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ULI BRIEFING –  CAREFREE 

DESCRIPTION OF ASSIGNMENT 

Introduction 

This briefing outlines the Town of Carefree’s questions and background material for the 
Urban Land Institute Technical Assistance Panel (“ULI”).  The intent is to inform ULI 
regarding the Carefree Town Center (the “Study Area”).  The Town’s goal is to develop the 
Study Area into a more robust and vital shopping and service district for Carefree residents 
and extend its reach to households within a broader market area.  

More specifically, the Town of Carefree is requesting technical assistance to help the Town: 

 Position its Town Center public infrastructure to act as incubators to attract 
people/customers and subsequent businesses. 

 Help diversify and expand the number of sales tax generating businesses within the 
Town Center. 

 Effectively market the Town Center to become a destination for residents within a 
minimum five mile radius. 

Following a description of the assignment and study questions for ULI, the history and 
description of the Study Area and its primary market area are presented.  Finally, local 
stakeholder involvement with respect to the Study Area is provided. 

Study Area Location 

The Study Area is the Carefree Town Center, as defined in the General Plan (see Figure 1 
below).  A commercial development known as Mariachi Plaza, located across the street 
from the Town Center, has been added to the Study Area because of its retail-commercial 
uses and redevelopment potential. 
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Figure 1. Study Area – Carefree General Plan Future Land Use Map 
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Summary of the Problem 

The Carefree Town Center has served as the Town’s economic engine since the 1960’s when 
Carefree was designed as a new master planned community.  After the Town incorporated 
in 1984, the Town Center continued to develop as the Town’s central business district and 
primary source of revenue for the Town.  More recently, the economic recession has 
negatively impacted local businesses.  The Town continues to enhance the quality of the 
Town Center to create additional energy, foot traffic and visibility to support businesses and 
contribute to a stronger and more sustainable economy. 

Several positive features have benefitted the Town Center: the attractive and recently 
renovated Carefree Desert Gardens, quaint mixture of Spanish village-style and modern 
Southwestern-style buildings, diverse shops and services, variety of special events, attractive 
public amenities and the proximity of prominent natural resources.   

Other aspects have shown to be limiting factors, including the Town Center’s inward-facing 
orientation, limited visibility from arterial streets, fractured ownership, lack of local 
financial resources and certain buildings necessitating upgrades.  Furthermore, there is a 
need for additional anchors and attractions targeting a diverse market to serve as catalysts 
spurring further business development. 

Obstacles 

A more detailed description of obstacles facing the Study Area is shown below: 

 Inward-facing Town Center:  The Carefree Town Center faces inwardly onto the 
Carefree Desert Gardens and post office building (100 Easy Street).  A few 
businesses – primarily offices – front the arterial streets, and several of them block 
views into the Town Center.  Multiple vehicular access entries contribute to an 
irregular and confusing circulation system.  Drivers tend to pass by on their way to 
Cave Creek or the lakes and do not see what the Town Center offers. 

 Parking: There is a perception that there is insufficient parking.  Parking structures 
are costly to build, and there is limited property available for new surface parking.  
Public on-street parking along Easy Street is often closed-off during major special 
events, making it challenging for regular customers to access businesses. 

 Minimal Town Ownership: Town only controls approximately 3.5 acres of land in the 
Town Center: 8 Sundial Circle administrative offices, the Desert Gardens, Sundial, 
on-street parking in the right-of-way and the Fire Station located at the northeast 
corner of Lucky Ln. and Tom Darlington Dr. 

 Fractured Ownership: The Town Center includes several lots as small as 6,000 
square feet.  This has led to fractured ownership, which is a barrier to developing 
meaningful new projects. 
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 Existing Stakeholders: Some property owners within the Town Center have not 
demonstrated the motivation, commitment or sophistication to create a positive 
environment for tenants and visitors, or an effective organization of local businesses. 

 Funding: As with any economic development program, it is a challenge to identify 
and leverage sufficient funding to develop and maintain infrastructure and 
incentivize private investment.  Carefree has a comparatively small population, 
budget and limited opportunities for fund raising.  Furthermore, Carefree does not 
assess a property tax.   The Town’s primary sources of revenue are retail sales, 
hospitality and construction taxes; state-shared funds and grants. 

 Land Use Patterns: Existing land uses and development standards impose 

constraints on the Town Center: 

 The General Plan and Zoning Map restrict commercial uses to primarily the 
Town Center, with secondary commercial centers at the gateways into Town.  
This, when combined with the internally-facing Town Center, sends a 
message that the Town Center is part of a broader bedroom community, 
rather than a shopping destination. 

 Low density neighborhoods with 70,000 sq.ft. lot single-family zoning is 
located along Bloody Basin Rd. adjacent to the south boundary of the Town 
Center.  This limits the amount of intensity that can be planned along the 
south frontage of the Town Center.   

 The Zoning Ordinance limits new mixed use development to 1-acre properties 
on Easy Street without frontage on the arterial streets.  For such 
developments, two stories of residential are allowed over commercial uses, 
with a requirement of placing at least one-half of parking below the ground. 

 Seasonality: In part, seasonal residents and the hot summer months contribute to 
reduced business in the area.  Some businesses close for the summer months, or are 
only open during limited hours or on fewer days of the week.  There lacks a 
multitude of anchor businesses which can attract year-round residents on a more 
frequent basis from the primary market area (5 mile radius). 

 

 

 

 

 



 

DESCRIPTION OF THE ASSIGNMENT 5 

 

ULI BRIEFING –  CAREFREE 

Opportunities 

The Town has identified several opportunities associated with the Study Area, as follows.   

 Mixture of Amenities:  There are opportunities to increase the variety of amenities in 
the Carefree Desert Gardens and greater Study Area.  This could increase visitors’ 
length of stay and attract new visitors.  

 Restaurant Emphasis:  The Town would like the Town Center to become a 
destination for chef-driven restaurants.  Restaurants would bring additional foot 
traffic that would encourage further business growth.  Some of Carefree’s aging 
buildings have unique character, which could become examples of adaptive reuse in 
the form of restaurants, sports grills, wine bars, cafes or perhaps a microbrewery 
featuring Carefree’s trademark features. 

 Enhanced Parking:  An improvement district could be established as a mechanism to 
implement increased parking capacity.  It could possibly create shared parking for 
Town businesses in association with the development of the Easy Street Project, 
located southeast of the post office on both sides of Easy Street. 

 Sense of Entry: One way to increase the visibility and sense of entry into the Town 
Center would be to construct a decorative arched entrance and/or enhance the 
landscaping at one or more of the streets entering the Town Center.  Preliminary 
concepts have been discussed, but there is uncertainty regarding funding and the 
proposed locations. 

 Messaging: Town desires to create and effectively market the Town Center as a 
unique center of cultural, recreational, entertainment and lifestyle amenities not 
available elsewhere in the region.  The intent is to invite the public to participate in a 
variety of quality experiences.  Cave Creek has achieved success in messaging its 
town core as a destination for rustic, western-style restaurants and shops.  Carefree 
can build on the existing energy on Cave Creek Rd. and within the Carefree Town 
Center by marketing its own unique features. 

Recent and Ongoing Efforts 

The Carefree Town Council and administration during the past few years underwent public 
processes to develop and refine its economic development program.  The “Economic 
Development” section of the General Plan 2030 and the Economic Development Strategic 
Plan (2013, Appendix 4) were the result the process.  The central theme is to enact programs 
which enhance the Town Center features, attract a greater diversity of customers and 
enhance its reach to a broader market.  Economic growth should support the Town’s social 
and environmental objectives and be in keeping with its unique, high quality character. 
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Below is a list of the Town’s recent efforts regarding economic development. 

Recent initiatives: 

 Zoning Ordinance text amendment to allow upstairs vacant offices to be converted 
to residential lofts above existing store fronts, which have parking capacity onsite to 
absorb additional parking demand.  Since this text amendment went into effect in 
August 2013, no permits have been requested.  However, there was support from 
local landlords regarding this text amendment. 

 Updated Sign Ordinance to expand the types of signs allowed, such as monument 
signs, sidewalk signs, directory signs and blade signs.  Several new monument signs 
have been installed along Tom Darlington Dr. and Cave Creek Rd. since adoption of 
this ordinance. 

 New signage along arterial roads at entrances to the Town Center, directing visitors 
to businesses. 

 Enhanced the signs and landscaping located at the entrances to the Town. 

 A visitor’s information center was added to the Town Hall offices at 8 Sundial Cir.  
Immediately upon opening the information center, visitors began stopping by to 
pick-up information.  Currently, it is estimated that a minimum 10 visitors per day 
stop by during business hours. 

 When the Carefree Desert Gardens were renovated in 2011, a walking tour map was 
created with locations of the plan specimen identification signs.  Both the Town and 
Chamber of Commerce hand-out at least 3-400 of these maps each tourist season. 

 The Town Hall parking lot was converted to a public parking lot with a new access at 
Carefree Dr.   Additional visitors have used the parking lot, and the Farmer’s Market 
locates there during major events. 

 New interchangeable banners displayed on gas lamps in the Town Center. 

 Federal grants were obtained to design and construct bike lanes on Tom Darlington 
Dr., Cave Creek Rd. to Pima Rd., and Pima Rd. south of Stagecoach Pass.  The grant 
is currently in the design phase and is scheduled for construction in FY 2015.  
Bicyclists commonly use the arterial streets to loop around Cave Creek Rd., Tom 
Darlington  Dr., and Pima Rd. or to access Bartlett Lake.  The bike lanes will enhance 
safety for bicyclists and encourage increased visits to local establishments.  
Currently, MAG is funding a bike counts project, with count stations located at Tom 
Darlington Dr. near Cave Creek Rd. and at Pima Rd. near Cave Creek Rd.  The counts 
will be reported in spring 2014, which can serve as baseline for future performance 
monitoring. 
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 The General Plan was updated in 2012.  It was revised to strengthen its policies in 
support of mixed uses and amenities in the Town Center.  It also shifted from its 
emphasis on seasonal tourism and local needs to a strategy of reaching out to 
households in the broader region. 

 Free public Wi-Fi service was added to the Town Center Desert Gardens and 
surrounding areas.  We have received a positive report from businesses and 
witnessed occasional visitors making use of the service. 

On-going planning efforts: 

 Working with property owners to seek partnerships for two undeveloped parcels, 
which are approved for a mixed use product with structural/underground parking.  
Town Council members and administration met with the property owners to discuss 
the Town’s vision for the Town Center and the property owners’ collective vision. 

 Working on grants and partnerships to fund public infrastructure improvements, 
such as a splash pad, shade canopy over Sanderson Lincoln Pavilion (amphitheater) 
and a sound system and lighting for the stage.  The purposes of these investments 
are to extend the season and attract a more diverse customer base from at least the 
53,000 people in the primary market area (5 mile radius from the Town of Carefree). 

 Actively marketing the Town Center to the primary market area by a PR campaign 
conducted by Owens Harkey Advertising, a 3rd party marketing/PR agency.  Since 
2012 they have produced media to actively market the Town through television, local 
newspapers, online features such as Facebook and handouts. 

 Collaborating with MAG and Cave Creek on a Transportation Framework Study, 
which includes objectives to improve access and sense of entry into the Town 
Center.  It also is considering options to improve parking and circulation during 
special events.  This study is completing the citizen involvement phase and moving 
into the alternatives analysis phase. 

 Branding town with redesigned street name signs with Carefree tabs on top. 

 Building dialogue with stakeholders. 

 Expanding festivals to attract additional critical mass and interest. 

Potential New Development 

Specific properties have been identified for their opportunity for new investment and 
development, based on location, vacancy rates and other factors.  Figure 2 and Tables 1 and 
2 below highlight both existing commercial developments and undeveloped properties.  
Table 1 shows a total 130,984 sq.ft. (7.9 acres) of leasable building space on the specified 
properties.  Existing tenants fill some of that space.  Vacant property exhibited in Table 2 
amounts to an estimated 13.6 acres.  While there are 17 undeveloped tax parcels, they are 
comprised of 9 clusters of contiguous parcels.  
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Figure 2. Study Area Opportunities 

  
Source: Town of Carefree 
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Table 1. Specified Commercial Buildings in Study Area 

Map 
ID 

Name    
of Complex 

Location Address Leasable 
Space 

(Sq.ft.)* 

Property  
Area 
(Ac.) 

Courtyard 
Feature? 

A Mariachi 
Plaza 

NWC Cave Creek Rd. &  
Tom Darlington Dr. 

7202 E. Cave Creek 
Rd. 

27,630 2.3 No 

B Spanish 
Village,    

NWC & SWC of Ho Rd. &  
Ho Hum Rd. (3 phases) 

7208, 7211, 7212 E.     
Ho Hum Rd. 

24,559 1.8 Yes 

C Los 
Portales 
Mall 

NWC of Easy Street & Ho 
Hum Rd. 

99 Easy Street 22,034 0.35 Yes 

D Warren 
Plaza 

NEC of Easy Street & Ho 
Hum Rd. 

38, 42, 46 Easy 
Street 

8,803 0.37 Yes 

E 100 Easy 
Street 

Intersection of Carefree 
Dr. & Easy St. 

100 Easy Street 29,535 2.1 No 

F 11 Sundial 
Circle 

SWC Cave Creek Rd. &  
Sunshine Way 

11 Sundial Circle 8,423 1.0 Yes 

 Total 130,984 7.9 
 

*Source: MC Assessor, www.maricopa.gov (11/2013) 
 

Table 2. Undeveloped Properties in Study Area 

Map ID Location/Description Sq.ft. Area 
(Ac.) 

APN 

1 N. of Galleria, SWC of Cave Creek Rd. & Hum Rd. 26,640 0.61 216-83-018 

2 S. of Galleria, SWC of Cave Creek Rd. & Carefree Dr. 31,968 0.73 216-83-014 

3 Easy St. Mixed Use Ph. 1, next to 100 Easy Street 88,392 2.03 Several APNs 

4 Easy St. Mixed Use Ph. 2 
Between Easy Street & Elbow Bend 

113,116 2.60 216-83-290J & 
216-83-071-75  

5 Carefree Dr. 260 ft. E. of Tom Darlington Dr. 42,300 0.97 216-83-037 

6 Elbow Bend north of Spirit in the Desert Retreat 9,448 0.22 216-83-070 

7 West corner of Nonchalant Ave. & Elbow Bend  
(Proposed offices) 

9,138 
16,704 

0.21 
0.38 

216-83-068A  
& 216-83-69A 

8 122 ft. NW of SWC of Cave Creek Rd. & Bloody Basin Rd. 49,510 1.14 216-83-063A 

9 SWC of Cave Creek Rd. & Bloody Basin Rd. 31,011 0.71 216-83-064C 

10 Undeveloped (estimated) - Spirit in the Desert Retreat 87,120 2.00 216-83-445C 

11 Multi-family zoning: Bloody Basin Rd. 74,526 1.71 216-83-082 

  TOTAL (11.6 ac. commercial, 1.71 ac. MF residential) 579,873 13.31  

*Source: MC Assessor, www.maricopa.gov (11/2013) 

Below are a few examples of specific ideas and opportunities considered by the Town for 
redevelopment of existing buildings. 
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Easy Street Mixed Use 

This proposed project is located on two undeveloped properties just east and south of the 
Post Office located at 100 Easy Street (#3 &4 in Figure 2).  This development, which was 
originally approved in 2006, is currently evolving.  In general, it would have approximately 
80 residential condominiums above street level commercial space.  Currently, there is 
discussion with the Phoenix Art Museum to open a branch museum within this 
development.  However, there are a number of logistical issues which need to be addressed 
to ensure a beneficial solution for all parties.  The Town is exploring with the developer how 
to address these solutions and or attract additional anchors to this development to further 
stimulate foot traffic. 

Existing Buildings – Adaptive Reuse 

Spanish Village 

This property (Location “B” on Figure 2) was previously anchored by Carefree Station.  The 
space vacated by this previous restaurant contains a large garden courtyard, roof deck 
overlooking surrounding mountains, covered patio and indoor bar and dining area.  The 
current owner would like to see a new restaurant/bar in this space. 

Los Portales Mall 

This property is located at the immediate corner of Easy Street and Ho Hum Rd. in the 
heart of the retail district (Location “C” on Figure 2).  It contains approximately 18,000 of 
commercial space with direct access to the street and one lower level that day lights to an 
alley on the north side of the building.  Currently, the majority of the building is vacant.  
The Town has discussed with the current owner concerning potential for adaptive reuse, 
such as a microbrewery.  This type of use could perfectly blend the unique elements of this 
property with the emerging microbrewery industry within the state.  Furthermore, the 
ability to cross pollenate the Carefree whimsical street names with the identity of the 
microbrewery in such a unique building within the heart of downtown Carefree provides for 
some unparalleled potential. 

Warren Plaza & 11 Sundial Circle 

These two properties are experiencing high vacancy rates (Locations “D” & “F” on Figure 2).  
Due to the location of these buildings and their unique courtyards, there is a great potential 
to convert these spaces into restaurants, cafes or wine bars.  The potential to create an 
inviting and seamless indoor-outdoor experiences with the warmth of these distinctive 
properties within the heart of the business district provide for a unique opportunity to 
brand a concept. 
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100 Easy Street 

This building (Location “E” on Figure 2) was once a grocery store, but now is home to the 
post office, Carefree Town Council Chambers, Carefree Court, AZ Wine, a new bakery and a 
real estate office.  In the near future, the municipal court which is adjacent to the Town 
Council Chambers will relocate and consolidate with the Cave Creek court at the Cave 
Creek Town Hall.  This will open up additional opportunities for a highly visible space, as 
many Carefree residents typically receive their mail from this location. 

Potential Redevelopment 

Conceivably as communities mature some buildings become economically obsolete.  
Perhaps, due to the high vacancy rates of these aforementioned buildings they have 
eclipsed their life cycles.  If so, what are potential reuses of these properties?  For example, 
assemblage of properties for a boutique resort or additional mix use developments can 
further create a critical mass and synergy within the core of the Town Center. 

Additionally, is there a need for structural parking to support the evolution of the Town to 
attract additional restaurants, wine bars, cafes, retail and cultural uses?  If so, where would 
this parking be placed, and how can the additional parking capacity be funded with the 
limited financial capacity/resources of the Town? 

ULI Study Questions 

1. How could the inward focus of the Town Center be inverted to better alert passing 
traffic of its commercial spaces/opportunities?  What type of anchors would work to 
stimulate foot traffic in the Town Center (i.e. restaurants, cultural facilities such as a 
museum, multiple-family, boutique resort, others)? 

2. Is the Town appropriately investing in its infrastructure with the specific goal to create 
an environment which attracts a diverse customer base throughout the year, and in 
return, attracts and retains businesses?  What compels one to drive to an outdoor 
shopping center throughout the year? 

3. The Town Center contains fractional ownership with parcels as small as 6,000 square 
feet with economically obsolete smaller buildings lacking visible retail space.  How can 
the Town (1) encourage assemblage and redevelopment and (2) bring diverse interests 
together to market and reinvest in their properties?  Are there funding mechanisms? 

4. From a public/municipal investment, is structure parking a wise investment or 
additional parallel parking along arterial streets (Cave Creek Rd. and Tom Darlington 
Dr.)?  If a parking structure is a good investment, where should it be placed?  How can it 
be funded? 
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5. What are some best practices of the public sector (without violating the constitutional 
gifting clause) to incentivize the private sector to help stimulate the business 
environment? 

6. What are some best practices for private commercial property owners to fill their 
vacancies? 

7. What are the best practices to reach the primary market area/target audience 
(customers) within and outside of Carefree? 

8. What is the potential you see in Carefree?  Is Carefree moving in the right direction to 
reach that potential?  What would you do differently? 
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STUDY AREA INFORMATION 

History of Carefree 

Carefree is a nearly 55-year old community which was originally planned as a high-quality 
semi-rural desert community located at the base of Black Mountain.  For many years, 
Carefree was located somewhat away from the urbanized sections of Scottsdale and 
Phoenix, although these communities have grown outward to Carefree’s boundaries (see 
Figure 3, Vicinity Map, on next page).   

Carefree was designed as a 
master-planned community, 
conceived as a resort-style 
location with unique 
amenities and a distinct 
appreciation for preservation 
of the natural desert 
environment.  Some of the 
original Town amenities 
including what are now 
known as the Carefree Resort 
and Conference Center, 
Desert Forest Golf Course, 
SkyRanch Airport and the 
quaint Carefree Town Center.  The Town Center and first subdivisions were developed in 
the 1960’s.  Additional subdivisions grew in subsequent decades. 

The Town was incorporated in 1984, with the first Town General Plan adopted in 1988.  
General plan updates occurred in 2002 and 2012.  The overarching goals in the 2012 General 
Plan update are to preserve and enhance the Town’s original objectives, maintain a 
commitment to high quality development and environmental preservation, manage the 
impacts of growth in and surrounding Carefree and enhance the attractiveness and vitality 
of the Town Center.  The General Plan suggests that strengthening social, environmental 
and economic emphases in a balanced manner will help the Town will move toward 
sustainability.  Attached for further information are the General Plan Circulation Element 
and Economic Development section (see Appendix 1). 
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Figure 3. Regional Vicinity Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Source: Town of Carefree, MAG (2011) 
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History of Town Center 

In the early years of Carefree, the Town Center was the core shopping district with services 
targeting local residents and tourists.  It contained a cluster of boutique shops along Easy 
Street and Ho and Hum Roads.  The 100 Easy Street building was later built in the “middle 
of the doughnut”, where the local Post 
Office, Council Chambers, the Town 
Court and a few other businesses are now 
located.  Historically, the 100 Easy Street 
space was occupied by a grocery store. 

Over time, several of the vacant lots 
developed into an eclectic assortment of 
businesses, which currently include retail 
shops, restaurants, service oriented 
businesses, public agencies, offices and 
executive suites offering real estate, 
financial, medical, legal and other 
professional services. 

The 2000 Town Center Specific Plan 
(attached as Appendix 2) and the 2001 Town Center Parking Analysis (attached as Appendix 
3) were prepared in an effort to enhance the Town Center.  These preceded the Town 
Center improvement plan in 2001, which involved construction of the Carefree Desert 
Gardens, on-street parking, roundabouts at Town Center entrances, a drainage system, 
lighting and other features.  Gas Lamps were added a few years later.  Recently, the Town 
funded new business directory signs along the arterial streets fronting the Town Center. 

Between 2010 and 2012, the Town updated its 2002 General Plan.  A new section entitled 
Economic Development was added (attached as Appendix 1), which outlines the Town’s 
goal to refocus its efforts in the Town Center in a manner consistent with the Town’s 
unique character.  In 2013, the Town Council prepared the Economic Development Strategic 
Plan (EDSP) to specify and give direction to the Town’s economic development objectives.  
An excerpt of its stated purpose is as follows: 

The overall goal is to maintain and enhance Carefree’s high quality of life.  The EDSP is a 
living document that establishes direction for Carefree’s short and long-term economic 
development.  The Plan identifies goals, strategies and implementation actions for the 
Town to pursue as it enacts business reteinti0n, expansion and attraction efforts, 
supports a fiscally healthy government, realizes key development projects across the 
Town and makes Carefree a better place to live and work.  In addition, the EDSP is the 
primary tool for the implementation of the Economic Development element of the 
Town’s General Plan and is referenced therein.  This document should be continually 
reviewed, revised and updated, at least on an annual basis. 

Carefree Master Plan, 1959 
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Description of Study Area 

The Study Area is the Carefree Town Center and commercial development known as 
Mariachi Plaza (see Figure 4 below).  The area of land in the Town Center is approximately 
40 acres.  Additionally, Mariachi Plaza is approximately 2.3 acres, for a total of 42.3 acres in.  
Approximately 13.3 acres is undeveloped (see Table 2 and Figures 2 and 9).   

Figure 4. ULI Brief Study Area 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

STUDY AREA INFORMATION & DATA 17 

 

ULI BRIEFING –  CAREFREE 

Existing Uses  

The Study Area’s most common land uses are retail and offices, followed by service-oriented 
enterprises.  The following is a summary of the uses located in the Study Area, followed by a 
map identifying them by their general category (see Figure 5 below):  

Commercial Uses: 

 Boutique shops and restaurants fronting Easy Street and Ho and Hum Roads. 

 Bashas and Ace shopping center (“Carefree Marketplace”). 

 Banks and small businesses fronting Tom Darlington Dr. and Cave Creek Rd. 

 Spirit in the Desert Lutheran Retreat and Conference center, located on Elbow Bend. 

 Medical office complex located at the corner of Bloody Basin and Elbow Bend. 

 11 Sundial Circle and other offices fronting Cave Creek Road between Sunshine Way 
and Elbow Bend. 

 Mariachi Plaza – a retail-commercial development located at the southwest corner of 
Tom Darlington Dr. and Cave Creek Rd. 

Public/Semi Public Uses: 

 Carefree Desert Gardens, Sanderson Lincoln Pavilion, located at 101 Easy Street. 

 Town Hall Administrative Offices, located at 8 Sundial Circle in the original sales 
office for the master-planned community, built in 1959. 

 100 Easy Street – Carefree Council Chambers, Post Office, the Town Court (which 
was recently scheduled to relocate to a location in Cave Creek) 

 Fire Station at Lucky Lane and Tom Darlington Dr. 
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Figure 5. Uses Within Study Area 

 

Zoning and Land Use 

The Town Center is currently zoned Commercial (“C”, see Figure 6 below), with one Garden 
Office Zoning property located on the One Carefree Place office complex at the northwest 
corner Sidewinder Rd. and Bloody Basin.  One R-3 Multi-family zoning district is located on 
the east side of Sidewinder Rd. is located across from One Carefree Place.   
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Figure 6. Zoning Map 
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The Commercial zoning district allows the greatest mix of uses provided in Zoning 
Ordinance Table 5.1, which outlines permitted uses.  While Commercial is the most intense 
zoning district, the list of uses allowed by right or upon obtaining a zoning permit are 
narrower in scope than the most intense zoning districts of other municipalities.  For 
instance, certain industrial or commercial uses, such as pawn shops, mini-storage facilities, 
or industrial parks, are not permitted in Carefree’s C zoning.   

Residential uses are not allowed in C zoning, except for new vertical mixed use 
condominium projects under an approved Conditional Use Permit (2 stories of residential 
above commercial), or for upstairs residential loft conversions above existing commercial 
store fronts.  Certain uses need either a Conditional Use Permit (“CUP”) or Special Use 
Permit (“SUP”), which require Planning and Zoning Commission and Town Council public 
meetings and citizen participation plans.  Examples of uses requiring a CUP or SUP include 
drive-throughs, service stations, places of worship, supervisory care facilities and 
warehouses.  

Development standards in Commercial zoning establish 10-foot front building setbacks and 
zero side and rear setbacks.  Building heights are limited to maximum 24-feet, although 
taller mixed-use buildings with 2 stories of residential over commercial are permitted on 
minimum 1-acre properties in the center of the Town Center, subject to a Conditional Use 
Permit (Max. 37 ft. plus 9 ft. for elevator shaft).  Maximum residential density in R-3 zoning 
is 6,000 sq.ft. per unit (7.26 du/acre).  Both commercial and residential design guidelines 
regarding the character of development help ensure quality design fitting with Carefree. 

The General Plan designates the Study Area as Town Center (TC), with the exception of 
Mariachi Plaza, which is classified as Commercial (C).  TC allows a mixture of uses suited to 
the principles defining Carefree, as outlined in the General Plan.  The C land use category 
on Mariachi Plaza allows for a variety of commercial, office and service uses that 
complement the Town Center and provide a buffer to the multi-family and R1-10 single-
family uses, located to the south and west respectively. 

Existing Access and Circulation  

Access Points 

The intersection of Tom Darlington Dr. and Cave Creek Rd., arterial streets, mark the north 
end of the Town Center, with Bloody Basin serving as the southern boundary.   

There are 8 vehicular entryways into the Town Center:  2 Landscaped traffic circles mark 
the primary accesses from both Tom Darlington Dr. at Wampum Way and Cave Creek Rd. 
at Carefree Dr.  3 secondary accesses on Tom Darlington penetrate the Town Center at 
Carefree Dr., Lucky Lane and Ho Road.  3 secondary access ways off of Cave Creek Rd. 
include Hum Rd., Sunshine Way and Elbow Bend. 



 

STUDY AREA INFORMATION & DATA 21 

 

ULI BRIEFING –  CAREFREE 

Historic Access: Originally, Carefree Dr. crossed the middle of the Town Center and 
proceeded around Sundial Circle to connect to Cave Creek Rd.  100 Easy Street and the 
Carefree Desert Gardens were later built in the center of the Town core, which cut-off that 
access.   

In 2001, the traffic islands were built on the arterial streets, which established those 
intersections as the primary entrances for the Town Center. 

Street Lanes and Design 

Tom Darlington Dr. and Cave Creek Rd. are median-divided arterial streets with two lanes 
in each direction.  The streets narrow to one lane at the traffic circles at Wampum Way on 
Tom Darlington Dr. and Carefree Dr. on Cave Creek Rd.  Deceleration lanes are provided on 
all streets accessing the Town Center except Carefree Dr., Elbow Bend and Bloody Basin.   

The streets internal to the Town Center are local commercial streets with one lane in each 
direction and no centerline in most cases.  On-street parking is located along Easy Street, 
Ho Rd., Hum Rd. and Ho Hum Rd. 

Bloody Basin Rd. has medians with one lane in each direction.  It also has two traffic 
calming roundabouts to discourage cut-through traffic fronting the low density homes on 
the south side of the street. 

Pedestrian/Bicycle Friendly Infrastructure 

The 2001 Town Center improvements and overall design of the Town Center create an 
environment that is friendly to bicyclists and pedestrians.  Two pedestrian crossings are 
located on both Tom Darlington Dr. and Cave Creek Rd., one of which is a lighted and 
signalized pedestrian crossing.  5-foot sidewalks meander throughout the Town Center, 
which do not have frontage on arterial streets.  Recently the Town obtained a competitive 
grant jointly with the Town of Cave Creek to design and implement bike lanes on Tom 
Darlington and Cave Creek Road in FY 2014-2015.  The Carefree Desert Gardens and other 
sections of the Town Center provide benches, shade, drinking fountains and other street 
furniture benefitting pedestrians and cyclists. 

Total Businesses & Employment 

NAICS and employment data are not available for the Study Area, but a study for the overall 
Town of Carefree was included in the General Plan (attached as Appendix 1) based on 2011 
business license data.  The information in Tables 3 and 4 and Figures 7 and 8 below are 
derived from the General Plan, but were revised to include the 5 government and utility 
employers (100 employees), which were not included previously.   This data does not 
include home occupations or non-profit organizations. 
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Table 3. Total Businesses and Employees by Business Type 

NAICS 
Code 

Business Category (NAICS) # of 
Bus. 

% Rank Employees % Rank 

44-45 Retail Trade 52 22.5% 1 286 21.5% 2 
62 Health Care & Social Assistance 27 11.7% 2 147 11.0% 3 
53 Real Estate % Leasing 27 11.7% 3 69 5.2% 6 
52 Finance and Insurance 22 9.5% 4 81 6.1% 5 
81 Other Services, not Public Admin. 22 9.5% 5 58 4.4% 7 
54 Professional/Technical Services 20 8.7% 6 61 4.6% 6 
72 Accommodation & Food Services 17 7.4% 7 325 24.4% 1 
23 Construction 13 5.6% 8 101 7.6% 4 
56 Administration, Support,        

Waste Management Services  
10 4.3% 9 48 3.6% 9 

42 Wholesale Trade 4 1.7% 10 14 1.1% 11 
61 Educational Services 4 1.7% 11 8 0.6% 12 
92 Government 3 1.3% 12 50 3.8% 8 
71 Fitness/Recreation/Entertainment 3 1.3% 13 23 1.7% 10 
22 Water/Sewer Utilities 2 0.9% 14 48 3.6% 9 
33 Manufacturing 2 0.9% 15 8 0.6% 12 
51 Information Services 2 0.9% 16 2 0.2% 13 
55 Management of Companies 1 0.4% 17 2 0.2% 13 

 TOTAL 231 100%  1,331 100%  

Source: Carefree General Plan 2030, with public services added (2012) 
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Figure 7. Total Businesses by NAICS 
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Figure 8. Total Employment by NAICS 

 

Source: Town of Carefree 

 

According to the above tables and figures, there are 226 total businesses in the Town with 
1,233 employees.  It is estimated there are 176 business establishments within the Town 
Center.  The retail sector is the largest category, with a total of 52, or 23% of total 
businesses.  Real Estate and Health Care Services are the next most common categories, 
each with 27 businesses, or 12% of the total.  Accommodation and Food Services 
(restaurants/grocery) combine to represent 7.4% of the total businesses.  

According to Table 4 below, 31% of the businesses are in the Retail/Restaurant/ 
Accommodation/Food categories, whereas a much larger 69% represents the Office and 
Services categories.  An objective outlined in the General Plan is to balance the ratio of 
office-to-retails uses to a 50-50 ratio. 
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Table 4. Business Categorized Generally by Retail and Office 

Category Total % 

Retail / Restaurant / Food 71 31% 

Office / Other Services 160 69% 

TOTAL 231 100% 

 

Employment  

As indicated in the above tables and figures, the largest employers in the Town are in the 
Accommodation and Food Services sectors with 325 employees, or 26.4% of total jobs.  Retail 
Trade is the next greatest category, with 286, or 23.2% of total jobs.   Additionally, there are 
more than twice as many Office/Other Services in the Town than Retail/Restaurant/Food 
establishments.  Not surprisingly, the Town’s largest employers are Carefree Resort, Lowe’s 
and Bashas’. 

According to the General Plan, it is evident there is a sufficient amount of employment for 
the local population.  Based on 1,233 total jobs, there are 0.7 jobs per employable person, or 
looking at it inversely, 1.4 persons per employee.  A comparatively small 56.5% of the 
population is the typical employment age.  More than one-third of the population is the 
typical retirement age (34.5%), and at least 18.6% are seasonal residents, based on the 2010 
census.  Given the senior age demographic, seasonable residents, and the mean income, it is 
unlikely that a large percentage of jobs in the Town’s commercial areas are filled by local 
residents.  

Commercial Building Space 

According to 2011 estimates, there is approximately 431,796 sq.ft. of existing leasable 
building space in the Town Center and approximately 27,700 sq.ft. in Mariachi Plaza, 
totaling 459,496 sq.ft. (10.55 acres) in the Study Area.  This represents approximately 79% of 
the total commercial building space in the Town. 

Retail & Office Market  

Commercial brokers report that Carefree is considered “an upscale” market with a stature 
comparable to Scottsdale.  They believe there is excellent potential to quickly fill highly 
visible retail space at competitive rates. 
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Retail 

There is approximately 640,500 sq.ft. of commercial retail space in Carefree, the majority of 
which is located in the Study Area.  The only major retail establishments outside the Study 
Area are Lowe’s and CVS stores.  According to an estimate by local commercial owners, 
Carefree’s lease rates (mid-year) in both 2011 and 2012 ranged from $18-25/sq.ft., with slight 
declines in vacancies appearing in 2012.  Of course, lease rates vary and are negotiable 
depending on location. 

Office  

Carefree has approximately 637,581 sq.ft. of commercial office space.  The majority is 
located within or near to the Study Area, with Pima Norte serving as the only office 
development not located near the Town Center.  The average lease rates are $12-25/sq.ft.  in 
most commercial office developments, which are negotiable depending on the location. 

Vacancy Rates 

The Town does not currently have sufficient data to estimate commercial vacancy rates, 
because several buildings existed before the Town was incorporated. Also, business license 
data accounts only for occupied spaces.  However, it is evident that the majority of the 
buildings in the Town Center have very low to no vacancies, whereas select buildings have 
moderate vacancy rates due to their location or other factors. 

Some of the areas with the lowest vacancy rates are as follows: 

 Row of restaurants and retail establishments on Easy Street generally between Lucky 
Lane and north Carefree Dr. 

 Bashas’ Center with its retail and services merchants (Carefree Marketplace). 
 Offices fronting Tom Darlington Dr. south of Ho Road. 
 The Galleria, with its retail and office establishments located on Hum Rd. and Cave 

Creek Rd. 

Other specific complexes with moderate vacancy rates are shown below: 

 11 Sundial Circle offices, located at the corner of Sunshine Way and Cave Creek Rd. 
 Los Portales indoor mall, located at Easy Street and Hum Rd.  It currently has a few 

service businesses and an Antique Shop. 
 The Warren  Plaza building at the corner of Easy Street and Ho Hum Rd., which has 

historically had retail shops and salons. 
 Spanish Village, located on Ho and Hum Roads, known for its restaurants and retail 

uses. 
 Sections of Mariachi Plaza with lower visibility from Cave Creek Rd. and Tom 

Darlington Dr. 
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Vacant Land and Future Build-out 

Vacant lots remaining in the Town Center and planned projects are highlighted in Figure 9 
below.   Approximately 11.6 acres (505,347 sq.ft.) of the commercial property is undeveloped, 
which includes the Spirit in the Desert Lutheran Retreat’s additional 2 acres of undeveloped 
property.  Approximately 1.7 acres (74,526 sq.ft.) of residential property zoned R-3 (Multi-
family, 7.26 du/acre) is currently undeveloped.  Planned developments on vacant lots 
include the following: 

 Two office buildings totaling 21,000 sq.ft., located at the approximately 0.5 acres at 
the west corner of Elbow Bend and Nonchalant Ave.   

 Easy Street Mixed-use project with 78 residential units above 64,000 sq.ft. of 
commercial uses adjacent to the 100 Easy Street building.  It is unknown if phase one 
will materialize as planned.  It is located north of phase two and is approximately 
one-half of the overall project area comprising both phases. 

Figure 9. Zoning Districts and Vacant Land – Carefree Town Center 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Town of Carefree 
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Build-out 

According to a study used for the General Plan, if the remaining 9.6 acres were built out for 
commercial uses (not counting the Lutheran Retreat’s 2 acres), that would result in an 
estimated 152,000 sq.ft. of future leasable commercial space, which represents a 33% 
increase.  In addition, other commercial space could be developed on the Spirit of the 
Desert’s 2 acres or on other existing properties which have not achieved their maximum 
build-out potential. 

Demographics of Primary Market Area 

In the Town of Carefree Economic Development Strategic Plan (attached as Appendix 4), 
the Town describes its primary market area generally as households located within a 5-mile 
radius of the Town limits.   Appendix ‘B’ of that Plan lists the population trends, education 
and businesses resources and real estate indicators for the market area based on zip codes.   

Figure 10 on the next page is a general illustration of the primary market area. The northern 
limits extend into the Tonto National Forest, with its vast unpopulated areas without direct 
access to Carefree.  The western limits are west of 16th St. in Phoenix.  The eastern boundary 
is located in Scottsdale at 136th Street.  Jomax Rd. generally marks the south limit.   
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Figure 10. Primary Market Area of the Town of Carefree 

5 mile radius from Town limits 

 
Source: Town of Carefree, Google Maps (2013) 



 

STUDY AREA INFORMATION & DATA 30 

 

ULI BRIEFING –  CAREFREE 

Commercial Centers in Primary Market Area 

Figure 11 below identifies commercial locations within the primary market area.  Each is 
designated as either a major or minor retail anchored development, office center or a 
services-oriented center (salons, professional services, etc.).  Carefree and Cave Creek’s 
Town Centers are illustrated with striped symbols, suggesting regional centers with mixed 
uses and lifestyle amenities not available at typical commercial centers.  Carefree’s Town 
Center contains a different mix than Cave Creek’s.  Its emphasis is on office-retail-service 
uses, whereas Cave Creek’s Town Center is anchored with restaurants and retail.  Cave 
Creek’s Town Center also has office, service and some heavier commercial/industrial uses. 

Figure 11. Commercial Centers in Primary Market Area 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Source: Town of Carefree (2013) 

The above map shows a concentration of retail centers at strategic arterial corridors and 
intersections near established neighborhoods.  Broadly speaking, these centers are targeted 
to the everyday needs of neighborhoods, but they are not regional lifestyle, cultural, and 
recreational centers as are found in the Carefree/Cave Creek Town Centers or further south 
in Scottsdale or Phoenix.  The neighborhood centers might have 1-2 larger restaurants or 
retail stores, but not a concentration of major cultural or recreational amenities.   
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The closest major lifestyle shopping centers south of the primary market area include the 
Promenade and other centers south of the Loop 101 and the Desert Ridge Shopping Center 
at Tatum and the 101.  DC Ranch’s Market Street, located south of the primary market area 
on Pima Rd. north of Loop 101, contains fine shops and restaurants.  However it can be 
viewed as an enhanced neighborhood-oriented shopping center rather than a regional 
cultural-recreational district. 

Household Data 

The table and figure below include demographic and household characteristics of the 
primary market area (including Carefree), based on Census block groups.  It is noted that 
block group boundaries are irregular and not necessarily along the precise 5-mile radius.  
However, the data provides reasonable indicators for the primary market area. 

Table 5. Household Data for Carefree, County & Primary Market Area 

Category Carefree* 5-Mile Primary 
Market Area** 

Maricopa 
County* 

Population 3,424 53,311 3,944,791 
Total Households 1,686 20,570 1,666,651 
Average Household Size 2.03 2.59 2.69 
Median Household Income $103,606 $96,018 $55,099 
Mean Household Income $142,564 n/a $74,071 
Median Housing Value $806,300 $545,777 $219,300 
Median Rent $997 $1,697 $934 
Median Age 60.2 48 34.6 

Age Categories 
Population under 18 yrs. 342 

10% 
11,254 
21.1% 

1,049,314 
26.6% 

Population 18-64 1,870 
54.6% 

32,431 
60.8% 

2,426,047 
61.5% 

Population 65+ 1,212 
35.4% 

9,626 
18.1% 

469,430 
11.9% 

Educational Attainment 
Bachelor’s Degree 33.9% 36.5% 18.9% 
Graduate Degree or higher 22.2% 18.7% 10.2% 
Total 56.1% 55.2% 29.1% 

* Census 2010 & 2007-2011 ACS; population from 7/2013 MAG estimate 
** Census 2010 & 2007-2011 ACS, block groups in Carefree & 5 miles of Town Limits 
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Figure 12. Age Categories: Primary Market Area 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to the above data, the average income and housing values in the primary market 
area are 74% and 149% higher (respectively) than those of Maricopa County.  Similarly, the 
median age and college degree educational attainment are 39% and 90% higher than 
County levels, respectively.  The age cohort between 18 - 64 is approximately the same, with 
primary market area levels 0.7% lower than County levels.  The differences in age categories 
are found in children and age 65+ cohorts.  There are 5.5% fewer children in the primary 
market area than in the County, but 6.2% more in the primary market area in the 65+ 
category. 

Household Data in Nearby Zip Codes 

Following is information for zip codes adjacent to Carefree, based on the March 2013 
Multiple Listing Service (see Figure 13 and Table 6 below).  While the zip codes represent a 
different population than the previously described 5-mile radius primary market area, they 
provide useful household indicators.  The three zip codes adjacent to Carefree extend to 
generally Cave Creek’s boundary to the north and west, with some extending south of Cave 
Creek into Phoenix.  The southern boundary is a few blocks south of Dynamite Road.  The 
east boundary of 85262 runs along the 136th Street alignment with the southern end 
extending further east to Rio Verde. 

The data suggests there was rapid growth since 2000, especially east and south of Carefree.  
The average household income in these zip codes is greater than in the 5-mile market area, 
but the median age is substantially lower.  

  

Age < 18 yrs 
21.1% 

Age 18-64 
60.8% 

Age 65+ 
 18.1% 
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Figure 13. Zip Codes Near Carefree   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: www.city-data.com 

 

Table 6. Household Data by Zip Codes 

Category  
 
 
 

85262 
Desert  

Mountain,  
Mirabel 

 
 
 
 
 
 

85266 
Legend Trail,  

Bellasera,  
Whisper Rock,  

Winfield,  
Terravita 

 
 
 
 
 

85331 
Tatum Ranch,  
Cave Creek, 
small part of  

Carefree 

Town of  
Carefree 

Est. Population  11,408  11,408  27,358 3,424 

Pop. Growth Since 2000  107%  60%  21% 17% 

Households  5,335  4,847  11,383 1,686 

Median Age  30.8  32  32 60.2 

Ave. Household Income  $175,637  $147,038  $135,318 $142,564 

Households w/ Children  815  1,213  3,713 469 

Source: MLS, March 2013 
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Housing Market 

The housing market in Carefree has generally followed the trends experienced by the rest of 
the Metro-Phoenix area, with median home prices peaking and then dropping in 2007, 
albeit at much higher price points (See Figure 14 below).  According to March 2013 MLS 
data, prices started going up incrementally heading into 2012.  Median sales prices of homes 
in Carefree are around $600,000, well above the $175,000 Maricopa County median sales 
price for the same time period.  Looking ahead, the marked increase in construction activity 
in the last few months and other indicators point to the likelihood of further increases in 
sales prices. 

Figure 14. Carefree Housing Units – Median Sales Price 

 

Source: Multiple Listing Service (March 2013) 
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GOVERNMENT, STAKEHOLDERS & RESOURCES 

The Town of Carefree is a statutory Town, which offers core services to its residents, such as 
administration, code enforcement, planning & zoning, building safety, municipal court, 
citizen relations, street maintenance and public works.  Both fire protection and public 
safety are provided through contracts with Rural Metro and the Maricopa County Sherriff’s 
Office respectively.  Other services are provided by external entities, including utilities, 
trash collection, environmental services, etc. 

Several stakeholders and resources are available to support the local economic structure.  
The lists below are a summary of business organizations, educational resources and other 
non-government entities.  Some of the non-government entities are located in nearby Cave 
Creek or Scottsdale, although membership and influence are extended to and supported by 
Carefree residents. 

Small Business Development Resources 

 Carefree/Cave Creek Chamber of Commerce  
 Maricopa Community Colleges 
 Small Business Development Center 
 Desert Foothills Library 
 Scottsdale Public Library 
 SCORE – Service Corps for Retired Executives 
 AAME – APS Academy for the Advancement of Small, 
 Minority and Women-Owned Enterprises 
 SBA – Small Business Administration 

Carefree Educational Resources 

 Arizona Charter Schools 
 Ventana Academy Charter School 
 Foothills Academy 
 Career Success High School 
 Cave Creek Unified School District 
 Desert Sun Academy 
 Lone Mountain Elementary School 
 Black Mountain Elementary School 
 Desert Willow Elementary School 
 Cactus Shadows High School 
 Paradise Valley Community College 
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Non-profit, Places of Worship and other Organizations 

 Foothills Caring Corps (Carefree) 
 Desert Foothills Land Trust (Carefree) 
 Foothills Community Foundation (Carefree) 
 Kiwanis Club of Carefree/Key Club (Carefree) 
 Foothills Food Bank & Resource Center (Cave Creek) 
 Sonoran Arts League (Cave Creek) 
 Soroptimist International of Saguaro Foothills (Scottsdale) 
 Cave Creek Museum (Cave Creek) 
 Desert Foothills YMCA (Scottsdale) 
 Holland Community Center (Scottsdale) 
 Music Serving the Word Ministries (Carefree) 
 Christ the Lord Lutheran Church (Carefree) 
 First Church of Christ Scientist (Carefree) 
 Good Shepard Episcopal Church (Cave Creek) 
 Our Lady of Joy Roman Catholic Church (Carefree) 
 Christ Anglican Church (Carefree) 

 

HOAs in Carefree 

 Black Mountain Foothills 
 Boulder Vista 
 Boulders Carefree 
 Boulders HOA 
 Canyon Creek Estates 
 Canyon Crossings 
 Carefree Airpark Estates 
  
 Carefree Casas (II) Condos 
 Carefree Condos North 
 Carefree Condos South 
 Carefree Foothills 
 Carefree Grandview Estates 
 Carefree (Inn) Estates 
 Carefree Ironwood Estates 
 Carefree Mountain Estates 
 Carefree Rolling Hills 
 Carefree Sentinel Rock Estates 
 Carefree Terrace Condos 
 Carefree Terrace HOA 
 Carefree Villas (Condos) 
 The Colony at Carefree (Condos) 

 

 The Crossings at Carefree 
 The Crossings at Carefree II 
 The Crossings at Carefree III & IV 
 Doublegate Condominiums 
 Hawksnest 
 Las Torres (Condos) 
 Los Reales 
 Lost Acres 
 Montacino Condominiums 
 Nighthawk on Black Mountain 
 Ocotillo Ridge Estates 
 Pima Rd. Neighborhood Assoc. 
 Provence/CF Ironwood Estates 
 Posada del Sol 
 The Reserve at Tranquil Trail 
 Ridgeview Estates 
 SkyRanch at Carefree 
 SkyRanch Flight Association 
 SkyRanch Aircraft Condo Assoc. 
 Tranquil Place 
 Tranquil Trail Estates 
 Villa del Sol Condominiums 
 Village at Carefree Resort (Condos) 
 Vista del Norte – Condominiums

 


