Vacant Building Ordinances 

Ordinances of varying kinds related 
to vacant properties are also 
acknowledged as part of the solution 
and approaches. Hirokawa and 
Gonzalez (2010) and Bacher and 
Williams (2014) pointed out vacant 
property ordinance benefits. The 
ordinances provide the enforcement 
power and clear language that 
allows the municipality to actively 
respond to vacant properties. The 
ordinance enforces and implements 
data collected in the vacant building 
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 registries. In addition to vacant 

property ordinances, ordinances that 
require certain levels of maintenance 
can be another mechanism for 
addressing vacant properties (Business 
and Professional People for the Public 
Interest et al., 2010; Wilson, n.d.; 
and Bacher & Williams, 2014.) Most of 
the property maintenance ordinances 
refer to the international property 
maintenance code, major elements 
of the maintenance standards for 
safety, and enforcement of the code. 
Tisher (2013) shared a vacated building 
maintenance license program that 
focuses on dangerous and unsafe 
conditions of buildings that are 
inspected. Ordinance and maintenance 
license programming codify the 
standards and expectations for vacant 
properties. 

Receivership 
The literature incorporates receivership 
as a vacant building strategy through a 
legal avenue (Business and Professional 
People for the Public Interest et al., 
2010; Wilson, n.d.,). Receivership 
transfers building responsibility and 
“[e]nsure[s] that someone with the 

necessary expertise and resources 
repairs or rehabilitates a vacant 
property” (Business and Professional 
People for the Public Interest et al., 
2010, p. 10). The municipality goes 
to court to have a receiver appointed 
who then takes care of the property 
as if it was their own and are then 
allowed to repair or rehabilitate it 
(Business and Professional People 
for the Public Interest et al., 2010). 
Receivers are able to finance any 
projects on the property since they 
are able to access loans and give the 
lender a special certificate which 
guarantees full value of the loan with 
interest (Business and Professional 
People for the Public Interest et al., 
2010). The special certificate and 
loan falls under the responsibility of 
the property owner and if it is not 
paid back, it becomes a lien on the 
property (Business and Professional 
People for the Public Interest et al., 
2010). The property owner remains 
the same throughout receivership 
and is able to “retrieve the property 
at any point in the process by 
reimbursing the receiver for all costs 
associated with the project” (Wilson, 
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property repair and rehabilitation 
in tandem with expanded financing 
capabilities. Conservatorship, which is 
like receivership, is another method 
some states have adopted (Blake et. 
al., 2013). 

Property Acquisition 
There are several mechanisms or 
systems that can facilitate acquisition 
of vacant properties (Business and 
Professional People for the Public 
Interest et al., 2010; Wilson, n.d.; 
Bacher & Williams, 2014; Tisher, 
2013). The acquisition of properties 
provides the situation and ownership 
to make decisions about the neglected 
property. Business and Professional 
People for the Public Interest et al. 
(2010) and Wilson (n.d.) approached 
acquisition through the lens of the 
municipality taking a property to then 
prepare for general rehabilitation, 
a wider revitalization strategy and 
other decision-making about the 
building. Bacher and Williams (2014) 
noted acquisition with the goal of 
creating a land bank. “[L]and banks 
manage, maintain and redevelop these 
properties [within them] and then 
transfer them to new owners in ways 

that support community needs and 
priorities” (Bacher & Williams, 2014, 
p. 896). The proposed use would be 
community-focused and contribute 
to a larger purpose and experience 
for people. On a similar approach 
to putting the building to use for a 
wider purpose, Tisher (2013) in her 
Ohio research indicated property 
acquisition through eminent domain 
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Implementation of Vacant Property 
Methods 

Since there are various methods 
for addressing vacant property, 
municipalities have options to tailor for 
their community context. Communities 
recognize their unique circumstances, 
specific needs, and potential results as 
they select a vacant property strategy. 
Small and rural communities have 
different vacant property challenges 
than large communities, especially 
with consideration of resources and 
capacity. Vacant property approaches 
in the Colorado context vary from 
strategies in other states because of 
state trends, tourism, circumstances, 
resources, and rules. Recognizing 
small community approaches and 
the Colorado context will provide an 
important basis for proposing Colorado 
small community strategies to address 
vacancies. 

Small Community Vacant Property 
Approaches 
Many of the strategies and toolboxes 
for vacant properties are focused 
more on urban and suburban contexts, 

although rural communities are also 
facing vacancy challenges. Vacant 
properties in rural communities are 
a form of rural blight. Eisenberg 
(2016) asserted that “[r]ural blight 
is largely absent not only from 
the public dialogue, but also in 
scholarship focused on the land use, 
property, and local government tools 
that help communities mitigate 
and remediate blight” (p. 514-515). 
Rural and small communities deserve 
emphasis on vacant property solutions 
and strategies, especially since they 
have more challenges with limited 
resources, capacity, and other 
constraints. Eisenberg (2016) has 
drawn attention to the fact that “a 
small, rural town is less likely to have 
the institutions and services necessary 
to engage in effective planning; 
conduct effective code enforcement; 
and if needed, acquire the title to a 
neglected property and dispose of it 
in an economically sustainable way” 
(p. 515-516). 

In addition to fewer institutions 
and services, a “[l]ow-density 
population means a lower tax 
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infrastructure, a more limited economy, 
lower incomes, and a reduced ability 
to galvanize resources to address local 
problems” (Eisenberg, 2016, p. 520). 
Understanding small town context, 
unique challenges to each community, 
and capacity concerns guided the rural 
tailored recommendations along with 
encouragement for communities to 
then adapt them accordingly for their 
community. Eisenberg (2016) worked 
on the West Virginia Legal Education 
to Address Abandoned and Neglected 
Properties (WV LEAP) program that 
published a toolkit with findings that 
synthesized into “[e]ight elements 
that should be considered part of 
an effective rural blight redemption 
framework” (p. 543). The toolkit and 
findings identified multiple legal and 
nonlegal tools for addressing vacant 
properties (Anderson et al., 2015). The 
toolkit and findings encompass laying 
the foundation, fundamental tools, 
additional tools, land banks, and special 
considerations (Anderson et al., 2015). 
The findings from WV LEAP and their 
curation of the toolkit synthesize into 
the eight elements which “include: (1) 
an emphasis on people as a resource, 

(2) local government engagement, 
(3) participatory planning, (4) 
establishment of a legal framework, 
(5) regional cooperation, (6) 
partnerships, (7) negotiations for 
creative solutions, and (8) use of 
rural agility” (Eisenberg, 2016, p. 
543). The eight elements are rural-
centric and are woven throughout 
the kinds of tools and approaches 
recommended for rural communities 
to adapt. 

Colorado Large Community Vacant 
Property Context 
The cities of Manitou Springs, 
Aurora, and Pueblo, as well as 
Jefferson County, are larger 
Colorado communities that have 
vacant property language in their 
codes or policies. The City of 
Manitou Springs’ municipal code 
states that “‘evidence of vacancy’ 
means a condition that on its own 
or combined with other conditions 
present would lead a reasonable 
person to believe that a building or 
property is vacant” (Ord. No. 1317, 
§ 8, 5-2-2017). Manitou Springs 
municipal code then continues 
with specific conditions of vacancy 
along with the range of buildings 
and structures covered under the 
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building/structure that is not legally occupied” (Section 22-641). Aurora 
requires beneficiaries to register vacant property and pay a vacant property 
registration fee (City of Aurora, n.d.). The City of Pueblo municipal code 
(2023) defines evidence of vacancy and requires vacant property registration. 
The larger jurisdiction of Jefferson County, Colorado has a distressed real 
property ordinance and requires vacant property registration as well as other 
distressed vacant property registration (Regulatory Policy Distressed Real 
Property, 2023). 

Manitou Springs, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: Manitousprings.org 
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Methodology 

Awareness of existing research and 
resources outlined in the background 
research section presents a foundation 
for pertinent data examination and 
information gathering for vacant and 
dilapidated downtown buildings in 
small Colorado communities. 

Data 
I have identified example communities 
that represent the range of vacancy 
challenges small communities are 
facing and what strategies can 
respond well. Data and information 
have been collected on the example 
communities to further provide 
context and understanding. The 
example communities consist of Brush, 
Elizabeth, San Luis, and Victor. Along 
with the example communities, I 
gathered vacant property strategies 
and engagement remediation options 
which have specific examples from 
Colorado communities. The examples 
that showcase the strategies and 
options present the ways other 
communities can adapt accordingly for 
their context. Throughout, there is an 

acknowledgement of data limitations, 
data collection challenges, collection 
possibilities and time constraint 
awareness. 

Data Collection Methods 

Data that is available for example 
communities comes from the Colorado 
State Demography Office community 
profiles and RPI Consulting data 
collection. The State Demography 
Office community profiles encompass 
census data, Colorado- specific data, 
and Colorado analysis. RPI Consulting 
collected data over a span of seven 
years while under contract with DOLA 

Main Street. 

I collected additional data through 
community-specific interviews, 
document research, experience from 
working at Downtown Colorado, 
Inc. (DCI) and online research. 
I’ve gathered community vacancy 
condition data through community-
specific interviews which required 
meeting scheduling, interview 
note gathering, interview question 
consistency, and listening skills. 
I’ve conducted community-specific 
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interviews on Zoom video calls using 
structured interview questions about 
downtown vacancies. I interviewed 
main street program leaders in the 
communities including Akron, Brush, 
Elizabeth, Hugo, Meeker, Montrose, 
San Luis, and Victor. The structured 
questions guided the interviews, but 
also allowed me to add or adjust 
questions depending on the downtown 
vacancy conditions the community is 
facing. For example, Elizabeth has 
very few vacancies, so the questions 
were adjusted to us more on programs 
that are bringing people downtown, 
what programs they are working on 
to improve their downtown now, 
and what challenges they may be 
facing in the future since they have 
a high demand but limited supply of 
downtown commercial space. 

I collected example strategies 
and tactics data through online 
documents and research. The online 
research and document search was 
heavily influenced by the community 
interviews as communities mentioned 
code or policy language that impacts 
downtown vacancies. I found specific 
zoning code, municipal code, or policy, 

and then included the relevant part 
in the data collection. The document 
and online research included 
referencing local business incentive 
programming, downtown event 
efforts, and strategies that further 
support downtown foot traffic and 
connectivity. 

Data Analysis 
Throughout the data analysis, I 
consistently asked the question: 
“how will the data translate 
and support small Colorado 
communities?” Some of the data 
I examined showcased details 
and economic conditions of the 
communities that have been 
selected for the community 
interviews. Additional data 
reiterates and tells the story of 
the vacant property strategies and 
approaches. The data was analyzed 
using appropriate comparison, 
relation to necessary contexts and 
purpose of the analysis. 

As I collected additional resources 
and strategies, I have closely 
examined the material, evaluated 
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project purposes, and evaluated the 
usefulness for Colorado communities 
that are 8,000 or less in population. 
The data and resource collection 
recognizes the varying levels of 
vacancy, vacancy factors, and 
applicability translation. The vacancy 
condition community interview data 
has a methodology that recognizes 
the varying levels of vacancy, the 
scale of any existing applicable 
policy, and the enforcement capacity 
scale. Communities were selected 
strategically through consideration of 
the project scope, project timeframe, 
email communication response, 
existing main street program, 
community population, and breadth 
and variety of vacancy challenges or 
solutions. 

Colorado Small Community Context 

Colorado is a large state with a 
diversity in types of communities 
across the state both in size as well as 
in the environment, character, history, 
and culture. Within the variety of 
Colorado communities there are over 

200 communities with a population 
of 8,000 or less (Colorado State 
Demography Office, 2023). Twenty-six 
communities are part of the Colorado 
DOLA Main Street Program, and 20 of 
them have 8,000 or less in population. 

Colorado Small Community Vacancy 
Context 
Communities of 8,000 or less in 
population face varying challenges 
and factors which affect their 
downtowns and contribute to 
the nature and conditions of 
their downtown ecosystems. 
Economic conditions, housing 
stock availability, history, building 
ownership, connectivity, tourism, 
quality of life, job availability, and 
location are major factors that 
impact downtowns. The status 
and conditions of these factors 
present themselves in Colorado 
small community downtowns on a 
continuum of vacancy. The continuum 
of vacancy is to be used as a tool to 
understand current conditions and 
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The high vacancy range is 30% or more of the downtown, while the medium 
vacancy consists of 9-29% of the downtown, and low vacancy is 8% or less of 
the downtown. Demand is harder to quantify and includes the caveat that 
the demand label does not account for politics, economic forces, absentee 
owners, or real estate decisions. Demand is hidden unlike vacancy but must 
be considered as part of understanding outside forces on vacancy. 

Along with the continuum of vacancy to guide understanding the vacancy 
landscape of a place, enforcement, resources, and capacity are important 
considerations. Small communities have varying levels of enforcement 
capacity, resources available, and staff capacity. Enforcement, resources, and 
staff capacity impact vacant policy effectiveness, strategy implementation 
and gathering of additional resources for addressing downtown vacancies. 
Deciphering the current status of enforcement, resources, and staff capacity 
in a community will then guide direction for the community-tailored vacant 
property strategy and methods adoption. 
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Colorado Small Community Examples 

The example communities featured in this report are Brush, Elizabeth, San Luis, 
and Victor. Each of the communities are in the DOLA Main Street program, have 
a population of 8,000 or less, and fall on the vacancy continuum. Brush has 
medium vacancy and medium demand while Elizabeth has low vacancy and higher 
demand. San Luis and Victor have high vacancy and lower demand. 

Brush 
Brush! is an agriculturally based small community in Morgan County east of Fort 
Morgan with a 2022 population of 5,319 people and a median household income 
of $64,475. Downtown Brush! has a 9.3% vacancy which consists of nine vacancies 
in a total of 96 commercial buildings (M. Mares, personal communication, May 6, 
2024). Brush! has “six registered historical landmarks, downtown buildings whose 
structures date back to the early 1900’s” and they “continue to host the longest 
standing rodeo in Colorado” (City of Brush!, 2022b, para. 3). Brush! has seen 
economic growth in recent years with population increase, three new industrial 
primary employers, new downtown businesses, new commercial development and 
an industrial park (City of Brush!, 2022b). 

Elizabeth 
Elizabeth is a small community in Elbert County southeast of Denver. In 2022 
Elizabeth had a population of 2,259 people and a median household income 
of $99,889. Elizabeth has a main street with historic structures and around 
20 businesses (Z. Higgins, personal communication, January 23, 2024). The 
downtown currently has minimal vacancies, with high demand and a quick 
turnover when something becomes available. Since there is a high demand, 
developers have been looking at new space options and determining potential 
rent prices. The high demand comes with a growing population and recognition 
that “[t]he Town of Elizabeth is largely influenced by its proximity to communities 
in Douglas County, including Parker, Castle Rock and the Denver metropolitan 
area” (Town of Elizabeth, 2024). 
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Elizabeth, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 

Victor, CO 

Brush, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 

San Luis, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: Town of San Luis 
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San Luis 
San Luis is the oldest town in Colorado, located in Costilla County south of Pueblo 
and southeast of Alamosa in the San Luis Valley. In 2022 San Luis had a population of 
623 people, a median household income of $27,895. San Luis has a downtown vacancy 
rate of 48% which consists of 12 vacancy buildings of 25 total commercial buildings 
(S. Sanderford, Personal Communication, May 6, 2024). San Luis is remote in location, 
but also “has an exceptional tourist attraction, the Shrine of the Stations of the 
Cross” (Town of San Luis, 2018b, para. 1). The tourist attraction consists of 15 bronze 
sculpture stations of the resurrection story along a path starting at the bottom 
of the mesa and ending on the mesa at the shrine (Town of San Luis, 2018b). In 
addition to the tourist attraction, San Luis has the Sangre de Cristo Heritage Center 
which is currently under restoration and will be a “future venue for music, theater 
productions, cultural events, conferences and workshops” including micro-business 
training (Town of San Luis, 2018a, para. 1). 

Victor 
Victor is a historic mining town, located southwest of Colorado Springs in Teller 
County, near Pikes Peak. In 2022 Victor had a population of 372 people and a median 
household income of $57,679. Victor has 60 commercial buildings in the Victor 
Business District, of which 47% (28 buildings) have inactive ground floor use (J. 
Zalewski, personal communication, February 1, 2024). Twenty-three buildings have 
active commercial ground floor use while 9 commercial buildings have residential use 
on the ground floor. Victor is around five miles from Cripple Creek, which is a major 
gambling destination, and both Victor and Cripple Creek are in close proximity to the 
Cripple Creek and Victor Gold Mine. 

Victor, CO 
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Applying the example communities to the framework of the continuum 
elements showcases the range of contexts and current conditions. Exhibit 
1 showcases the example communities with consideration of their vacancy 
ranges. 

Exhibit 1 

In addition to the vacancy contexts, examining the example communities side-
by-side on varying topics shows the differences more clearly and alludes to the 
variation of factors impacting each of the communities and how they ripple 
into affecting downtown vacancies. Table 1 showcases that the high-demand 
community of Elizabeth has seen population growth from 2010 to 2022 while 
the medium-demand and lower-demand communities have seen population 
decline. The total community population data points provide perspective for 
the scale of population change each community has experienced. In addition 
to population, the median household income shares insight into residents’ 
financial conditions. Data on median household income and percentage 
of population with incomes lower than the poverty line contributes to 
understanding the level of discretionary spending community members have 
and potential cost-of-living circumstances. 
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Table 1 
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Some small communities in Colorado 
have adopted strategies for addressing 
vacant properties which can be used as a 
reference point for other communities. 
Since the strategies have been used in 
a small community and are Colorado 
based, they can be adapted more readily 
for other small Colorado communities. 
The strategies include: 
• Land Use Policy 
• Vacant property policy 
• Public nuisance policy 
• Vacant property inventory 
• Temporary vacant property solutions 
• Business incentive programs 
• Downtown activity support 
• Building code enforcement 
• Financing mechanisms 

Land Use Policies 
Streamlining development processes 
and having flexible land use policy can 
be an effective strategy for addressing 
vacant properties in small Colorado 
communities. The land use policies do 
not overtly address vacant property 
challenges but enable smoother 
pre-development stages, clearer 
understanding of property zoning 

constraints, and the range of 
development opportunities allowed 
under the code. Elizabeth, Colorado 
has language in their zoning code 
specifically for downtown with 
Downtown (DT) District zoning. 
The DT zoning is put in place to 
“promote the long-term vitality of 
the ‘old downtown’ business district; 
maintain a neighborhood commercial 
scale; promote pedestrian activity; 
maintain the unique character of the 
‘old downtown’ style; and encourage 
a live-work-play life style” (Town 
of Elizabeth, 2023, Sec. 16-1-180). 
The zoning district is flexible and 
supports the downtown vision of 
vitality and vibrancy which requires 
activated buildings. The flexible and 
downtown-focused zoning inherently 
discourages downtown vacancies 
through removing zoning barriers 
and limiting zoning delays. 

Elizabeth, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 
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s Vacant Property Policy 
Vacant property policy is specific code 
language that penalizes non activation 
of properties in the downtown and 
disincentivizes vacancies with fines. 
Akron, Colorado has a policy that outlines 
a fine for inactive properties to cover 
their water and wastewater services (see 
Appendix B for the policy). The policy 
states “inactive status accounts shall 
be subject to monthly ‘availability of 
service’ fees for water and wastewater 
services payable at the rate of the 
designated base service charge for the 
given tap size/use” (Town of Akron, 
2024, p. 2). Starting in May of 2024, the 
municipality will designate properties 
that are not being charged for services as 
inactive, and it also starts the timeframe 
when property owners can submit a 
request to be considered inactive (Town 
of Akron, 2024). The inactive status and 
associated fees remove the service cost 
burden from the municipality, brings a 
degree of accountability, and helps to 
push the efforts of further discouraging 
vacant properties. In addition to 
water services fees, communities can 
charge fees for vacancies. Vacancy fee 
requirements and details are outlined in 
vacant building registration ordinances 

or building registry systems. The 
2018 ULI TAP report suggested 
that Central City, which has high 
vacancies, should have a vacant 
building registration ordinance with 
an annual fee for vacant properties 
(ULI Colorado, 2018, p. 20). 

Akron, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: 9News.com 

Public Nuisance Policy 

Public nuisance policy is another form of 
policy that can apply to vacant buildings 
and offer enforcement capabilities when 
vacant and dilapidated buildings are 
at a state that is a concern for health, 
safety, and welfare of the public. Health, 
safety, and welfare concerns fall under 
the purview of a municipality and are 
the basis for code requirements. Hugo, 
Colorado has a nuisance policy in place 
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s which includes vacant buildings as 
part of applicable nuisances. The 
Town of Hugo Ordinance 254 (2019) 
defines vacant buildings as “any 
unoccupied building that is or has 
become dangerous or otherwise 
is deemed to be hazardous to 
the public health and safety” (p. 
1). Public safety is the reasoning 
behind each of the declarations and 
definitions in the nuisance policy, 
which are further outlined in the 
ordinance in Appendix C. Under the 
policy, the town will notify vacant 
building property owners who are 
required to secure their vacant 
building within 72 hours (Town of 
Hugo, 2019, p. 2). Defining and 
including vacant buildings in public 
nuisance policy highlights safety 
concerns and potential impact they 
can have on the public which has 
enforceability under nuisance law. 

Hugo, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 

Vacant Property Inventory 
Vacant property inventories, even 
informal ones that are maintained 
by city staff, contribute important 
information to a municipality’s 
vacant property strategy. The 
inventory is a resource tool when 
there are potential new property 
owners, knowing what challenges 
would need to be addressed for 
property ownership changes, and 
provides a knowledge base for 
any new vacant property strategy 
steps such as vacant property fee 
enforcement. Victor has an informal 
list of all the ground floor downtown 
spaces, which consists of the 
address, current business or use, and 
any pertinent building conditions 
to note, which are included in 
the assessor’s database as well. 
The DOLA Main Street Program 
worked with RPI Consulting over a 
period of seven years in which they 
created inventory spreadsheets 
for communities to update. The 
spreadsheet has the vacant property 
information all in one place, while 
being in a format that is easy to 
update which is shown in Appendix 
D. The spreadsheet data consists 
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s of address, property class, zoning, 
owner, owner care of, owner mailing 
address, business name, land actual 
value, improvement actual value, 
last sale, last sale date, assessor 
account, and GIS parcel information 
which can be obtained from the 
county assessor’s office. 

Temporary Vacant Property Solutions 
Municipalities recognize that 
filling vacant properties can take 
time and know the impacts of 
the vacant properties first-hand, 
which prompts temporary vacant 
property solutions such as window 
activation competitions, window 
display programs, and display 

Central City, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 

collaborations. The temporary 
window activation efforts make the 
building feel more inviting when 
pedestrians pass and shows that 
thought and action is being used 
towards vacant downtown space 
which can then allude to an existing 
vacant property strategy and efforts. 
In instances where there are many 
vacancies adjacent to one another, 
temporary window programming 
diversifies the experience of 
passersby. The temporary window 
programming often promotes 
existing area businesses, programs, 
or events. At a vacant building in 
Victor there is a window display 
that has large historic photos, 
fake mercantile goods, Main Street 
program logos, and Main Street 
sponsors. In Central City, there are 
displays of large historic photographs 
in vacant storefronts to temporarily 
activate the space and enhance the 
pedestrian experience (G. Langley, 
personal communication, March 
28, 2024). Other downtowns have 
activated windows encouraging 
possibilities through “imagine your 
business here” messaging with 
contact info and visual graphics of 
the possibilities. 
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Business Incentive Programs 
Vacant spaces are activated with 
new businesses and prevention of 
more vacancies relies on retention 
of existing businesses. Business 
incentive programs contribute 
to an effective vacant property 
strategy which can be seen in 
the example of the City of Brush! 
Commercial Asset Reinvestment and 
Enhancement Solution (C.A.R.E.S) 
Program (see Appendix E for the 
program overview). The goal of 
the program is to “revise existing 
business incentive programs, and 
create greater opportunity for 
business success and increase 

Brush!, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: Visitmorgancountycolorado.com 

funding availability for new and 
expanding businesses” (City 
of Brush, 2022a, p. 1). The 
program’s focus on both existing 
businesses and new businesses 
further encourages a collaborative 
culture, supportive business 
environment, healthy business 
competition, and recognition of 
the contribution and importance of 
existing businesses. The program 
encompasses various reimbursement 
opportunities for businesses which 
include city property taxes, a 
portion of collected local sales 
tax, use tax, building permit fees, 
the fee for code analysis for the 
redevelopment/reuse of a property, 
and costs associated with life safety 
and building improvements (City 
of Brush, 2022). In addition to 
the reimbursements, the program 
offers free architectural drawings 
for façade improvements ideas 
(City of Brush, 2022). The program 
selection process follows a score 
matrix with a set rubric and criteria 
which standardizes the program 
and communicates the importance 
of elements within the community 
context and business landscape. The 
City of Brush! and the Chamber of 

32 

https://Visitmorgancountycolorado.com


R
u

ra
l C

o
lo

ra
d

o
 C

o
m

m
u

n
it

y
 S

tr
at

eg
ie

s Commerce oversees the program 
and score the applications (City of 
Brush, 2022). Business incentive 
programs act as a tool to implement 
the actions of preventing vacancies 
and addressing vacancies along with 
communicating the city’s attitude 
and cooperation levels towards 
economic development and business 
in the community. 

Another example is Montrose, which 
has a population over 8,000, but its 
funds are a model and worth sharing 
with small communities to tailor 
accordingly. Montrose has business 
opportunity funds through their 
revitalization incentive program, 

Montrose, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 

which includes the Montrose 
Opportunity Fund and the Downtown 
Opportunity Fund (City of Montrose, 
2024). “Through the programs, 
property and business owners can 
receive low-interest loans for up to 
$20,000 to complete revitalization 
projects” (City of Montrose, 2024, 
para. 1). Items the programs cover 
include façade improvements, 
building improvements, signage, 
roof repair or replacement, 
code deficiency corrections, 
building system improvement 
or replacements, accessibility 
improvements, and architectural 
fees (City of Montrose, 2024). The 
variety of options included in the 
program help address challenges 
for businesses, mitigate downtown 
vacancies and encourage vibrancy. 

Downtown Activity Support 
Car and pedestrian traffic shape 
downtown business, character, 
vibrancy level, and environment. 
Downtown activities and 
programming that point to downtown 
help drive the traffic. Downtown 
activities are often holiday related, 
which can be seen in the example 
of Brush’s window decorating 
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s competition and tree lighting. 
Elizabeth holds an annual holiday 
ornament program where the town 
buys the annual ornaments, gives 
them to the businesses and then 
the businesses sell them. There are 
various downtown events throughout 
the year throughout small Colorado 
communities, such as Oktoberfest 
in Brush, the Main Street 5K run in 
Elizabeth, Fiesta de Santiago y Santa 
Ana in San Luis, Victor Gold Rush 
Days in Victor and more. In addition 
to short-term events, longer-term 
downtown programming such as 
streetscape improvements drive 
activity and pedestrian traffic. 
Elizabeth currently has a streetscape 

Elizabeth, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 

project underway which consists of 
new sidewalks, trash cans, lights, 
and bike racks. Programming outside 
of downtown includes wayfinding 
which directs people downtown. 
Wayfinding elements are located 
on popular pedestrian and biking 
trails as well as roadways adjacent 
to the downtown. The Elizabeth 
Parks, Trails and Open Space Master 
Plan highlights wayfinding plans to 
connect the main street trails and 
parks. 

Building Code Enforcement 
Building code enforcement addresses 
safety concerns of vacant buildings, 
sets requirements for regarding 
severe dilapidation, and provides a 
basis for subsequent decisions. The 
Town of Hugo had local ordinances 
concerning dangerous buildings. 
Town of Hugo Ordinance Number 233 
defines dangerous buildings, allows 
abatement of dangerous buildings, 
and imposes penalties and costs 
(see Appendix F for Hugo Ordinance 
233). The ordinance outlines 
seven criteria options for the 
definition of a dangerous building 
and requires declaration of public 
nuisance as the precursor to town 
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s inspection. If the Town finds the 
building dangerous, corresponding 
abatement proceedings follow 
along with abatement enforcement 
(Town of Hugo, 2012). Hugo’s 
dangerous building process was 
an important short-term solution 
since there was no building code 
standard. The short-term solution 
involved Ordinance 235 which 
amended Ordinance 233 until a 
more comprehensive solution was 
implemented in 2019 (Town of Hugo, 
2012b). In 2019, Hugo adopted 
ordinance 253, which adopts the 
2006 International Building Code 
and International Residential Code 
and “include[s] articles on zoning, 

Hugo, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 

development, and extension of 
town services to undeveloped 
lands, building codes, subdivision 
regulations, and annexation, and 
providing for penalties for violation 
of the code” (Town of Hugo, 2019a, 
p. 1). The newly adopted building 
code supersedes the previous 
dangerous building ordinance and 
clearly sets municipality parameters 
for enforcement. Enforcement 
then leads to recognition and 
awareness of consequences from 
code violations and requirements 
to prevent code violations. 
Enforcement and consequence 
awareness addresses existing 
vacancies and deters vacancies. 

Financing Mechanisms 
Special districts such as downtown 
development authorities, business 
improvement districts, and urban 
renewal authorities have financing 
mechanisms that could address 
vacancies in small Colorado 
downtowns. In November 2018, ULI 
Colorado conducted a technical 
advisory panel (TAP) of Central City 
which pointed out the striking level 
of vacancies. One of the financial 
opportunities identified in the 
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TAP report was to “deploy additional public finance tools, such as an Urban 
Renewal Authority (URA) or Downtown Development Authority (DDA)—both 
of which can leverage Tax Increment Financing (TIF)” (ULI Colorado, 2018, 
p. 21). URAs address blighted areas, which according to Colorado statute 
are areas that have at least four of the eleven factors of blight (Colorado 
Supreme Court, 2022). The statute with the eleven factors of blight is outlined 
in Appendix H.  In September of 2023, Central City created a DDA which can 
coexist with a URA and has longer to repay tax increment financing than the 
URA (Leary, 2023b). In addition to a newly formed DDA, Central City has an 
urban renewal authority which has eminent domain power (Leary, 2023a).  La 
Junta and Leadville are examples of other small towns with URAs.
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La Junta, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 

Leadville, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 
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Vacant Property Engagement 
Remediation Options 

Vacant property remediation is 
community specific, dependent on 
conditions as well as awareness 
of where the community falls on 
the vacancy and enforcement 
continuums. As a result, this report 
does not include community-specific 
suggestions, such as unique retail 
options. Instead, wider categories of 
engagement are mentioned below 
that relate to the overall strategy and 
approach for addressing vacancies. 
The categories of engagement 
include: 
• Approachability and collaboration 

culture 
• Addressing utilization 
• Encouraging curiosity 
• Engagement with local 

stakeholders 
• Absentee owner engagement 
• Local developer support and 

downtown championing 
• Paths to local ownership and 

maintaining presence 

Approachability and Collaboration 
Culture 
Approachability and collaboration 
culture for development from a 
municipality can be a strategy 
unto itself for addressing vacant 
properties. A municipality that 
creates a reputation as one that 
is easy to collaborate with and is 
open to new ideas is desirable for 
people looking to redevelop vacant 
properties. Montrose, Colorado has 
a successful approach that smaller 
communities can tailor accordingly. 
Montrose’s various programs, 
revitalization efforts, and innovation 
encouragement has led to downtown 

Montrose, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 
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vitality and desirable downtown 
experience. In addition to programs, 
Montrose has a Development and 
Revitalization Team (DART) along 
with a Main Street Program. The 
Main Street Program can be another 
valuable avenue for growing an 
approachability and collaboration 
culture. 

Addressing Underutilization 
In addition to fully vacant downtown 
properties, there are instances 
of properties with underutilized 
space. For example, in Victor, 
Colorado there is a property that is 
currently vacant on the ground floor 
but has an Airbnb in the upstairs 

La Junta, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 

apartment. Communities should 
recognize opportunities to address 
the underutilized space, contribute 
to activating downtown, and address 
a community need. Colorado Main 
Street Program worked with the 
organization UpstairsDowntown to 
highlight successes of activating 
upper-floor underutilized 
space in La Junta and Montrose 
(UpstairsDowntown, 2020). La Junta 
created a coworking living space in 
an underutilized upper floor in their 
downtown and Montrose created 
five residential units above retail 
shops downtown. Trinidad, which has 
over 8,000 in population, addressed 
underutilization and artist housing 
needs through the Space to Create 
program which is a “state-sponsored 
initiative to provide affordable 
housing for creatives and local 
workers in rural Colorado” (Visit 
Trinidad Colorado, 2024, para. 1). 
“The project was a renovation [of] 
an entire historic block of Trinidad’s 
Main Street, creating a total of 41 
new affordable residential units 
and multiple commercial spaces” 
(Visit Trinidad Colorado, 2024, para. 
1). Addressing underutilization 
further activates downtown and 
collaboration success possibilities. 
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Encouraging Curiosity 
When downtown vacant properties 
gain momentum and see more 
investment, there’s an opportunity 
to encourage curiosity from 
passersby. Similar to the temporary 
vacant property solutions, 
encouraging curiosity tactics 
activate a previously empty space. 
These may involve creative window 
wrapping during construction or 
special pop-up events. In Montrose, 
the city has a fund for businesses 
to wrap their storefront windows 
when they are under construction. 
The window wrapping blocks the 
view of the inside construction from 
passersby, has a message about the 

Center, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: Sangres.com 

new business that will be arriving 
soon, and further encourages 
passersby to visit the new business 
inside after the window wrapping 
has been removed. In 2018, the 
Town of Center, with support from 
Downtown Colorado, Inc. (DCI), 
held a “Lights on Center” pop-up 
community event that featured 
a community meal in the main 
street, an artistic display, and used 
a downtown vacant building as the 
staging area and buffet location. 
Window wrappings and opportunities 
for deeper interactions with vacant 
spaces can catalyze momentum, 
idea sharing, and creativity. 

Engagement with Local Stakeholders 
Engagement with local stakeholders 
builds relationships, communicates 
the downtown vision, grows 
the number of advocates, and 
provides a platform for different 
voices. Types of community 
engagement vary and can be built 
upon what plans and strategies 
are taking place. For example, if 
the municipality is in the process 
of updating their comprehensive 
plan, the public engagement for 
the plan update can encompass 
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downtown vacancy questions and 
feedback opportunities. More 
sustained and long-term community 
engagement can come in the form 
of boards focused on specific topics 
and missions that relate to the 
downtown. For example, both a Main 
Street Program board and Downtown 
Development Authority board consist 
of local stakeholders. The local 
stakeholders on the established 
boards are well connected, in tune 
with current events, and hear from 
other stakeholders, which can then 
help inform direction and decision 
making. 

Central City, CO Downtown 

Photo Source: DOLA Main Street 

Absentee Owner Engagement 

Many small communities with high 
downtown vacancies have challenges 
with absentee owners. Absentee 
owners may be a result of people 
living out of state or inheritance 
effects as previous owners pass 
away. Downtown absentee 
owners are property owners and 
stakeholders in a downtown. 
Processes related to newly proposed 
plans, strategies, visions, or special 
districts that impact the downtown, 
should involve and engage downtown 
stakeholders, including absentee 
owners. Updating all stakeholder 
contact information allows for 
communication and opportunities 
to get involved with changes 
downtown. Since absentee owners 
are rarely present in person, the 
engagement processes can be an 
opportunity for online participation 
and widening the understanding 
of activity happening near their 
property. Engaging the absentee 
owners can also lead to connection 
building and interactions with other 
downtown property owners who have 
active spaces and businesses. 
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Local Developer Support and Downtown 
Championing 
Developers who live locally and own 
property in small communities often 
have deep connections, personal 
interest, and personal investment 
in the community. Since local 
developers are present and rooted in 
the community, they also often have 
the patience and perseverance for 
challenging local projects that require 
more time and that other developers 
may find to be too much of a burden. 
Along with a focus on local developers, 
streamlining the development process 
can assist in addressing vacancies. 
During their Technical Advisory Panel, 
ULI Colorado (2018) recommended 

Minturn Agora 

Photo Source: Vail Daily 

streamlining the development review 
process in Central City with use-by-
right, expediting permit reviews, 
subsidizing risk capital costs, 
integrating new development with 
historic buildings, and partnering with 
experienced developers (p. 20). 

Furthermore, local people who are 
downtown champions can provide 
momentum, gather people, innovate, 
implement activation elements, and 
advocate for the downtown vision. A 
downtown champion is often a local 
business owner, resident, or worker 
who is very invested and connected 
in the community and takes action 
to move things forward before there 
is wide support. An example of a 
downtown champion is in Minturn, 
where a local businessman, Larry 
Stone, created an Agora, which is a 
community gathering place, during the 
pandemic out of one of his property’s 
downtown driveways (Swenson, 2022). 
The Agora was a catalyst for a wine 
tasting room, woodfired pizza, local 
art, local restaurant collaboration, 
and new outside eating venue. 
Downtown champions are leaders, 
can help pave the way for what is 
possible and encourage others to 
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get involved. Perseverance and 
showcasing possibilities can reinspire 
existing businesses, support existing 
downtown activity, and be a 
tangible example for potential new 
investment. 

Paths to Local Ownership and 
Maintaining Presence 

Growing pathways to local building 
ownership can strengthen local 
businesses and play a role in 
addressing and preventing downtown 
vacancies. Property ownership 
“provid[es] cost efficiencies—such 
as the ability to live above one’s 
business, increasing financial 
stability by minimizing rent 

Victor Trading Company 

Photo Source: Victortradingco.com 

increases and/or introducing 
additional revenue streams from 
ancillary residential or commercial 
tenant rent” (Wisconsin Economic 
Development Corporation, 2022, 
para. 18). An example of this is 
in downtown Victor, where Sam 
and Karen Morrison own the Victor 
Trading Co. & Manufacturing Works 
business and live above it (J. 
Zalewski, personal communication, 
March 19, 2024). Additionally, 
succession planning for existing 
businesses plays a role in mitigating 
new vacancies. Succession planning 
outlines options and strategies for 
relinquishing a business when a 
person decides to retire and supports 
paths to ownership options. The 
planning includes approach options 
for selling the business, methods 
of transitioning, and knowledge 
sharing. Intentional and fruitful 
succession planning can contribute 
to accelerating the timeline for 
building ownership and expanded 
capacity to contribute to the 
community. 
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Resources for Implementation 

There are a variety of resources 
and organizations with expertise 
applicable to addressing downtown 
vacancies in small communities. This 
section is limited since this large 
topic was outside of the main scope 
of this report. Additionally, some 
resources available may change 
depending on federal funding. Access 
to the resources relies on a strong 
awareness of current conditions, 
political will, capacity, and budget 
abilities. Resources, both direct 
and indirect, originate from the 
federal or state level, along with 
organizations in Colorado which 
provide related technical assistance, 
knowledge, and expertise. 

Federal-level resources with the 
possibility of being applicable to 
addressing vacant properties include 
brownfields funding from the EPA, 
federal historic preservation tax 
credits through the National Park 
Service, or USDA Rural Business 
Development Grant funding. State-
level resources that could be direct 
or indirect for addressing vacant 
downtown properties include the 
CDOT Main Street Revitalization 
Program, brownfield support from 
CDPHE, façade grants from DOLA 

Main Street, and state historic 
preservation tax credits. In Colorado 
there are many organizations 
that have expertise in small town 
downtown revitalization, new 
business support, district formation, 
and/or preservation, such as the 
Colorado Main Street Program, 
Colorado Office of Economic 
Development and International Trade 
(OEDIT), Downtown Colorado, Inc 
(DCI), Community Builders, Ayres 
Associates, University Technical 
Assistance Program, Economic 
Development Council of Colorado 
(EDCC), Good Business Colorado, 
Colorado Preservation, Inc. (CPI) 
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and more. Additionally, there are organizations that have local connections and 
resources that could support addressing downtown vacancies, which include 
chambers of commerce, small business development centers (SBDC), and regional 
business support entities. The specific resources mentioned above include rural 
community funding options, capacity support, education sessions, marketing 
support, strategic plan implementation, stakeholder engagement strategy, 
technical assistance and more. 

Victor, CO Downtown 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of the project was to provide tangible, helpful, and Colorado-
specific strategies for addressing vacant and dilapidated downtown 
buildings in small communities around the state. The strategies outlined in 
this report can be utilized, adapted, and tailored by small communities to 
create policies and procedures that best fit their context. The communities 
of focus for the strategies discussed have populations of 8,000 or less. 

This report highlights general strategies for addressing vacant property 
drawn from small non-Colorado community contexts and Colorado 
vacant property contexts as a basis for strategy and method options for 
small Colorado communities. The strategy and method suggestions first 
recognized the Colorado vacant property landscape and contributing 
factors. The examples of Brush, Elizabeth, San Luis, and Victor showcase 
varying conditions and factors of vacancy which was further presented 
in a contrast of the communities. Strategies for addressing vacancies 
and dilapidation focused on policies, programs, code enforcement and 
financing tools. In addition to these strategies, vacant property engagement 
remediation options outlined the benefits of collaboration, participation, 
innovation with space and creativity. Resource options accompany the 
strategies and engagement options to support implementation steps and 
processes. 
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Victor, CO Downtown 
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For the next steps, I would recommend a widening of resource research, 
a commitment to vacant property inventory upkeep, and implementation 
method sharing. The resource research widening would compile and 
categorize resources available from varying sources while consciously 
considering small community challenges and capacity constraints. The 
vacant property inventory upkeep commitment would encompass the 
inventory template, suggested timelines for annual updating, a one-stop 
data collection resource to complete the inventory, and research into 
system automation options for the inventory. The implementation method 
sharing would consist of more in-depth studies and analysis on successful 
method implementation in Colorado small communities. 

In conclusion, the report highlights key takeaways of community-tailoring 
importance, awareness of existing conditions, capacity understanding 
and the available strategies and engagement remediation options for 
addressing downtown vacancies in Colorado small communities. 
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Appendix B 

TOWN OF AKRON 

RESOLUTION NO. 24.04 

A RESOLUTION ADOPTING INACTIVE STATUS AND ABANDONMENT OF 
WATER/WASTEWATER SERVICES REGULATIONS 

WHEREAS, the Town of Akron, State of Colorado, owns and operates their utility distribution 

systems, which provide the water, wastewater and sanitation needs and services of its citizens; 

and, 

WHEREAS, The Town Manager and Public Works Committee recommends adopting inactive 

status and abandonment of water/wastewater services regulations to ensure the prudent 

management, maintenance, and care of the towns water/wastewater system. 

NOW THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED BY THE BOARD OF TRUSTEES OF THE 

TOWN OF AKRON, COLORADO: 

Section 1: Effective May I, 2024, the II Inactive Status and Abandonment Of 
Water/Wastewater Services Regulations II as attached to this resolution be adopted and 
implemented. 

Section 2. That any ordinance or resolution passed, approved, and adopted prior to the passage 

and approval ofthis resolution in conflict with its provisions is repealed as of May 1, 2024. 

Section 3. That this resolution shall take effect and be in full force from and after its passage and 

approval as required by law. 

Section 4. That the provisions of this resolution are separable, and the invalidity of any phase, 

clause, or part of this resolution shall not affect the validity or effectiveness of the remainder of 

this resolution. 

Section 5. That the Town Board of Trustees will evaluate and monitor each fund and its rates on 

a bi-annual basis. 

INTRODUCED, PASSED AND ADOPTED AT A REGULAR MEETING OF THE TOWN 

COUNCIL OF THE TOWN OF AKRON THIS 5th DAY OF FEBRUARY, 2024. 

For:
---

Against: __ 
Abstain: 

ATTEST: TOWN OF AKRON 

By: 
Dencia Raish, Town Clerk/Treasurer Brandon Hill, Mayor 

[SEAL] 
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