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Background 

 

The Planning Commission held a public hearing regarding the Snelling Ave. South Zoning Study 

on May 19, 2017.  Twelve people spoke at the public hearing, 4 people spoke in support of the 

proposed changes, 4 people spoke in opposition of the proposed changes, and 4 comments 

were neutral. The public record was left open for written testimony until 4:30 PM on Friday, 

May 26, 2017. There were 48 letters in support of the proposed changes received, 25 letters in 

opposition to the proposed changes received, and 2 neutral letters.  

 

Other information for consideration: 

 

• A number of commenters primarily addressed the property-owner initiated rezoning 

and CUP application for the proposed LeCesse Corporation development at St Clair and 

Snelling rather than the zoning study. These comments, in opposition to the 

development, have been included in the summary below, but are generalized to the 

study more broadly.  

• A number of individuals have suggested, including one in a comment letter, that the City 

is disregarding/throwing away comments. This may be related to conflation of the 

zoning study and separate LeCesse Corporation zoning applications. The conditional use 

permit application was rejected by the Planning Commission on April 21, primarily on 

the basis of inconsistency with applicable traditional neighborhood design standards. All 

comment letters received regarding the LeCesse Corporation applications are available 

on the Zoning Committee’s website: 

https://www.stpaul.gov/departments/planning-economic-

development/planning/planning-commission/zoning-committee 

 

• Letters received prior to the Zoning Committee public hearing on April 13, 2017, are posted 

under the PACKET  for zoning file “17-015-551” for the April 13
th

 meeting of the committee and 
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letters received after the hearing under RESULTS for the same meeting (see: “Summary packet 

(draft resolution and additional information”, pages 13-50).The property-owner initiated zoning 

request was recommended for approval by the Planning Commission, and heard at the City 

Council. The matter was laid over until June 21. On June 6, LeCesse Corporation submitted a 

letter to staff providing information regarding the status of the proposed development at St. 

Clair and Snelling, along with an updated drawing of the Snelling elevation of the proposed 

building. The letter is included as an attachment to this memorandum. 

• A few commenters commented multiple times, either through multiple letters or both 

written and spoken testimony. The counts include the total number of comments 

received, as opposed to the number of individual commenters. 

Summary of Comments Received 

 

The three district councils that the study area intersects all provided comments in support of 

the study recommendations. The letter provided by the Macalester-Groveland Community 

Council (MGCC) explicitly recommends that the City better define “mixed use” as it pertains to 

development in traditional neighborhood districts. The MGCC letter also notes a number of 

policies in the MGCC community plan as important considerations in arriving at a 

recommendation on the zoning study.  

 

A large number of comments received in support of the zoning study recommendations used 

identical language, urging adoption of the proposed zoning changes without modification, and 

stating that the study’s recommendations would encourage growth in the Snelling Avenue 

corridor that would: 

 

• Not overly impact existing neighborhoods or infrastructure 

• Allow new residents to take advantage of living in a desirable community in Saint Paul 

• Bring more people to existing businesses and expand opportunities for new commercial 

development 

• Promote existing transportation options and support the expansion of transit services  

 Additional areas of support identified in support of the study recommendations included: 

 

• Support for higher density housing and commercial uses along Snelling Avenue 

• Support for higher density as a way to support transit and neighborhood businesses 

Comments critical of or in opposition to the study recommendations were more varied in 

nature. However, several common concerns were expressed: 

 

• Opposition to buildings of 5 or more stories, or of 60-70 feet  

• Opposition to large buildings and/or density more generally  

• Concerns over increased traffic congestion, parking demands, and negative impacts to 

pedestrian safety  

• Concern that increased density will lead to more crime  

• Concern  regarding resulting loss of access to sunlight and/or privacy for adjacent 

homeowners 
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• Concern  that zoning changes/development will devalue nearby single-family homes 

• Concern about changes in neighborhood character 

Some less common but more specific concerns were also found in the comments received, 

including citing of Comprehensive Plan and neighborhood plan policies. These included: 

 

• Statements that proposed rezonings are inconsistent with the Comprehensive Plan 

strategy to “preserve and promote Established Neighborhoods” because they will 

negatively impact adjacent properties that are within Established Neighborhoods and/or 

because Snelling Avenue should be considered part of these neighborhoods 

• T traditional neighborhood zoning lacks necessary controls on “building footprint” and 

minimum lot size and is not well understood by many people 

• T traditional neighborhood zoning is not conducive to the type of mixed-use 

development it is purported to promote 

• Traffic noise, both existing and potential increases 

Finally, commenters requested several specific modifications to the proposed zoning changes: 

• Retaining the current R4 zoning for the parcels on the east side of Snelling at Lincoln 

and Goodrich, rather than the proposed change to T2

• T2 zoning for the parcels on the east side of Snelling between St. Clair and Stanford, 

with some support for T3 “at the corner” (the majority of the block is currently 

proposed for rezoning from B2 to T3).  

Analysis of Comments 

 

The comments on the study, taken as a whole, suggest several broad themes: 

 

Support for Design Standards 

 

Both those in support of the zoning study recommendations and those in opposition talked 

about the importance of walkability and pedestrian-friendliness. This is consistent with the 

study recommendations for the adoption of T traditional neighborhood districts. The properties 

identified for T traditional neighborhood zoning in the study almost all front arterial or collector 

streets, and the traditional neighborhood design standards  require that buildings orient toward 

the front of lots, both in terms of placement of building mass and requirements for a 

pedestrian-friendly interface with the public realm. While the site plan and conditional use 

permit applications submitted by LeCesse Corporation for the proposed development at St. 

Clair and Snelling are a separate matter from the zoning study, it is notable that the basis for 

rejection of those applications by the Planning Commission centered around the inconsistency 

of the proposal with those same design standards. However, it is also notable that while the 

applications were denied by the Planning Commission, there was significant discussion at both 

the Zoning Committee and the full Planning Commission over whether the proposed 

development did or did not comply with the design standards. There may be room for 

refinement of these standards. 

 

Commercial Vitality 
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There was also broad consensus among commenters that maintaining and growing commercial 

vitality in the Snelling Avenue corridor is very important. This was coupled with desire a 

definition of “mixed-use”. Further study of how to both protect and promote commercial 

vitality, and how commercial versus residential developments are evaluated under the zoning 

code should be considered. 

 

Pedestrian Safety 

 

Although it is not an issue directly germane to the zoning study, the issue of pedestrian safety 

was brought up by many commenters. Some commenters suggested that additional traffic 

associated with higher density redevelopment could exacerbate these problems. Theoretically, 

a better pedestrian realm and support for transit should increase pedestrian safety.  

 

Density and Height are Key Areas of Disagreement 

 

The primary area of disagreement between supporters and opponents of the study 

recommendations could be characterized in a few questions: How much density is too much 

density, and how tall is too tall?     

 

Concern over how neighboring land uses will interact with new uses is, as one commenter 

pointed out, at the core of zoning decisions. The challenge in Saint Paul, and along portions of 

the Snelling Avenue corridor in particular, is finding a way to achieve the City’s stated goal of 

accommodating higher-density development along what is designated as a Mixed-Use Corridor 

while still assuring there are appropriate transitions to less-intensive uses and development 

patterns in the neighborhoods that flank the corridor. T traditional neighborhood zoning has 

several features which make them a good fit for striking this balance. Where T traditional 

neighborhood districts abut RL-RT2 districts (single-family and duplex zoning), allowed heights 

are reduced at property lines to 25 feet. Increased height is allowed as distance from rear and 

side property lines increases. The impact of this is to push the mass of buildings toward the 

front of a development lot, typically along an arterial or collector street.  

 

T traditional neighborhood districts do allow greater density as measured by floor area ratio  

compared to the corresponding commercial and residential districts (for example, T2 vs. B2 vs. 

RM2) and allow for increased potential heights, particularly in T3 with a conditional use permit.  

In comments received, the concerns over height and density, and the resulting potential 

impacts on shade, privacy, traffic, and parking were centered on two locations, as noted above. 

In addition to recommending further study of T traditional neighborhood traditional 

neighborhood design standards, two amendments to the recommended zoning changes could 

be made: 

 

Location One: East side of Snelling, between Lincoln and Goodrich (Immanuel Lutheran Church) 

• Current Recommendation: all parcels R4 to T2 

• Alternative Recommendation: all parcels R4 to T1 

This change would reduce the number and intensity of potential future uses of the property, 

addressing concerns that the changes will incentivize redevelopment of the property and that 

future development will adversely impact adjacent residential properties. 
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Location Two: East side of Snelling, between St. Clair and Stanford  

 

• Current Recommendation: all parcels B2 to T3, except for southernmost parcel to T2 

• Alternative Recommendation: T3 for northernmost two parcels, T2 for remainder of 

block 

This change would reduce the number and intensity of potential future uses of the property, 

addressing concerns that the changes will incentivize redevelopment of the property and that 

future development will adversely impact adjacent residential properties.   

 

The Committee should discuss and decide which option to recommend in both cases. 

 

Proposed Changes Based on Further Analysis 

 

• Rezone 68 Snelling Ave South from B2 to T3. (The initial recommendation recommended 

T2.) This parcel, along with 64 Snelling S and 58 Snelling Avenue S are all owned by 

Lincoln Commons Ltd. The study generally recommends zoning continuous parcels that 

are owned by a single entity to the same zoning designation in order to avoid split 

zoning for possible future redevelopment sites.  

• Rezone the northern 11 ft. of 498 Brimhall from B2 to R4. 498 Brimhall is currently split 

zoned R4/B2. The property is a single family dwelling and the majority of the parcel is 

zoned R4 single family. If the parcel remains split zoned any future development north 

of the parcel on 1540 Brimhall could be built at a higher height at the setback line 

abutting 498 Brimhall because the provision that limits the height to 25’ when T 

traditional neighborhood districts abut RL – RT2 would not apply.  

Staff Recommendation 

 

Staff recommends that the Planning Commission forward the Snelling Avenue South Zoning 

Study to the Mayor and City Council with a recommendation to adopt all zoning changes as 

proposed herein, and  include additional recommendations for future study as identified 

herein.  
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