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§ EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
Unmet housing needs in Durango are becoming more commonplace for all, and the City of Durango 
wants to do its part in helping to address this issue. This Plan serves as the foundation for a housing 
program within the City of Durango to address the cityôs housing issues. Much of the cost of housing 
stems from forces beyond local control, but there are things Durango can do to affect cost, quality and 
availability of housing.  

 

Housing affordability relates directly to: 
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This Plan has six primary policy goals based on ideas and feedback from the 
Housing Policy Advisory Committee, City Council, and outside housing 

agencies, public meetings and outreach, and staff initiatives: 
 

 
 

 

The Durango Housing Plan and Program will advance actions that can be taken now, such as 

amendments to the development Land Use and Development Code (LUDC) to incentivize more 

residential development, while some proposals such as land banking will take years to accomplish. The 

action items are compiled at the end of the Plan, before the Appendices. 
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1. PRINCIPLES 
 
 
The Durango Housing Plan is guided by principles that have emerged during the Planôs development. 
The housing strategies implement the following ten principles:  
 

¶ Quality housing should be available to all residents of Durango. 

 

¶ Durango is a place where you can live, work, raise a family, start a business and retire. 

Preserving Durangoôs livability requires housing to stay affordable for as many as possible. 

 

¶ This plan recognizes that Durango is a small part of a vast economic system, but local actions 

make a difference. 

 

¶ Community-wide support is essential for the housing program ï all of Durango has a stake in 

housing.  

 

¶ The City must evaluate land use planning and regulatory authority to allow developers to 

respond to housing market needs: Developers must continue to create the high-quality places 

expected by Durango residents. 

 

¶ The Plan promotes housing in what are referred to as the Areas of Change because of the 

importance of infill development and redevelopment.  

 

¶ The Areas of Stability will continue to absorb more housing.  

 

¶ Growth on the periphery is likely to surpass infill development because land is cheaper and 

more abundant away from the core of Durango. These are Areas of Growth. 

 

¶ Quality housing, whether it is infill or greenfield development, must have dense, walkable 

neighborhoods with access to multi-modal transportation options including transit, bike lanes 

and sidewalks. 

 

¶ Housing is a foundation for Durangoôs local economy and for its residents to build wealth 

through equity and financial stability.  
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2. INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
 
Durango has a housing affordability issue, and this Plan will provide alternatives to help alleviate those 
issues. The central role of housing in shaping the character of a community makes housing as crucial 
to Durango as the road network or utility system, but many factors in Durango make affordable housing 
increasingly difficult to obtain. Housing affordability depends on land use regulation, housing supply, the 
cost of materials and labor, the availability of land, the cost of infrastructure, adequate densities for infill 
development, incomes commensurate with housing costs, and the strength of affordable housing 
programs.  
 
As the people who make Durango workðthe teachers, waiters, first responders, Fort Lewis professors, 
young familiesðfind it increasingly difficult to afford housing, Durango is in danger of losing its identity. 
Prices will continue to escalate, and are likely to continue to accelerate faster than income growth, with 
significant implications for Durangoôs future social and economic health. Local employers, including Fort 
Lewis College, local banks and the 9R school Durango have all commented on the difficulty of hiring 
new employees or retaining new hires, with obvious potential consequences for Durango. 

 
 

Figure 1 
Home Price to Income Ratio 

 
 

*Almost half of the housing units in Aspen are publicly owned subsidized housing,  
otherwise the ratio would be much more. 

2.1 STATEMENT OF THE ISSUE 
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Housing prices are expected to continue to accelerate faster than income growth, a situation with 
significant implications for Durangoôs future social and economic health. Housing prices have grown 
faster than income for at least two decades, as Figure 2 shows.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 2 

 
 

One of the premises of the Plan is that more housing will benefit all residents regardless of income. To 
do this, the Plan proposes to mix market-based approaches, as adopted in the Land Use and 
Development Code (LUDC) and other City regulations, with funding sources, land banking and other 
ways to subsidize workforce housing, which is defined as both affordable and attainable housing. 
Housing for lower income residents requires some type of subsidy such as gap funding, tax credit 
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financing and other funding mechanisms or subsidization managed by the City or other agencies. 
Without the additional assistance, development of affordable housing will be very difficult. Residents 
higher up the housing spectrum will benefit more from regulatory changes, which are intended to 
increase the supply of market rate housing and decrease the cost to develop housing. 
 
Affordable and attainable housing have specific meanings in relation to income, as determined by the 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). These terms are based on the level of Area 
Median Income, or AMI, as determined by HUD, as shown in Figure 3. Housing spectrum is a common 
phrase in this document and it is used as a way to describe housing costs from critical needs housing 
for the least well-off up to housing for those making well above average incomes.  

 
 

Figure 3 
The Housing Continuum 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

¶ Critical Needs - Permanent Supportive 

Housing. 

¶ Affordable and Attainable - These income 

levels are specific enough to serve as the 

basis for funding programs. 

¶ Workforce Rental and Workforce Ownership 

- General terms with no legal meaning, but 

helpful in categorizing housing. 

CATEGORIES OF HOUSING  
INCOME LEVELS 
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One way to assess affordability, for rentals in this instance, is a comparison of median income and 
median housing costs1. The Census American Community Survey (ACS) of July 2015 and the quarterly 
Colorado Multi-Family Vacancy & Rental Survey from the Colorado Division of Housing shows the 
following: 
 
 

Figure 4 
Housing Affordability for La Plata County Workers ï Elementary School Teacher 

July 2015 

 

Median Hourly Wage in Durango $21.15 

Equivalent Annual Income $44,070 

Monthly Budget of 30% For Housing  $1,101.75 

Median Durango Rent $1,131.83 

Median Housing Unit Sales Price in Durango $373,492 
Source: Census ACS, Durango Area Association of Realtors  

  
 
Elementary school teachers, for instance, are important people to every town, and in Durango the 
majority of teachers on one salary would have to spend more than 30% of their income on rent. In 
Durango as in most places, renters make less money than home owners. More than half of Durangoôs 
renters are cost burdened, compared to one-quarter of homeowners. A teacher would have an even 
harder time affording the median for sale unit (which includes houses, townhouses and condominiums), 
priced at $373,492 in 2015.  
 

 

 

                                                
1 The median is the number in the middle of a range of numbers, e.g. 5 is the median of 2, 3, 5, 6, 14. The mean 
is the average, or sum divided by the total number of instances, so the mean for the same numbers is 6. The 
median is used for housing analysis because the median does not allow an outlier, a $10,000,000 house for 
example, to distort the measurement. 
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Another common affordability measurement is income based on the number of people in a household. 

Figure 5 shows income limits based on a median income of $69,500 for a four-person household, and 

how that income ranks for AMI.  

 

 

Figure 5 

Household Income Threshold 

Household Income 
Level 

1-Person 2-Person 3-Person 4-Person 5-Person 

Extremely Low (0%-30%) $14,850 $17,000 $20,160 $24,300 $28,440 

Low (31%-60%) $29,700 $33,950 $38,200 $42,400 $45,800 

Below Median (61%-80%) $39,600 $45,250 $45,250 $56,550 $61,100 

Median (80%-125%) $48,650 $55,600 $55,600 $69,500 $75,100 

Above Median (>125%) $61,900 $70,700 $79,550 $88,400 $95,500 
Source: Department of Housing and Urban Development 

 
 
Durango is too small to have its own data for this measurement, so County-level data has to be used. 
Figure 6 shows what the typical employee in La Plata County earns, with the inference showing how 
challenging it is for Durangoôs workforce to afford housing. People in essential jobs frequently earn less 
than they need for housing: teachers earn $45,000-$50,000 or less, food service workers average in 
the $20,000s, and many workers in construction trades make in the $25,000-$45,000 range. When the 
Plan states the importance of affordable workforce housing, these are the people who are most 
affected by the lack of it. 
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Figure 6 
AMI Levels of Common Occupations in La Plata County for a Four Person Household 

 
 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics 

 
 

 

Note Concerning Plan Scope 

The Plan is not intended to directly address homelessness, habitability or senior housing. Durangoôs 
homelessness issues are the focus of a separate initiative. Habitability is the concept that every 
dwelling unit should be maintained to a minimum standard, which would require rehabilitation of older 
units. The City had previously examined adopting a habitability code without success. Given its 
importance, minimum living standards may be something the City will again take up for consideration in 
the future.  
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La Plata County Housing Demand Study 

The 2015 Housing Demand Study for La Plata County, prepared by 

the Regional Housing Alliance (RHA), shows that housing supply is 

not keeping up with demand, and that is significant because as 

demand exceeds supply home prices rise, driving less affluent 

buyers and renters out of the market. The study used county-level 

data, so data specific to Durango must be extrapolated, but the 

primary lessons of the plan are that La Plata County will need 560-

790 or more units annually to meet demand. Durango is 

approximately one-third of the county, and that demand equates to 

185 to 260 units in Durango annually. Durango averaged 134 

building units annually from 1995-2015, indicating that demand 

continues to exceed supply. Demand for housing will continue to be 

strong, driven by Durangoôs high quality of life, new jobs created by 

local employers and demand for new housing types to serve 

changing demographics.  

 

Additional findings of the Demand Study include: 

 

1. Individuals over the age of 80 will be the fastest growing age 
group, growing 237 percent (or 3,900 persons) by 2035. Baby 
Boomers have a strong desire to age in place, however those 
who expect to move show a shifting preference for attached 
housing, low-maintenance single-story homes, and homes that 
are close to parks and medical facilities.  
 

2. The millennial generation (and younger Generation Xers) will drive growth in individuals age 35-54. 
This age group will grow 71 percent (or 10,000 persons) by 2035. Currently, this generation is 
driving demand for multi-family units and they value walkable, diverse communities with access to 
urban amenities. However, as this generation establishes careers and families, they will likely shift 
their preference to single-family homes and townhomes, preferably those that can combine good 
schools, moderate yards, and walkable/bikeable access to basic amenities such as grocery stores, 
parks, and restaurants.  
 

3. The service sector and tourism industry are projected to have the largest number of new jobs over 
the next 20 years. While the service sector and tourism industry represent a wide range of 
occupations and salaries, the average wage is traditionally low ($42,000 and $28,000, respectively). 
This will increase the demand for affordable housing including smaller single-family homes, 
townhouses, and multi-family units. It will also increase demand for rental units. 

 

4. Assuming that the cost of construction and land continues to increase in La Plata County, this will 
lead to an increase in demand for smaller units that economize both on the amount of land 
consumed and the construction cost per unit. 

2.2 HOUSING ASSESSMENT 

A Market study is an 

independent confirmation 

that a specific housing 

proposal will be successful 

in the marketplace, and is 

different from a housing 

assessment. Market studies 

are performed by 

developers and usually 

required by lenders. 

Durango housing policies 

are intended to help provide 

housing, meeting the needs 

identified in the 

assessment; builders will 

determine features like 

bedroom count through a 

market study. 

 

MARKET STUDY VS. 
HOUSING ASSESSMENT 
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5. Assuming that the real cost to commute will incrementally increase over the twenty-year forecast 
horizon, this will likely create more demand for housing that is close to employment and services. 

 

6. Current real estate indicators demonstrate strong demand and short supply of both rental units and 
entry-level homeownership, especially in Durango.  
 
 

Figure 7 
Percentage of Households Spending More Than 30% on Housing - 2015  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

         Source: Census ACS Data  

 
Rental vacancy rates in Durango are lower than Coloradoôs, pushing up prices (see Figures 8 and 9), 

and are comparable to those in Summit County, Aspen and Steamboat Springs. Durangoôs consistent 

low vacancy rates indicate the need for greater supply. Several new rental projects have either recently 

been completed or are in some stage of review or development and will add more than to 400 units to 

Durangoôs rental market. Based on the forecast of the Housing Demand Study, these new 

developments could provide Durango with housing to meet two to three years of demand. Changes to 

rental vacancy rates and market prices in this period will be informative about the relationship between 

local supply and demand and its effect on prices. 

 

Importance of Rental Housing 

 

Rental housing provides housing for those who cannot afford to own or who choose not to own. 

Workers in essential services such as services and tourism need rental housing due to the expense of 

owning. Renters as a group have lower incomes, and are thus more impacted by rising rents. To the 

extent that the Housing Program can focus on providing more rental housing, the City is preserving the 

ability of its workforce to live in Durango. Each new household with access to affordable housing means 

35.9%

50.7% 49.6%
46.8%

41.5% 41.0% 40.7% 40.3% 39.7%
38.1%

35.7% 35.6% 34.2%
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an additional household with more income to spend in the local economy, as lower housing costs equal 

more opportunity for purchasing goods and services. 

 

Figure 8 

Rental Vacancy Rates in Durango and Colorado 2009-2016 

 
   Source: Colorado Department of Housing, University of Denver 

 

Figure 9 
Median Rent - Selected Colorado Places 2009-2016 

 

 
    Source: Colorado Department of Local Affairs, University of Denver 
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1.2I   NTRODUCTION OF HOUSING STRATEGIES 
 
 

Between 2015 and 2017, the City of Durango Community Development staff, working with the Housing 

Policy Advisory Committee and with input and direction from City Council, analyzed Durangoôs housing 

situation with the goal of alleviating the core problem: housing in Durango is increasingly unaffordable. 

The housing team vetted policy and regulatory options and developed the following policies to improve 

housing options in the long-term: 

 

 
 

 

Increase affordable housing options for all residents. 

Durango does not have enough quality affordable workforce housing units and needs around 200 or 

more new rental and ownership units to be built each year to meet demand (200 units is based on the 

Housing Demand Study). The current economics of the housing market makes building attainable 

housing difficult and building affordable housing impossible without some type of subsidy. Federal and 

2.3 HOUSING GOALS 
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state housing policies such as housing vouchers and tax credits are primarily focused on households 

with lower incomes. Durango needs to help people on the lower end of the income spectrum, but also 

focus on new housing for residents and households making up to 125% and even 140% AMI and 

above, a group largely comprised of the essential workforce.  

 

Market-Friendly Housing Policies 

Over time, an increased supply of market-rate housing will improve the availability and affordability of 

housing in Durango. New housing has positive implications for the local economy as it increases 

development activity, household retention and wealth creation, and reduces costs borne by the City and 

affordable housing developers to provide traditional affordable housing products.  

 

The City is a regulatory body and it would be easy for the City to create additional regulations that 

developers must comply with, but the City is cognizant that without proper incentives, the housing 

program will not achieve its policy goals. One characteristic of a healthy housing market is that supply 

matches demand, and that balance cannot exist unless there is a favorable market for home builders 

that includes a reduction in barriers and, in some cases, incentives. If the City is to help increase the 

supply of housing, changes to the LUDC will be necessary to improve the development climate, to 

maximize the number of affordable units within Durango, and to minimize other uses that conflict with 

housing supply, such as vacation rentals. Staff is undertaking a comprehensive review of the Land Use 

and Development Code as it relates to creating housing and will propose numerous changes. Potential 

revisions are presented later in this Plan. 

 

Durango grew as new neighborhoods developed, from the first neighborhoods in the 1880s, Crestview 

and Riverview in the 1950s, Skyridge in the early 2000s, to Three Springs and Twin Buttes currently 

under construction. One central theme in this development pattern is that new undeveloped areas have 

been annexed and have provided a new source of housing, creating the supply Durango needed. That 

pattern of the housing development should continue in neighborhoods such as Three Springs and Twin 

Buttes, while the existing neighborhoods will continue to absorb more density through infill 

development.  

 

 

Long Term Affordability 

Durangoôs housing affordability problem is documented back to the 1980s, but existed before then.  A 

long-term problem needs a long-term solution, therefore long-term affordable housing should be a part 

of the solution. Many communities with successful affordable housing programs, including Aspen, 

Boulder and Fort Collins, have goals ranging from 10% to 60% for the percentage of housing stock to 

be permanently affordable. Numerical targets are important policy tools because they provide a 

quantifiable goal, and bring accountability to the goals in this plan. Currently there are 10 housing 

developments in the City with permanent or long-term affordability. Collectively these 10 developments 

contain 435 affordable units, which is equal to about 6.5 percent of Durangoôs total of approximately 

8,000 housing units, as shown in Figure 10. The Cityôs goal is to have 1,000 housing units with long-

term affordability by 2040. This would equate to approximately nine percent of the total housing stock in 

the City at that time. 
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This Plan outlines strategies on how to build more affordable housing units in Durango. Because 

affordable units donôt get built without some type of subsidy, below are some programs that can help: 

¶ Land banking, with the City providing discounted land for affordable housing developers; 

¶ A permanent housing trust fund. The trust fund can be used in any number of ways, such as 

leverage for grants or loans, to pay down developer costs or fees or to loan money to 

developers. 

¶ Changing city development regulations. Regulations are a common theme in this Plan, and are 

examined in much greater detail below. 

 

 

FIGURE 10 

Subsidized Affordable Housing in Durango 

Project Affordable Units Year of Construction 

Lumien 50 2015 

Pinion Terrace 65 2006 

Valle de Merced 45 2005 

Merced de Las Animas 50 1998 

Mercy Housing Colorado VI LTD 
(Behind Ski Barn) 

50 1998 

Westwood Apartments, 60 
Westwood Pl 

12 1998 

Durango Housing, 510 7th Ave 16 1971 

Springtree Village 27 2003 

Tamerin Apartments 67 1979 

Cedar View I and II 53 2006 

TOTAL 435  

 

 

Prioritize higher density infill development 

In many cases zoning decisions made decades ago have become engrained in the cityôs fabric. 

Industrial areas are now commercial, for instance, but the low density physical form has never 

changed, and that has implications for the Housing Program.  

 

Through the Housing Plan the City will review the legacy of the decisions that created Durangoôs 

physical framework, and propose regulatory and design changes to accommodate higher density infill 

development. Code changes that could reduce parking requirements, allow density and height bonuses 

in exchange for affordable housing, and reexamine base density are all examples of potential changes. 

Infill areas already have infrastructure, are walkable, and can more easily absorb housing density. More 

housing in these areas, as explained more thoroughly in the Areas of Change and Areas of Stability 
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discussion, also means reduced transportation costs for 

residents compared to housing in undeveloped areas 

farther from downtown.  

 

Land Banking  

The City should have a supply of land that can be made 

available to housing developers for the creation of 

workforce housing. These lands should be developable, 

close to transit, services and employment centers and 

zoned to accommodate medium to high density residential 

uses.   

 

Many successful housing programs have relied on land 

banking as an essential means of delivering affordable 

housing. Land banking means that the government, a 

nonprofit or a private partner purchases land or acquires it 

through annexation or land-in-lieu agreements to hold for 

future housing development. The local development 

community has stated clearly and frequently that land 

costs are one of the biggest obstacles to the provision of 

affordable housing. The power of land banking is that as 

the cost of land rises through time, the banked land can be 

made available to developers at no cost or reduced cost, 

thus reducing the price of future development. The biggest 

hurdle to establishing a land bank is raising the capital to 

make the purchase, and for this reason the Housing Trust 

Fund and development pipeline should be considered in 

tandem.  

 

Permanent Housing Trust Fund and Diversification of 

Funding Options 

The City should formalize a Housing Trust Fund as a 

repository of funds dedicated to affordable and attainable 

housing. An evaluation of appropriate funding sources and 

their potential uses is a focus of the Plan. Existing revenue 

from the Fair Share Program will be reexamined to analyze 

their effectiveness. New funding sources such as a 

commercial linkage fee, impact fees, developer-

implemented transfer fees, dedicated tax funding, state 

and federal funds, and other sources will be analyzed.  

 

Funds collected through Fair Share, the Cityôs inclusionary 

housing ordinance, provide mortgage assistance, but 

additional ways to use the funding could be to pay down 

Snapshot of Durango Housing 
 

Number of housing units ï 7,851 

 

 

 

Subsidized Units ï 435 

 

 

 

Vacation Rental Units ï 1.5% of 

housing stock 

 

 

Rental Vacancy rates in Durango 

have consistently been below 3%, 

and even below 2%, since 2012. 

 

 

Low Density on Camino del Rio ï 

Density along Camino del Rio  

adjacent to downtown is 10% of the 

density on Main Avenue downtown, 

and a little over half of the Home 

Depot/Wal-Mart area density. 

 

 

According to the Harvard Joint 

Center for Housing Studies, 

Durango has some of the least 

affordable housing for households 

making at least $45,000 per year. 

Those households are a large part 

of our workforce. 

 

 

314 ï The number of residential 

building permits issued by the City 

from 2008 through 2013. Durango  

is still catching up to this long dip  

in production. 

 

 

Three Springs and Twin Buttes are 

approved for close to a combined 

total of approximately 2,800 housing 

units. 
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other development fees; to provide leverage for additional funds; to purchase land for land banking; or 

even to address infrastructure costs. Successful housing programs typically have a dedicated funding 

stream available to leverage other resources to complete projects. Funding agencies look more 

favorably upon applicants with dedicated and substantial reserves, so it is imperative that the Cityôs 

funding options are maximized. 

 

The City has negotiated a long-term funding source for housing with Three Springs. A voluntary Home 

Owner Association transfer fee on the sale of homes for a half percent (0.5%) fee on every real estate 

transaction is expected to generate more than $25 million dollars for housing programs in Durango over 

the next 40 years this fee. This transfer fee could serve as model for voluntary fees in other places. 

 

Voluntary Transfer Fees may be a viable alternative for generating funds for affordable and attainable 

housing over a long-term period. An important difference of transfer fees over the current Fair Share 

model is that under Fair Share the developer pays a one-time upfront fee. With a transfer fee the City 

collects less money initially, as the required Fair Share contributions are significant, but with multiple 

transfers over time the City collects a little every time a property is sold. The transfer fee also removes 

the burden of an additional development expense that compounds already expensive land, labor and 

materials. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Plan serves as the foundation for the Durango Housing Program, which will be administered as a 

part of the Community Development Departmentôs routine activities. The Housing Program will provide 

a more focused approach to promoting, analyzing and managing housing-related issues. The focus of 

the Program will be to implement the six primary policy goals listed above by: 

 

¶ Allocating housing trust fund monies. 

¶ Administering and updating the Fair Share program. 

¶ Managing the land banking program. 

¶ Fostering public/private partnerships and maintaining relationships with nonprofits and other 

organizations to create affordable housing. 

¶ Proposing and advancing regulatory, administrative and legal procedures to create a favorable 

environment for housing construction. 

¶ Participate in long-range planning efforts to promote increased housing opportunities. 

¶ Annual monitoring to track the progress the City is making towards meeting its housing goals, 

identifying problem area, and creating new solutions.   

 

 

 

 

2.4 HOUSING PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT 
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3. IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGIES 
  

 

 

 

 

 

If there is a way to create more housing options, chances are it has been tried somewhere. Durango 

can learn from the experiences of other communities, and has included initiatives such as the Areas of 

Change and Stability, first used in Denver, in the Plan. This section contains market oriented 

approaches designed to bolster attainable and market rate housing. Section 4, Financial Analysis, 

focuses on generating revenues that are needed to help create affordable and subsidized housing. 

Action items are called out after each subsection in Section 3 and 4, and are compiled at the end of the 

Plan. 

 

Areas of Change, Stability and Growth 

New housing units are going to be built in one of three places: 

existing neighborhoods, along mixed-use corridors, and in the 

new growth areas such as Three Springs and Twin Buttes.  

 

Like any city or town Durango has residential areas suited for 

slow growth, such as Crestview and Riverview, where big 

changes could be politically difficult and physically constrained. 

This is not to say that stability is synonymous with stagnation, 

as people will reinvest in these areas, and residents may want 

options such as Accessory Dwelling Units, or ADUs. These 

stable areas will evolve, but the Plan directs the vast majority 

of additional growth in Durango to areas that more easily 

accept change. The Areas of Change are the high intensity  

corridors such as North Main, the Rocket area, and the Florida 

Road corridor. Three Springs, Twin Buttes and other growing 

areas on the edge of Durango fall into a third category to be 

called Areas of Growth, as they are mostly undeveloped and 

are already targeted for development, and much of Durangoôs new housing is likely to occur in the 

Areas of Growth. 

 

Many Areas of Change such as downtown, North Main and the College and Eighth Avenue corridors 

are mixed use, meaning residential units can (and should) be built in tandem with commercial uses to 

create the walkable, urban environments Durango values. Most of these areas are underdeveloped 

relative to maximum possible densities permitted by zoning, meaning there is significant development 

potential. The Camino corridor is a perfect example. The Camino corridor lies between the Highway 

160/550 intersection and the Camino/14th Street/Main Avenue intersection. The area between the 

railroad and the river developed as a low-density light industrial area, composed of large, low industrial 

Rachel Landis is the type of 

resident that makes Durango 

so interesting ð advanced 

college degree, Director of 

the Fort Lewis Environmental 

Center, member of many 

local boards, ski patroller in 

the winter. But, she says the 

high cost of housing makes it 

difficult for her to commit to 

the long term here in 

Durango.  

 

DURANGO RESIDENTS 

3.1 IMPLEMENTATION TOOLS 
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buildings, and the low intensity legacy has 

endured to the present day. The Camino 

corridor has an FAR of 0.15. By way of 

comparison, the Wal-MartðHome Depot 

corridor has an FAR (see the following 

inset for an explanation of FAR) of 0.27, a 

number that will rise after the Rocket 

Apartments and Purple Cliffs 

developments are built. Main Avenue 

downtown, just a block east of the Camino 

corridor, has an FAR of at least 1.5, or ten 

times the intensity of the Camino corridor. 

 

Florida Road is another area with development potential. The corridor is zoned for medium density and 

mixed-use, but large swaths of the Florida Road corridor contain single-family homes or are 

undeveloped. The City should emphasize appropriate density along Florida Road, and several multi-

family developments are being planned or have been approved in this area. Many medium and high 

density developments have already occurred along the Florida corridor, and densities of at least 12 

units per acre are appropriate in this area. 

 

The implication of this analysis is that much of the mixed-use areas in Durango are underdeveloped, 

and collectively they are good locations for hundreds of new housing units. Just as importantly, 

increasing density in these areas has positive fiscal and economic implications for the City. Infill 

development is more fiscally efficient than new development farther from Durangoôs urban core, and 

should have the lowest net cost to serve. Constraining factors in denser areas near Durangoôs center 

include higher land costs, high parking requirements that can limit density, and the general complexity 

of infill development that make in-town development more expensive and riskier to develop. 

 

The areas to contain the most growth, however, are the Areas of Growth. Three Springs and Twin 

Buttes alone are approved for more than 2,000 additional housing units beyond those already built, and 

other master planned communities may develop in the future. Three Springs in particular is the primary 

source of new attainable housing in Durango. The City must continue to plan for workforce housing on 

the periphery, and pursue land planning that supports these areas. 

 

 

Action 3.1: Evaluate ways to increase housing in the Areas of Change.  

 

 

Action 3.2: Support new housing and development in the Areas of Growth. 

 

 

 

 

Floor Area Ratio 

Floor area ratio, or FAR, is the ratio of a building's 

total floor area to the size of the piece of land upon 

which it is built. For example, a lot of 10,000 square 

feet with a building that has 5,000 square feet of floor 

area has an FAR of 0.5. A 10,000 square foot building 

would have an FAR of 1.0, and a 20,000 square foot 

building would have an FAR of 2.0.  
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Market Friendly Approach 

Durango cannot regulate its way into workforce housing. Approaches that make building housing easier 

also need to be considered. These approaches include changing Durangoôs high parking standards 

comparable to those of other communities; eliminating density caps in some areas; reducing buffering 

standards in more urban areas; and through the adoption of other code standards such as a 

construction defects ordinance and changes to residential demolition requirements.  

 

The breadth and depth of the Cityôs regulatory authority allows the City to make important changes to 

how housing gets built, if the political will exists to do so. However, these regulations do not exist in a 

vacuum, and other considerations, perhaps most importantly neighborhood character, will serve as a 

check as possible code amendments work their way through the City.  

 

Over time, an increased supply of market-rate housing will improve the availability and affordability of 

housing in Durango. New housing has positive implications for the local economy, through increased 

development activity, household retention and wealth creation, as well as reducing the costs borne by 

the City and affordable housing developers to provide traditional affordable housing products. Creating 

policies to promote more housing is a primary housing policy goal. 

 

Infrastructure Loans 

Infrastructure costs vary by project, but are always a significant cost. The City has a long standing 

policy that development must pay its own way, and that approach is the only realistic way for Durango 

to grow: the City simply will never have enough money to pay for development infrastructure, nor 

should it. What could be possible is that when the housing trust fund is adequately funded infrastructure 

loans or grants may be a possibility.  

 

These programs can provide money up to a certain point to meet off-site infrastructure requirements for 

a project that meets criteria to be determined by the City on a case-by-case basis, and affordable 

housing would be a priority. The option of infrastructure loans will make affordable housing 

developments more financially viable. Because infrastructure is so expensive it is probable that loans 

will cover a portion of the actual cost, and that the loan will be one of many factors that help developers 

get to a favorable pro forma. 

 

 

Realistic Analysis of Current Housing Densities and Uses 

 

A factual assessment of how Durangoôs housing stock is being used and how it has developed over 

136 years would surprise many City residents. This very brief analysis of the state of Durangoôs 

neighborhoods shows what is happening, and provides examples of what living arrangements and 

building types have evolved in the cityôs neighborhoods. 

 

The status of Durangoôs Accessory Dwelling Units, or ADUôs, is a good example. Before the City began 

permitting existing ADUôs in 2014 it was anyoneôs guess as to how many there were. The City has so 

far legalized approximately 265 preexisting ADUs, and permitted another 13 new ones since July 2014. 

There are still an unknown number of unpermitted ADUs in Durango, including a substantial number of 
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lots in the EN-1 zone (aka the Grid, or Old Durango) with three, four or even more units on one lot. Two 

units per lot is the maximum legal number allowed in the EN-2 zone, which is parallel to Main Avenue 

north of the Main Avenue Bridge, and EN-1 zones. ADUs are now legal in the EN-3 zone in East 

Animas City as well, as shown on the map on the following page. It is almost certain that substantially 

more than 300 lots in Durango have ADUs, including single-family zoned parcels with three or more 

units.  

 

The EN-1 neighborhood is zoned for a density of up to eight housing units per acre.2 A more realistic 

number, reflecting what is already in much of EN-1, is a density of 10-12 units per acre. Because the 

City has not yet addressed the lots with three or more units it is not unreasonable that sections of the 

EN-1 zone exceed 12 units per acre, and that 12 unit per acre threshold is the point at which an area is 

classified as high density residential. High density is often synonymous with overcrowding, a lack of 

parking and cheaper housing, and some would say that describes the Grid, yet the Grid has the highest 

per square foot land values in Durango, it is the most walkable neighborhood in the city, and to many it 

is Durangoôs most desirable area.  

 

The lesson that can be inferred from this assessment is that design, walkability and character are more 

impactful on neighborhoods than density alone. Not every neighborhood or every part of already dense 

neighborhoods can absorb more units, but design and density can provide a critical tool for providing 

more housing and a variety of housing options. Put another way, if the city strictly adhered to its density 

limits and banned existing multi-family EN-1 lots, many places to live units and some of Durangoôs 

vitality would be lost. Replacing these units would cost millions of dollars, with a loss of character that 

would be just as great. The legal status of these multi-family units is currently in limbo, but they house a 

substantial population. The status of these units must be addressed by the City. City Council in the past 

has stated they do not want people to lose their housing, so a solution for this situation will need to be 

found. 

 

 

Action 3.3: Evaluate expansion of ADUs to additional Durango neighborhoods. 

 

 

Action 3.4 Establish a program for addressing the many illegal but vital lots with three or more 

units in the older parts of town. 

 

 

Action 3.5 Reassess design and density standards in high density neighborhoods. 

  

                                                
2 Parts of old Durango are zoned for multi-family, and because high density housing is already legal on these lots 
they are not a part of this discussion. 
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Figure 11: Areas of Change, Stability and Growth 

 
Areas of Change are in Red, Areas of Stability are in Blue, Areas of Growth are in Green, and                                                                                                                    

Open Space area are gray 
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Figure 12: Areas That Allow ADUs 
 

ADUs are allowed in the EN-1, EN-2 and EN-3 zones. 

The yellow asterisks are historic structures. 


