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Presentation

“Desire to hear about overlays and how to use 
them”
• Presentation focus on conservation overlays
• What they are and where they fit in
• How they work
• Case Study: The CO-6 Bungalow Conservation Overlay, 

examples 

Note: This presentation is a summary.  For complete details refer to the Denver Revised Municipal Code, Denver Zoning Code, and adopted Rules and Regulations.



What’s a Conservation Overlay?

Establishes specific zoning tools that encourage 
conservation of existing distinctive features, identity, or 
character of a neighborhood

- Approx. 3,000 properties are located within one of eight 
existing conservation overlays



But first: What 
is 
“neighborhood 
character?”
• Siting patterns (setbacks, 

yards, garage location)
• Streetscape character
• Shape, size, volume and 

form of buildings
• Features (porches, 

materials, etc.)
‘Character’ relates to physical 
design features, not who lives in a 
neighborhood
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Related issues 
as 
neighborhoods 
change
• Out of scale 

development
• Incompatible forms 

or materials
• Interruption of  

streetscape 
character/continuity



U-TU-B

How does a conservation overlay work?
• May add or modify the zoning 

standards of the underlying zone 
district

• Baseline regulations stay in place

• Where there’s a difference, overlay 
applies

• Cannot modify permitted uses allowed 
in the zone district

CONSERVATION 
OVERLAY

UNDERLYING 
ZONE DISTRICT
(BASE ZONING)

BASE ZONE 
PLUS OVERLAY
APPLY
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U-TU-B

CO-8

U-TU-B, CO-8



Current base zoning for U-TU-B



Current base zoning for U-TU-B



Current base zoning for U-TU-B



Base zoning does not regulate style:



Where do conservation overlays fit in?

Establishes specific 
zoning tools that 
encourage 
conservation of 
the existing 
distinctive features, 
identity, or 
architectural 
character of a 
neighborhood

Conservation 
Overlay

Changes the 
fundamental rules 
and procedures that 
apply to 
construction and 
use of property

Standard 
Rezoning

Establishes a 
design review 
process to ensure 
new buildings and 
significant changes 
to existing buildings 
preserve the 
historic 
character of a 
neighborhood

Historic District



What can each tool do?

• Modify limitations on 
permitted uses

• Modify building form 
and design 
standards

• May include new 
restrictions on 
building form, site 
design, materials 
and architectural 
style (note: arch. 
style not currently 
used)

Conservation 
Overlay

• Changes the 
permitted uses 
in the zone 
district 

• Changes the 
standards that 
apply to 
construction 
including 
building form 
and site design

Standard 
Rezoning

• Properties are 
designated “as is”

• Designated properties 
are subject to design 
review under Design 
Guidelines for Denver 
Landmark Structures 
and Districts

• Discourages 
demolition

• Makes property 
eligible for State tax 
credits 

Historic District



What can each tool not do?

• Change the 
permitted uses in 
the underlying 
zone district

• Add new review 
procedures or 
review bodies 
(like boards or 
commissions)

• Prevent 
demolition

Conservation 
Overlay

• Prevent 
demolition

• Approve a site-
specific 
development plan

Standard 
Rezoning

• Change the permitted 
uses in the underlying 
zone district

• Implement zoning 
requirements, such as 
a specific height limit

• Require design review 
for work on interiors, 
exterior paint colors, 
or general 
maintenance 

Historic District



What’s the criteria for using each tool?

• Contain distinctive 
building features; 
and/or

• Contain distinctive 
site planning and 
natural features

AND 
• Be consistent with 

adopted plans
• Uniformity of 

regulations
• Health, safety, 

welfare

Conservation 
Overlay

• Be consistent with 
adopted plans

• Uniformity of 
regulations

• Health, safety, welfare

AND (in most cases)
• Be justified by a 

circumstance such as a 
physical feature or a 
change in the area

• Be consistent with the 
intent of the 
neighborhood context 
and zone district

Standard 
Rezoning

• Maintain its historic 
and physical integrity

AND
• Meet two of the 

following three 
designation criteria: 

1. History

2. Architecture 

3. Geography

AND
• Relate to a historic 

context or theme

Historic District



Who Can Initiate the Formal Process?

Historic District Conservation 
Overlay 

Design
Overlay

Rezoning
(Map Amendment)

City Council

Executive Director 
of CPD

 

Other City agencies

Property owner 
within the area

must own 51%
+ of the area

3 persons who live 
or own a business in 
Denver



Typical timeline for conservation overlays

• 1-2 Years to solidify a Conservation Overlay framework
• 1 year to draft technical overlay language and adopt
• Timeline factors:
• Degree of neighborhood agreement/disagreement
• Size of area
• Number of issues to address/level of complexity
• Access to professional resources (neighborhood practitioners, consultants, etc.)
• Availability of Council and CPD staff

• lka



Case Study: Bungalow Conservation Overlay
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How it began

18

• RNO identified a threat of 
incompatible development

• Branched off from work that was 
ongoing by Berkeley Regis 
United Neighbors

• Reached out to their council 
representative

• Established a neighborhood task 
force to investigate and explore 
issues and potential solutions



Case Study: Bungalow Conservation Overlay
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• 353 properties
• Approximately 73 acres



Key Neighborhood 
Characteristics
• 1- to 2-story
• Pitched roofs
• Modest 

footprints/home sizes
• Rhythm of traditional 

front porches
• Raised foundations/

basements
• Generous side 

setbacks
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Compatibility 
Concerns

• Scale and massing
• Siting/building width
• Street 

relationship/rhythm
• Impact of upper level 

outdoor spaces
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Conservation Overlay Objectives
• Ensure development is 

compatible in scale and 
massing with existing context

• Reflect prevailing side setback 
patterns

• Maintain a rhythm of one-story 
elements along the street

• Mitigate impacts of upper-level 
outdoor space on adjacent 
properties

• Maintain design flexibility
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SCALE and MASSING

Reducing the maximum building 
height
by feet or stories. 

28’ for pitched roofs
22’ for low-slope roofs

Base zoning: 30’ and 2.5 stories 
23

22
’

Example 
Conservation 
Overlay Elements

28’

22’
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SCALE and MASSING
Requiring the street level floor to be raised by a min of 12”
Base zoning: no requirement  

Example Conservation Overlay Elements
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Allowed Allowed Not Allowed



 

SCALE and 
MASSING

Modifying the 
“Bulk Plane”

14’ bulk plane 
starting point

Base zoning: 17’ 

Example 
Conservation 
Overlay 
Elements

Bulk Plane (proposed dimensions)

14’

14’

14’

Side zone 
lot line
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SCALE and MASSING

Setting a maximum square 
footage

3,000sf max for lots 
<7,000sf 

Base zoning: No maximum sf

Example Conservation Overlay Elements
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STREET RELATIONSHIP

Requiring front porches

Example 
Conservation Overlay 
Elements
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STREET RELATIONSHIP

Requiring front porches
of a certain size/location

minimum area of 
48sf

minimum depth of 6ft
must be covered by 

roof
max height of 18’  

Example 
Conservation Overlay 
Elements
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Exterior wall cladding

Requiring brick

60% of front facade
60% of side street 

facade
40% of side interior 

Example 
Conservation Overlay 
Elements
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South City Park 

 Front Porches (parameters that include size, roof cover, elevation, unenclosed, etc.)
 Setbacks (front and side)
 Roof Styling (including how it pertains to the bulk plane)
 Building materials (brick cladding)
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South City Park 

 Front Porches (parameters that include size, roof cover, elevation, unenclosed, etc.)
 Setbacks (front and side)
 Roof Styling (including how it pertains to the bulk plane)
 Building materials (brick cladding)
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