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Council President Jalali and Members of the City Council,



I respectfully ask the you vote in favor of Ruben and Michelle Benengas’s variance request for 
1963 Grand Avenue. Our community was denied full participation in the 2040 Plan in 2020 when  
the RM Zoning Study chose: “the proposed code amendments do not address this Grand Avenue-
specific footnote and would leave it in-force.” I wrote the following letter to City Planner Bill 
Dermody four years ago. I am grateful for the Benegas’s faith in our community to welcome 
ALL neighbors. Please use this opportunity and vote in favor of this variance.



Catherine Plessner  2038 Summit Avenue



Bill Dermody, City Planner 



March 10, 2020



Dear Bill,



Thank you for your presentation of St. Paul’s RM Zoning Study at the Macalester Groveland 
Community Council’s (MGCC) Housing and Land Use Committee (HLU) Meeting on February 
26, 2020. I’m grateful to the Comprehensive & Neighborhood Planning Committees for their 
work to create the density our City needs. I appreciate your invitation for citizen comments. I 
write as a resident of Macalester Groveland, not as a representative of any organization.



I believe that this RM Zoning Study is tainted by the statement on Page 40, “the proposed code 
amendments do not address this Grand Avenue-specific footnote and would leave it in-force.” 
regarding “A footnote to the RM2 dimensional standards provides additional regulation for a 
0.7-mile stretch of Grand Avenue from Fairview to Cretin that contains a lot of RM2 zoning and 
is near the University of St. Thomas.”



I live at 2038 Summit Avenue. A significant segment of this “0.7 mile stretch” is my back yard. 
Our two-block alley, bounded by a liquor store and a gas station, is alive with diverse neighbors. 
I know my neighbors. I coordinate the Alley Plowing for our Prior/Cleveland stretch. A neighbor 
from the Fairview/Prior block does the plowing. I’ve driven alleys up and down Grand Avenue 
looking for solutions to an ice problem we had on our block. I know Grand Avenue, front and 
back. I can’t help but wonder if this “additional regulation” comes from a few loud voices West 
of Cleveland who are sincere in their belief that they know what’s best for our neighborhood. I 
feel disconcerted about what some might think differentiates us from the rest of Grand Avenue.



At the June 3, 2019 Board of Zoning Appeals (BZA) Meeting about a variance for 2150 Grand 
Avenue, Board Member Danielle Swift had the courage to recognize “discrimination” and 







“NIMBY” in the opposition to the variance. Board Member Swift did that without knowing that 
the neighbors on the West Summit Neighborhood Advisory Committee (WSNAC) have a 
“Neighborhood Stabilization Fund” to give significant sums of money to entice people, including 
a member of WSNAC, to “convert” student rental property by putting restrictive covenants on 
deeds to prevent them from renting to students. Ms. Swift wasn’t present at a University of St. 
Thomas (UST) meeting with Student Leaders and neighbors after a racial slur incident on 
campus. There, a well-meaning neighbor asked a student of color, “Do you feel welcome in our 
neighborhood?”. The Student Leader paused, “Ma’am, no student feels welcome in your 
neighborhood.” I’m a witness to what BZA Member Swift recognized as discrimination and 
NIMBY. I’ve been nullified by, “Students aren’t a protected class.” 



I’m entering my seventh year of service on MGCC. I represented MGCC on WSNAC for six 
years until I resigned October 2019. Our neighborhood’s housing market will be impacted when 
UST’s 570 new on-campus beds will be available September 2020. St. Paul’s RM Zoning Study 
is a timely opportunity for our community to shift from the “War Years” mentality. I invite you to 
ask: What truly differentiates our “0.7 mile stretch” West of Fairview from all of Grand Avenue? 
What criteria was used to exclude us from the zoning changes recommended for the whole City 
of St. Paul? 



I believe St. Paul’s 2040 Comprehensive Plan is a beacon of hope for our city. The RM Zoning 
Study provides opportunities for change to meet our density goals. If  “This includes a lower 
height maximum (40’ instead of 50’), a requirement to comply with the T2 design standards, and 
a special minimum lot size for units with three or more bedrooms.” is, as you said at the HLU 
meeting, left “in-force”, Macalester-Groveland is denied the opportunity to fully participate in St. 
Paul’s 2040 Comprehensive Plan. 



I know that our “0.7 mile stretch” is a good place to live. I know my neighbors. I’m not the only 
one who wants all neighbors to feel welcome here. I ask the Comprehensive & Neighborhood 
Planning Committees to remove the “additional regulation for a 0.7-mile stretch of Grand 
Avenue from Fairview to Cretin” from the RM Zoning Study to allow Macalester-Groveland to 
fully participate in the St. Paul’s 2040 Comprehensive Plan.



Zoning that perpetuates discrimination: Not In My Back Yard!



Sincerely,



Cathy Plessner

2038 Summit Avenue







