
I. Background of Elyria-Swansea 

A. History and Physical Environment  

Elyria-Swansea, located in the northeast region of Denver, Colorado, has a storied history of 

contribution to Denver’s rapid growth, yet also an isolation from greater Denver. Initially 

founded as two separate communities, early settlers were attracted to the area’s close proximity 

to the South Platte River and its flat land 
7
. Swansea was settled first, in 1870’s, by Welsh 

immigrants. Elyria was founded in 1881 by the President and Treasurer of the Denver Land and 

Improvement Company, and it served as a cultural and political hub for nearby Denverites 
7
. The 

settlements’ close proximity to the South Platte river served as a catalyst for heavy industry, 

which propelled Colorado’s economy 
5
. Eastern European and Slavic immigrants constituted the 

majority of residents. Elyria and Swansea were annexed by Denver in the early 1900’s, but they 

retained a sense of independence driven by containment of work and social life in the area. 

Elyria and Swansea boasted saloons, shops, and churches that, combined with the booming 

industrial economy, formed the foundation for future economic self-sufficiency. Elyria-Swansea 

continued its growth until 1964, when the construction of Interstate 70 (I70) bisected the 

neighborhoods.
5
 The highway was constructed through the most vibrant economic hub in the 

area against the protests of thousands of people, shuttering many resident owned small 

businesses, and Elyria-Swansea has never regained the economic vibrancy that the I70 project 

halted. Despite the encroachment of I70, the physical character of Elyria-Swansea has remained 

essentially stable since the end of World War II 
7
. Elyria and Swansea are referred to as separate 

neighborhoods, even though they share the same library, schools, recreation, churches, and other 

important facilities
3
. The neighborhoods still remain isolated physically from Denver due to train 

tracks, large industrial sites, and the South Platte River
 4

. Industry is vital to the economy; 500 of 



Elyria-Swansea’s 1,600 acres of land is zoned for industrial use 
3
. The tax revenue and jobs that 

Elyria-Swansea’s industry creates are vital not only to Elyria-Swansea but also to Denver as a 

whole 
3
. Small sections of well maintained, single-family homes are interspersed with larger 

areas of commercial and industrial development such as Denver Union Stockyards, Cudahy 

Meatpacking, Denver Pepsi Cola Bottlers, and numerous other firms. The neighborhood still 

largely retains its working class identity formed from its early roots; 49% of residents work blue 

collar jobs 
1
. Figure 1, below, illustrates the mix of residential and industrial land as well as I70’s 

central location in the neighborhood.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The physical environment in Elyria-Swansea has been identified as a major issue by 

residents 
2,3

. Elyria-Swansea is part of the Vasquez I70 Superfund site, an area the EPA 

identified as contaminated with pollutants and hazardous material. While the EPA made multiple 

efforts to clean the soil in the area and subsequently cleared the area for use, above average 

levels of metal in the soil may persist 
8
 and residents express concern about the overall quality of 



the air in the neighborhood 
3
. Although average annual air pollution levels are not higher in 

Elyria-Swansea than the rest of Denver, the neighborhood experiences spikes in pollution at 

times 
4
. As a result, residents report they experience health symptoms such as throat irritation, 

watery eyes, and reduced ability to exercise outdoors 
4
. Major sources of air toxic emissions 

include two refineries, a bulk petroleum terminal, a coal fired power plant, a furniture 

manufacturer, and many solvent based industries 
9
. All of these industrial facilities, as well as 

emissions from traffic on I70, contribute to Elyria-Swansea being named by the Toxic Release 

Inventory as a part of the most polluted zip code (80216) for toxic emissions in Colorado 
9
. In 

addition, many residents report that they routinely smell odors from surrounding industry that 

negatively affect their life 
4
. While odors such as the smell of dog food from the Purina factory 

do not directly affect the long term health of residents, they can detract from quality of life and 

decrease residents’ desires to exercise outdoors 
4
. Next, residents feel that their neighborhood 

infrastructure could be improved. Elyria-Swansea lacks sufficient bike lanes and sidewalks are 

absent in half of the neighborhood, forcing residents to walk in the street 
3,4

. When sidewalks are 

installed, they tend to not be in good condition and can be disconnected from each other. As a 

result, the neighborhood is fragmented and difficult to transverse by foot 
3
, limiting opportunities 

for outdoor recreation and physical activity 
4
. In addition, Elyria-Swansea lacks many facilities 

that residents need to complete daily needs, and residents must travel outside their area to find 

banks, pharmacies, childcare, and healthcare 
4
. The public park system in the neighborhood is 

not consistently maintained either 
4
, and residents desire more spaces for children’s recreation 

and public gathering 
3
. Focus groups in the neighborhood reveal that community members worry 

about safety and may not feel safe leaving their homes at times 
3,6

. While Elyria-Swansea has 

some of the lowest rates of crime in their district (District 9), crime may also be underreported, 



suggesting that the statistics on criminal activity may not be representative of the state of Elyria-

Swansea 
4
. Some community members say they do not report all the crime they see out of fear of 

retribution from the perpetrator 
3
, and others may not call the police due to language barriers 

4 
or 

fear of revealing the undocumented status of themselves or family members. 
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