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Downtown After Dark

Building a safer and more enjoyable environment for all to experience

Downtown After Dark is a collaborative effort among the City of Fort Collins (Colorado), Fort Collins Police Services, Colorado State University and Downtown Fort Collins organizations and businesses focused on prevention and education efforts to mitigate safety and nuisance issues in the Downtown area.  Through strategic partnerships, creative public- and private-sector solutions, and unique restitution options, the program has helped reduce the severity of infractions in Downtown Fort Collins.
A city of 144,000 in Northern Colorado, Fort Collins is consistently ranked one of the best places to live and work.  Downtown Fort Collins is the crown jewel of the city, and offers great restaurants, unique shops, community events, family fun, and a vibrant nightlife. It is a regional destination point for residents, visitors and the students at Colorado State University, located just blocks away. 
The Downtown After Dark project emerged with the goal of promoting the area as a safe place for everyone to enjoy at any time during the day or night.  In recent years, the City and the Downtown Development Authority have made significant investments in façade improvements, alleyway renovations and more, to beautify the area and ensure that everyone can safely enjoy Downtown at night.  
However, as in any city with an active nightlife, Downtown Fort Collins experiences its share of less desirable activity. Over the years, a minority of visitors have degraded the Downtown experience by fighting, urinating in public and generally being a nuisance. Landscaping is damaged, and public spaces are dirtied with bodily waste.  

The sheer number of people in the area is also a concern. There are about 5,000 people Downtown on an average Friday or Saturday night; when the bars close, there can be thousands of people roaming the streets, many of whom are intoxicated.
City of Fort Collins Citizen Surveys have consistently demonstrated that residents feel much less safe Downtown at night than they do during the day, or in their neighborhoods.  In fact, Downtown Fort Collins ranks the lowest among all areas of town in perceived personal safety.
While discussions about Downtown safety improvements were already underway, the issue came to the forefront of public awareness after a bar disturbance escalated into a riot in August 2010, resulting in 14 arrests and approximately $12,000 in damage to local businesses and public property.
As a whole, Downtown Fort Collins remains a safe and fun destination during the day and at night. Downtown After Dark is designed to manage large crowds and curb the inappropriate behavior of the few, in order to create a fun and safe environment for the many. 
Downtown After Dark works in partnership with local businesses and public agencies, taking a holistic approach to proactively address these safety and nuisance concerns. Creating a safer and more enjoyable Downtown increases the amount of time and money that people will spend in the area.
The program has numerous components.  Bar owners work together to enforce rules of acceptable behavior. Through the Responsible Alcohol Retailers organization, operated by Team Fort Collins (a local non-profit that works to combat alcohol and substance abuse) local bars are implementing an integrated identification scanning system, which will combat the use of fake IDs, sharing IDs, and to prevent problem patrons from barhopping. 

Police and Municipal Court increased the fees associated with the most common illegal behaviors experienced in Downtown, implemented a community service program so that offenders can help mitigate the cost of damages, and created a location diversion program that prevents offenders from returning and causing more problems for a specified time periods.  
In partnership with the Downtown Development Authority, the Downtown Business Association, Colorado State University, Team Fort Collins, bar owners and a host of others, Fort Collins Police are focusing on prevention and education.  Some of our key partners include:

Colorado State University (CSU)

The City uses our working relationship with CSU to inform and educate incoming students.  This education piece coincides with the CSU Community Welcome event that takes place at the beginning of each school year.  Community Welcome is designed to educate about responsible behavior, primarily as it relates to unreasonable noise levels and parties. 
The Colorado State University Police Department also entered into a partnership with Fort Collins Police Downtown officers to provide increased foot patrol during peak bar hours. This has built a cohesive and ongoing working relationship among the Downtown police officers, campus police officers, and students. 
Fort Collins Police, the Associated Students of CSU, and the City’s transportation department also partnered to implement nighttime bus service on Friday and Saturday nights beginning in February 2012, in order to address the public transportation shortage currently faced at bar closing time, and to mitigate the size of crowds in the Downtown area after bar closing. 
Municipal Court

In November 2010, the City raised the fines for the most common violations experienced Downtown. Prior to the increase, fines for violations Downtown cost much less and were, on average, lower than in other Colorado cities. Many business owners believed that increasing these fines would help reduce the number of these incidents Downtown. 

The new fines are 2-3 times higher than the old, which sends a clear message that these behaviors are not acceptable in our community. Furthermore, higher fines provide more leverage for the City Attorney to negotiate community service hours and educational classes in exchange for reducing individual fines. 

Downtown Bars

Police District One (Downtown) officers host training classes with bar owners and staff about security protocols, observation and statement-writing tips, and consistency in how the bars operate regarding illegal and undesired behavior.  The bar owners have worked together to enforce consistent rules in the bars.  They are also considering staggered closing times in order to stem the surge of multiple bars all letting out at the same time.  

TEAM Fort Collins & Poudre Valley Hospital

Team Fort Collins and local bar owners are working together to implement an integrated ID scanning system in the Downtown bars.  These scanners would be placed in the bars in order to help enforce the Patron Code of Conduct, and to identify false or duplicate identifications.  The bar owners and law enforcers said they have a tough time communicating the identity of a person who is trespassed from a bar for bad behavior. The scanners would also prevent a person from barhopping once they’ve been asked to leave an establishment. 

There has been a tremendous response from the bar owners and staff regarding the ID scanners. Nearly every establishment Downtown wants to utilize the scanners and implement them as soon as possible.  However, we are currently seeking funding for the scanners.

The ID scanners make location diversion another effective strategy, prohibiting some offenders from visiting a particular bar or other Downtown areas for up to one year. Violations can result in additional criminal charges and fines. 

For many years, an unruly patron kicked out of one Old Town bar could simply walk down the street and into the next one, effectively starting over.  The new scanning system would end that practice, by sharing patron information among the bars.  
Another important component of Downtown After Dark’s success has been increasing the fines levied, and offering community service as an alternative form of restitution.

In November 2010, fines for fighting with police, public urination, disorderly conduct and other infractions increased dramatically – some to three times the old fine, which were so low that many offenders weren't taking them seriously.

Anyone ticketed for those violations now has to appear before a judge in court, even if they simply want to pay the fine. The increased fines also provide the opportunity for community service or educational classes, similar to those required of people caught having loud parties.

Finally, community service with the City’s Parks Department has proven effective.  Parks is responsible for Downtown maintenance, and those fined for inappropriate behavior now spend several hours helping to clean the area.


Since its implementation, police have reported a dramatic reduction in the magnitude of disturbances Downtown.  While fights may still happen, the partnerships with bar owners often mean that the police are called in earlier, and can prevent an event from escalating.  Where large brawls were once commonplace, officers are now able to respond to altercations much sooner.

Downtown After Dark has received support from the Downtown community, including bar owners, the local media, and several of the program participants.  The proactive nature of the program and close working relationships with the businesses are integral to its success.  
Fort Collins has worked hard to make Downtown a destination for both residents and visitors. Through collaboration and creative solutions, we can keep it safe and enjoyable for everyone.
