
 
 

HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATION 
 
 
The Historic District Committee presented a recommendation to the Task Force on January 22, 
2009.  A straw poll on the recommendation below failed by a vote of 9 in favor and 10 opposed.   

A new Historic District defined from the alley adjoining the north side of Main 
Street (the existing Main Street Historic District) to the River including the Aspen 
Institute Campus and the West End, and recommends a Conservation District for 
the South and East areas of the original townsite not included in the other two 
existing districts (Main Street and Commercial Core).  A new Conservation 
District Board would review scale, context, mass and character with new 
guidelines.  The Conservation District Board would include five community 
members and two professionals. 

 

The committee has met 4 times since then, undertaking additional mapping of district 
boundaries, and studying information available from other communities.  The amended 
recommendation of the Historic Districts committee is as follows (in order of priority): 

 

A. The Committee recommends that City Council create a new West End Historic District.  
The boundaries of the proposed district are depicted in the attached map.  Within this area, 
43% of the parcels are considered “contributing” meaning that they are already listed on the 
Aspen Inventory of Historic Sites and Structures or are listed on Ordinance 48.  By 
comparison, the percentage of contributing properties in the Main Street Historic District is 
66%, and in the Commercial Core it is 48%.   The committee finds that there is a 
concentration of significant buildings and landscape features which warrant protection at a 
neighborhood scale.  The West End Historic District would be managed in the same manner 
as the City’s two existing districts; Main Street and the Commercial Core.  All development 
would be reviewed by the Historic Preservation Commission for compliance with revised and 
updated Design Guidelines. 

 
(Sub-Committee Vote: Motion by Bill Stirling to approve, second by Joe Myers, 6 in favor, 0 opposed.) 
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B. The Committee recommends that City Council create a new Aspen Meadows 
Conservation District encompassing the area commonly known as the Aspen Meadows, 
including the Aspen Institute, Aspen Music Festival, and Aspen Center for Physics.  The 
boundaries of the proposed district are depicted in the attached map.  Within this area, 67% 
of the parcels are considered “contributing” meaning that they are already listed on the Aspen 
Inventory of Historic Sites and Structures or are listed on Ordinance 48.  This area has a 
common history as the cultural heart of Aspen.  The campus was designed by internationally 
recognized artist Herbert Bayer and Fritz Benedict.  Aspen Meadows has provided the venue 
for events of national and international significance, and contains works of architecture, art, 
and landscape design that have artistic value well beyond our community.  The Aspen 
Meadows Conservation District would be a form of district that is new to us, but which is 
used in many other towns in Colorado such as Crested Butte and Telluride.  Conservation 
Districts tend to be more limited in scope of review.  The committee finds this to be the 
appropriate tool that could best be created in concert with the Meadows property owners with 
the goal of complimenting and simplifying the regulations that are already in place through 
the Specially Planned Area designation.  This idea is in response to comments made by Jim 
Curtis and Amy Margerum of the Aspen Institute.  All development would be reviewed by 
the Historic Preservation Commission for compliance with adopted Design Guidelines. 

 
(Sub-Committee Vote: Motion by Bill Stirling to approve, second by Su Lum, 6 in favor, 0 opposed.) 
 

C. The Committee recommends that City Council pursue a combination of strategies to 
address redevelopment in the remaining blocks of the core area/historic townsite, aka 
mountain to river and river to river.  These strategies include: 

 
• Possible development in the future of a Conservation District throughout Aspen’s 

central neighborhoods to protect the character and context of the neighborhood.  
Design review would be handled by a new appointed board who would apply adopted 
guidelines, OR 

• Possible revision of the existing Residential Design Standards, applicable 
throughout Aspen’s central neighborhoods, to protect the character and context of 
the neighborhood and to create stronger relationships with adjacent development.   
Design review would be conducted by Planning Staff who would apply adopted 
guidelines. 

• Identification of smaller pockets of town with a strong identifiable character, for 
instance the Lift 1 neighborhood- the original portal to Aspen Mountain, which 
would be appropriate for designation as a Conservation District.   These might 
include overlays as proposed by residents and owners in a particular area. 

 
In any case the applicability of the review is a matter for discussion.  The design review 
could be applied to all construction, or only to demolition and replacement, street facing 
facades, projects exceeding 85% of the allowed FAR (i.e. “maxing out”) or some other 
definition which was felt to represent a change that warranted consideration in terms of 
neighborhood compatibility. 

 
(Sub-Committee Vote: Motion by Bill Stirling to approve, second by Bill Wiener, 6 in favor, 0 opposed.) 

2 
 



In developing this revised recommendation, the Historic Districts Committee has reviewed 
the feedback provided by the Task Force in January and offers the following information. 

WHY HAVE DIFFERENT KINDS OF DISTRICTS? 

Historic Districts 
Historic Districts are areas of special architectural or historic interest, the character and 
appearance of which the City aims to preserve or enhance. The collective quality and interest of 
areas is as important as preservation of individual buildings. A Historic District has to meet 
criteria that demonstrate its significance and integrity.  Districts are typically adopted as overlays 
that require regulation of design features but do not change the land uses allowed by the zoning.  
Within the district, some properties are considered “contributing” and some are “non-
contributing.”  Contributing resources are landmarks, alterations to which are reviewed in greater 
detail in order to conserve architectural materials and character.  Non-contributing buildings are 
presumably eligible for remodel or demolition and replacement so long as the work meets the 
guidelines for compatibility with the area. 
 
The emphasis is to guide and control development rather than to prevent it. It is important that all 
new development should be sympathetic to the special architectural and aesthetic qualities of the 
area, particularly in terms of scale, design, materials and space between buildings.  
 
A Historic District is typically overseen by an appointed commission.  Aspen has a 37 year track 
record of managing historic districts successfully.  We have already adopted design guidelines 
that can be viewed as a model of the types of work that would be regulated.  The Main Street 
Design Guidelines are attached for reference.   
 
Conservation Districts 
A Conservation District differs from a traditional historic district in purpose and/or 
administration.  
 
The committee proposes that the Aspen Meadows be managed as a Conservation District 
because it encompasses a large area of land, and is owned by non-profits that have different 
needs and challenges than most residential or commercial sites.  The exact scope of work that 
would require review, and the processes to use, should be tailored to this specific site. 
 
In terms of the other neighborhoods proposed as Conservation Districts, the intent is to focus on 
conserving overall character rather than architectural components per se.  These neighborhoods 
contain fewer historic structures, but they are part of the original townsite of Aspen and their 
character has great importance to the livability and experience of Aspen to residents and visitors.  
A Conservation District's primary focus is often on overall character rather than architectural 
components. Consequently architectural elements are generally not protected from change to the 
same degree as in a traditional Historic District.  
 
While Historic Districts focus on details specific to building, such as historic design and 
material, conservation districts seek to promote general urban design through like setbacks, 
visual relations with other buildings, and developmental scale. The city’s Historic Preservation 
office typically administers this type program and provides the technical expertise to make the 
conservation district a feasible option. 
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Some conservation districts only include review of building alteration plans for exteriors that are 
visible from a public right-of-way. The review could include the general design, arrangement, 
texture, and materials of proposed work in relation to similar features within the Conservation 
District.  Review could be restricted to demolition/replacement and major remodels. 
 
In addition to limiting the scope of what is reviewed, it will be beneficial to have a simpler 
process.  One way to make the process easier is to have a more predictable review time.  For 
instance there could be a policy that completed applications received by 12:00 noon on the 
second Monday of the month will be placed on the agenda for the next meeting.  (Projects 
submitted to HPC can sometimes wait a lengthier period of time to get space on an agenda.)  
Public noticing could be simplified as well (for instance, posting, but no mailing of notice, etc.) 
 
 
WHY SHOULD WE DO ANY OF THIS?  WHAT ARE WE TRYING TO ACHIEVE? 
 
Each of us has invested, personally and financially, in our town, which has its own identity that 
we value and gives us value in return.  Zoning alone cannot protect the community’s historic 
integrity and distinctive character.  While growth and redevelopment are healthy for a 
community, demolition and replacement of older structures is changing the height mass, and 
scale of many of Aspen’s neighborhoods.  Many communities are coping with this problem 
nationally, coining terms such as “monster homes” and “mansionization.” Districting could help 
to protect Aspen against identity theft.  Districts promote healthy change and growth consistent 
with the visual character of the community.  The design review board functions like an editor, 
not an author.  Editors don’t write the books; editors make them better.  The aim of the process is 
to help an owner make good choices.  There may be a degree of subjectivity to the review, 
however the process is not arbitrary when decisions are based on thoughtfully written design 
guidelines.  The guidelines help the commission make “findings of fact,” not expressions of their 
personal preferences. 
 
Broader application of design review throughout town creates fairness, rather than the current 
imbalance between the level of discussion given to development on landmark, vs. non-landmark 
properties.  It is important to convey Aspen’s historic character in a more comprehensive 
manner.  The goal of creating attractive, well designed neighborhoods should not be restricted to 
just the most historic pockets of town. The Historic District committee recognizes that “one size 
may not fit all” in terms of successful design review systems for Aspen, therefore different types 
of districts are suggested. 
 
The committee is not proposing specific design guidelines for districts at this time and believes 
that more study is needed to identify which aspects of our current design review process are not 
working as well as they could.  Additional analysis of the character of neighborhoods and the 
most important elements to address through design review is needed.  In making our 
recommendation, we are expressing an opinion that development on adjacent properties to 
historic buildings has the opportunity to diminish or enhance their character and the character of 
Aspen. The design review proposal is not intended to limit building size or architectural style, 
but to improve “fit.”   
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While these recommendations represent some additional review processes, we feel that it is 
important to address concerns expressed by the public about changes to community character.  
We believe this approach is a very reasonable response to community concerns and responds to a 
lesser degree than what could be possible.  These recommendations do represent an additional 
layer of review for primarily the West End and the Aspen Institute and will require additional 
time commitment by citizens and staff to implement the additional caseload, as well as possible 
staff-level reviews for other areas of town. We feel that this is an appropriate role for the Historic 
Preservation Commission.  There are still areas within the original town site that are not 
protected, and as such they may experience increased development that is inappropriate and that 
could change the look and feel of Aspen.  As these areas were not addressed, we believe that 
they are worthy of further consideration in the near future. 

Currently we have significant buildings by world-renowned architects that have not been 
designated and as a result have no protection from possible demolition or major alteration.  
Another layer of review will give the community the assurance that these architectural resources 
will be protected.  We feel that this is a very balanced response to the changes and lack of 
protection that exist in some of our most historic areas. 

We recognize that these recommendations will generate additional work for city staff and HPC 
but feel that it is up to the City Council to implement these recommendations and appropriate the 
necessary resources to accomplish them.  While review standards have not been specified here, 
we feel it is our role to recommend that such standards be developed and leave the 
implementation to our elected officials in concert with citizens and staff. 

 

 

 

5 
 





Main Street Historic District City of Aspen

page 132 Commercial, Lodging and Historic District
Design Objectives and Guidelines

Building Placement

Setbacks & Building Alignment
The pattern of principal and side street, as well as 
the alley, should be retained and enhanced. The 
predominant pattern and scale of development 
is varied but well defined.  Building alignment 
varies along the street, but in larger buildings  
perpendicular ridge lines and street facing gables 
predominate.  The slightly varying setbacks 
create an orchestrated visual vitality which, 
along with building scale, should be respected 
in further development. Mature trees also should 
be safeguarded.  

Corner sites present the scale of the building in a 
very public three dimensions.  Particular attention 
to design and building configuration to accord 
with this scale and presence will be required. 

Site design features
• Residential buildings have relatively uniform 

front-setbacks. Although front setbacks are 
not identical, the minimal variation creates 
a sense of rhythm along the street.

• Larger homes along Main Street generally 
have larger front-setbacks, while the 
smaller miner cottages have smaller front-
setbacks.

• Larger residential units are generally located 
on multiple lots, and centered within the 
lots.

• Side-setbacks of larger homes are often half-
or full lot width.

• Smaller homes have minimal side-setbacks 
and fill most of the lot width.

• Despite the variety in setback patterns 
between house sizes, houses generally 
are oriented towards the street, with their 
primary entrance facing the street.

• Secondary structures are set towards the 
rear and sides of the lots along the alleys.

• Commercial units were historically located 
on corner lots and fronted the sidewalk. 
More recent commercial buildings are sited 
similarly to residential patterns.

A variety of building setbacks exist along Main Street.

Appropriate: When constructing a new building, locate it to fit 
within the range of yard dimensions seen in the block.

Inappropriate: Although this building has placed a fence in 
the typical setback range, the building is setback too far from the 
street.
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7.5 Respect historic settlement patterns.
• Site a new building in a way similar to 

historic buildings in the area. This includes 
consideration of building setbacks, entry 
orientation and open space.

7.6 Where a sidewalk exists, maintain its 
historic material and position.
• Historically, sidewalks were detached 

from the curb, and separated by a planting 
strip.

7.7 Minimize the use of curb cuts along the 
street. 
• Provide auto access along an alley wherever  

possible.
• New curb cuts are not permitted.
• Whenever possible, remove an existing curb 

cut.

Site

7.8 Provide a walk to the primary building 
entry, perpendicular from the public sidewalk.

Orientation

7.9 Orient a new building in a manner that is 
similar to the orientation of buildings during 
the mining era, with the primary entrance 
facing the street.
• The building should be oriented parallel to 

the lot lines, maintaining the traditional grid 
pattern of the block.

• A structure, or each street-facing unit in 
the case of a multifamily structure, should 
have a primary entrance that faces the street. 
The entrance to the structure should be at 
an appropriate residential scale and visible 
from the street.

Provide a walk to the primary building entry, perpendicular from 
the public sidewalk. 

Orient a new building in a manner that is consistent with the 
orientation of traditional development along Main Street. 

Respect historic settlement patterns in a new building.
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Victorian residences remain a beloved historical style throughout 
Aspen.

Building Alignment

7.10 When constructing a new building, locate 
it to fit within the range of yard dimensions 
seen in the block historically during the mining 
era.
• These include front yard , side yard and rear 

yard setbacks.
• Setbacks vary in some areas, but generally 

fall within an established range. A greater 
variety in setbacks is inappropriate in this 
context.

• Consider locating within the average range 
of setbacks along the block. 

Secondary Structures

7.11 Locate a new secondary structure in a 
manner that is similar to those seen historically 
in the district.
• Secondary structures should be placed along 

the alley edge.

Building Form
A similarity of building forms also contributes 
to a sense of visual continuity along Main Street. 
In order to maintain this feature, a new building 
should have basic roof and building forms that 
are similar to those seen traditionally. Overall 
facade proportions also should be in harmony 
with the context. 

The character of the roof is a major feature of 
historic buildings in the Main Street District. 
The similar roof forms contribute to the sense of 
visual continuity when repeated along the street. 
In each case, the roof pitch, its materials, size 
and orientation are all important to the overall 
character of the building. New construction 
should not break from this continuity. New 
structures and their roofs should be similar in 
character to their historic neighbors.

Similarity of building forms also contribute to the visual continuity 
along Main Street. 

Building and roof form on new structures should be similar in 
character to their historic neighbors. 
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New infill should maintain the mass and scale of existing 
development.  One story porches and variation in massing reflect 
the building tradition of the area. 

Building Height, Mass & Scale
The well-defined pattern of building height, mass 
and scale on Main Street should be preserved. 
Here the building spacing, scale, height and roof 
profiles create a design discipline for the form of 
future development.  Larger buildings within the 
area  should step down in scale next to residential 
units.

7.12 A new structure should step down in scale 
where it abuts a single story historic structure.

7.13 A new building or addition should reflect 
the range and variation in building height of 
the Main Street Historic District.
• Refer to the zone district regulations to 

determine the maximum height limit on the 
subject property.

• A minimum second story floor to cieling 
height of 9 ft. should be used in a method 
that is respectful to historic buildings. 

• Additional height, as permitted in the zone 
district, may be added for one or more of the 
following reasons:

 - The primary function of the building 
is civic. (i.e. the building is a Museum, 
Performance Hall, Fire Station, etc.)

 - Some portion of the property is affected 
by a height restriction due to its proximity 
to a historic resource, or location within 
a View Plane, therefore relief in another 
area may be appropriate.

 - To benefit the livability of Affordable 
Housing units.

 - To make a demonstrable (to be verified by 
the Building Department) contribution to 
the building's overall energy efficiency, 
for instance by providing improved 
daylighting.

Building Scale

7.14  Design a new building to appear similar 
in scale to those in the district during the 
mining era.
• Generally, a new building should be one to 

two stories in height.

Subdivide the mass of larger structures into smaller "modules" to 
reflect the traditional scale of development on Main Street. 

7.15 On larger structures, subdivide the mass 
into smaller “modules” that are similar in size 
to single family residences or Victorian era  
buildings seen traditionally on Main Street.
• Other subordinate modules may be attached 

to the primary building form.


