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Date:  May 8, 2013 
 
TO:  Neighborhood Planning Committee 
 
FROM:  Josh Williams, City Planner (266-6659) 
 
SUBJECT: West Grand Zoning Study: public hearing testimony review  and final 
recommendations 
 
Background 
 
A public hearing regarding the recommendations of the West Grand Zoning Study was 
held at April 19th Planning Commission meeting. Copies of all written comments 
received, comments posted to Open Saint Paul, as well as a summary of oral testimony 
taken from the meeting minutes, are attached. Please not that one additional letter of 
testimony, received on April 22nd and so not previously provided to Planning 
Commission members, is included.  
 
Public Hearing Testimony 
 
In general, testimony from neighborhood residents supported the recommendations of 
the study, but with further reductions in maximum allowed height, and elimination of 
density bonuses for providing structured parking. Both the need for design standards 
and a change to the definition of a dormitory were also raised as concerns. Finally, a 
number of commenters said that lack of parking was a problem. 
 
Graham Merry, the developer of the building currently under construction at 2124 
Grand, testified against the study recommendations. He stated that he believed that the 
proposed density controls would make it financially impossible to build structured 
parking and render redevelopment economically unfeasible. A copy of a basic pro 
forma, provided by Mr. Merry at the request of staff, is attached. Also attached is a 
spreadsheet which shows number of units which would be allowed for a three-lot parcel 
(approximately 120 x 150) under the proposed changes to RM2 density and dimensional 
standards.  
 
Additional Information 
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Discussion at the April 24th NPC meeting did not yield consensus among committee 
members regarding the study. In order to allow the City Council to act before the 
moratorium expires, the NPC must act to forward a recommendation regarding the 
study to the full Planning Commission. Based on the discussion on the 24th, and to help 
facilitate that outcome, staff have pulled together the following information on items of 
discussion from the April 24th meeting: 
 
Regarding the potential for recommendations of zoning changes beyond the study 
area boundaries: The study is tied to a 1-year moratorium on multifamily development 
greater than 40 feet in height within the study area. The legislative direction given by 
the City Council in putting in place the moratorium and requesting the study was that 
there is a unique set of circumstances in the area of the moratorium/zoning study. The 
study and the Planning Commission recommendation for zoning changes, if any, should 
reflect this intent. However, it would be appropriate for the Planning Commission to 
identify what further study of related issues may be warranted. 
 
Parking: Parking, or the lack thereof, was identified by a number of speakers at the 
public hearing as a point of concern. The western portion of the study area falls within 
residential permit parking districts number 21 and 22. The Planning Commission, in 
approving the site plan for 2124 Grand, limited the ability of future residents to obtain 
on-street parking permits. It is not clear whether this has lessened the concern of area 
residents about the potential impact on parking, nor, as the building is not yet occupied, 
what the actual impact will be or the effectiveness of limiting permits in mitigating this 
impact. Anecdotaly, Mr. Merry has expressed concerns about being able to lease the 40 
stall of off-street parking being constructed at 2124 Grand. There may be some 
prospective student residents who, being able to live very close to the UST campus, 
choose not to have a car. On the other hand, on-street parking is already in high 
demand in the area, presumably due in large part to students and UST employees who 
do not wish to pay for parking provided on the UST campus. 
 
Because multifamily housing is an of-right use in the RM2 district, there is not 
necessarily an opportunity for the Planning Commission to consider parking impacts of 
all potential projects nor a mechanism for requiring conditions of approval in regard to 
parking. Given this, the best option for limiting the impact of a development on on-
street parking supply is to put in place development standards. Potential approaches are 
to require that all off-street parking associated with a development is leased before on-
street parking permits may be issued to residents of the development, placing a 
restriction on the number of permits issuable per unit, or both. These options of course 
require a that a residential permit parking district be in place. Absent such a district, as 
on the eastern end of the study area, the only tool available to address the stated 
concern may be to increase off-street parking requirements. 
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In regard to the density bonus a developer can earn in exchange for building structure 
parking, staff does not recommend elminination. Structured parking provides many 
benefits over surface parking, but it is expensive to build. Removing the incentive 
provided by the density bonus would have a negative impact on the quality and 
character of residential development. 
 
Rear set-backs/proximity to single family residential:  There have been indications, 
based on public hearing testimony and other conversations with neighborhood 
residents, that part of the concern with taller and higher density development in RM2 
districts is the proximity to single-family houses. The zoning study recommended an 
overall cap 45 feet and four stories on the height of buildings for RM2 dsitricts within 
the study area. One alternative approach would be to reduce maxmimum heights at the 
rear setback line (or at a distance from the rear property line), and provided for 
increasing height as the distance from the rear property line increases, similar to how 
building height is regulated in T districts. Such an approach would allow for further 
restricting height nearest to smaller-scale single family development, but with less 
overall impact on the potential building mass (and thus, to some degree, density) on the 

RM2 zoned property. The 
graphic to the left shows 
a rear view of buildings 
with a 30 ft height (A), 30 
ft at rear setback with an 
additional foot of height 
for each foot of setback 
(B), and at the current 
allowed maximum height 
of 50 feet (C). 
 
A second alternative 
would be to simply 
increase the rear yard 
requirement to move 
building mass farther 

away from adjacent single-family residential. In order to protect the street feel, the 
front setback remain as is. As a result, this second option would result in decrease total 
potential building mass. For example, increasing the setback to 45 feet would have the 
affect of removing the three- and four-story portions at the rear of building B in the 
graphic. 
 
Definition of Dormitory: Several individuals testifying at the public hearing suggested 
that the the building under construction 2124 is in reality, a dormitory, and that the city 
should change the definition of dormitory in the zoning code—which states that a 
dormitory must be organized and owned by an educational institution—in recognition 
of this fact. The full definition of dormitory from the zoning code: 

C 

B 

A 
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Sec. 65.190 -  Dormitory 
A building designed for or used as group living quarters for students of a high school, 
college, university or seminary, organized and owned by a high school, college, 
university or seminary.  

Standards and conditions: 
(a)  In residential and TN1 traditional neighborhood districts, a conditional use 

permit is required for off-campus dormitories. 
(b) The use must be within two hundred fifty (250) feet of the campus of the 

institution it serves, for a college, university, seminary or other such 
institution of higher learning as established in a conditional use permit. In 
RL—R4 residential districts, the use shall be on the campus.  

(c) The yard requirements for multiple-family use in the district apply when the 
use is not located on a campus established in a conditional use permit 

 
Removing the requirement the educational institutional ownership clause from the 
definition would likely lead to difficulties in administering the ordinance. Design intent 
may be hard to objectively demonstrate, and for a large multi-unit building, 
enforcement of a definition based on the characteristic of the residents being students 
would likely present substantial difficulties. 
 
REQUESTED COMMITTEE ACTION 
 
Forward current or modified study recommendations, with recommendation for action, 
to Planning Commission for May 17th meeting. 
 
 



Impact of Proposed Changes to Minimum Lot Area/Unit Requirements

Lot Area (sq. ft.)
Unit Size (no. 
of bedrooms)

Minimum Lot 
Area/Unit (sq. ft.)**

Parking Bonus 
(Adjustment to 
Lot Area/Unit, in 
sq. ft.)

Effective Minimum 
Lot Area/Unit (sq. 
ft.) Units

Total 
Residents*

19200 4 2000 -600 1400 13.71 52
19200 3 1750 -600 1150 16.70 63
19200 2 1500 -600 900 21.33 42

*current minimum lot area/unit is 2,000 sq. ft. for all units ** assumes 1 person per bedroom 




















































































