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  In November 2007, Colorado voters  
approved the Regional Transportation  
District of Denver (RTD)’s FasTracks Plan to 
expand transit service across the  Denver 
metro area. Included in the Plan was the W 
Line, a light rail branch designed to link Den-
ver’s downtown core with the 
 neighboring western suburbs of Lakewood 
and Golden in Jefferson County. The  
12.1-mile line opened in April 2013, and 
passed through a few low-income areas of 
western Denver on its way to the suburbs.        
 While scholars disagree on the effect that new transit lines (such as the W Line) 
have on the neighborhoods that surround them, studies conducted in Seattle, Berkeley, 
and Chicago have suggested that their construction can cause the property values in 
nearby neighborhoods to increase, rendering these areas more vulnerable to 
gentrification (Halstrom 2013, Chapple 2009, Lin 2002). Key demographic  
indicators of gentrification can include an increase in median income, property values, 
and the number of  college-educated residents in traditionally low income areas with 
low property values (City of Portland 2013). In this project, I explore the  relationship 
between transit and gentrification by asking the following questions: how have medi-
an house value and the educational attainment of residents changed in the census 
block groups surrounding the W Line since before the Line’s conception (2000),  
during its construction (2010), and after its opening (2015)? Do these demographic 
changes indicate that gentrification is occurring around the light rail line?  

 

 Demographic data for two variables (median value of owner-occupied housing and 
percentage of residents age 25 and older with a  bachelors degree) from the 2000  
Census, and the 2010 and 2015 American Community Surveys were assembled for all 
block groups in Denver and Jefferson counties in Colorado, and were downloaded from 
Social Explorer. Colorado Block Group polygons were downloaded from NH GIS.  
Colorado municipality polygons 
were  obtained from the 
 Colorado State Demography  
Office, and light rail line and 
point vectors were  downloaded 
from RTD Denver’s website.  
 Block groups within one mile 
of W Line tracks were identified 
and exported as a W Line  
Corridor Layer. Demographic  
data from 2000 were then joined 
to the new Corridor Layer. The 
average and standard deviation 
of each respective demographic 
variable in Denver and Jefferson 
Counties combined was calculated. Graduated colors were then used to show how 
many standard deviations away from the two county  
average each demographic variable was in each block group of the W Line Corridor. A 
Local Morans I test was then used to determine block group clustering for each  
demographic variable (or, where block groups with similar values were located close to 
one another). The previous four steps were then repeated for the data from 2010 and 
2015. The results of the Local Morans I test are shown in the next column.  
 The percentage of block groups in each cluster type produced by the Local Morans I 
test (high value surrounded by high value, high value surrounded by low value,  
low value surrounded by high value, and low value surrounded by low value) were 
then calculated for each year and aggregated into two graphs.   

 In the year 2000, the future W Line Corridor contained a higher percentage of block 
groups with low median house value surrounded by block groups with low median 
house value than block groups with high median household value surrounded by block 
groups with high median house value. Over time, both percentages increased, though 
the change in percentage of high-high groups  (at just over 15%) was greater than the 
change in percentage of low-low groups (just over 5%). The same trend holds roughly 
true for the percentage of residents age 25 and older with bachelors degrees (except 
for a slight decrease in high-high groups between 2010 and 2015). Moreover, high-high 
and low-low block groups for each demographic variable became more spatially  
clustered in particular areas as time progressed: the high-high areas clustered in the 
top right of the Corridor, and the low-low areas clustered just below them in the center 
right of the Corridor yet appeared to move slowly left as time progressed. 

 The main spatial unit in this project was the census block group, which contains  
several households within it, and is thus more general than smaller units. A more 
 accurate portrayal of the demographic change in the area might have been  
accomplished using a smaller spatial unit, such as the parcel (however, demographic 
data at the parcel-level was unavailable). Moreover, the polygon containing all  
Colorado block groups was clipped to fit the boundaries of all Colorado  
municipalities. This excluded block groups on the left side of the map from the  
analysis that may have been close to the W Line, yet were part of unincorporated land 
or census-designated places rather than official municipalities. 

 The increase in the percentage of high-high block groups for each variable during 
the planning and construction of the W Line, sometimes in areas that started as non  
significant or even as low-high, suggests that conditions giving rise to gentrification 
have manifested in the corridor. However, is this 
change due to the construction of the light rail? 
As Young points out, the presence of light rail  
itself does not necessarily cause  
gentrification, but it is often correlated with 
community change (2009). Thus, when looking 
for the cause of the demographic change around 
the Corridor, it may well be that that the W Line 
could be one of an array of complex contributing 
factors. This study has established the presence 
of a demographic shift that appears to show gentrification in the corridor, but more  
research is needed to determine the precise mix of causes. 
 The demographic variables did not change evenly in all areas. The upper right  
section of the corridor corresponds to the downtown area of Denver. Here, the amount 
of high-high clusters for both variables increased the most from 2000-2015. This influx 
of educated residents and increase in property values likely signifies an increase in the 
desirability of the area, perhaps aided by its increased accessibility brought by the W 
Line. At the same time, the large cluster of low-low block groups located just to the left 
of Downtown has steadily moved further left as time has progressed, away from the 
commercial core. This perhaps suggests a ripple effect, in which higher property values 
downtown spread outward, slowly causing the values of surrounding areas to rise.  
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