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PO Box 582514, Minneapolis, MN 55458 

  
 

March 30, 2020 
 
City of Saint Paul 
Department of Safety and Inspections 
375 Jackson Street, Suite 220 
St. Paul, MN 55101 
 
Subject: Explanation of Request – 1769 Grand Avenue, St. Paul, MN 55105 (the “Subject Property”) 
 
After months of planning, we are excited to share our vision for 1769 Grand Avenue. Our goal through this 
development is to increase the City’s housing stock, promote walkability, transit use, and sustainability while 
adhering to the scale, character, and design of the surrounding area. We are proposing a 12-unit multifamily 
building on the north side of Grand Avenue between Fairview Avenue and Wheeler Street South. The duplex 
currently occupying the site will be removed and replaced with the new residential structure. There will be a mix 
of three and four-bedroom units, which we’ve designed with a strong preference for environmentally-friendly 
materials, technologies, and techniques.  
 
Background: The Owner purchased the Property in 2019 hoping to renovate the structure and extend its useful 
life. Only after purchasing the Property did ownership determine that the contemplated repairs were not feasible. 
At this point, ownership decided to pursue redeveloping the Property to multifamily, its highest-and-best use. 
 
Site and Area Conditions: The Subject is a duplex on a 0.23-acre lot (9,995 SF; 50’ x 200’) with alley access in the 
rear. The Property was built in 1916 as a two-family dwelling (up/down). 
 
The Subject’s block, defined as Grand Ave from Fairview to Wheeler, is anchored by CVS (formerly Whole Foods) 
on the west and Sinclair Oil on the east. Surrounding land use is mixed-use, and Grand Avenue is a Mixed-Use 
Corridor. The Property is located steps from the Grand-Fairview Neighborhood Node, within ½ mile of the Snelling 
& Grand Metro A Line Arterial Bus Rapid Transit (ABRT) station, within ½ mile to Macalester College, and less than 
one mile to the University of St. Thomas. Additional public transit frequents stops at Fairview and Grand.  
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There are 17 lots straddling Grand Ave between Fairview and Wheeler. Of those, seven are commercial (41%), 
seven are multifamily (41%), and three are one-two family residential (18%; including the Subject). The essential 
character of the surrounding area is mixed-use, and the proposed development will adhere to that precedent. 
 
Facts & Figures: This site offers a tremendous opportunity to deliver land-efficient housing and encourage 
multimodal transportation. The development aims to attract residents who are drawn to the walkability of the 
neighborhood. It is reasonable to believe that the majority of daily services and amenities are within a 20-minute 
walk of the Property, and all needs can be accomplished without a car. Furthermore, this site appears to be an 
excellent candidate for density considering the surrounding mix of uses and proximity to high-frequency transit, 
educational institutions, retail centers, and jobs.  

 Lot Area: 9,995 square feet or 0.23 acres 
 Lot Coverage: 28.2% (including ½ alley) 
 Building Gross Floor Area: 17,556 SF (including basement) 
 FAR: 1.41 (including ½ alley) 
 Height: 50 feet 
 Unit Mix: 12 three and four-bedroom units 
 Setbacks: The front yard will be setback 12 feet off Grand Ave and the side yards will be six feet from 

either property line. The rear of the building will be setback 111 feet from the alley 
 Parking: There will be 12 surface parking stalls which includes one van-accessible parking stall. 

Additionally, there will be secured bicycle parking in the rear for at least eight bikes 
 Landscaping: The green space will include native flowers, shrubs, and grasses that bloom in multiple 

seasons and attract a variety of pollinators. Garden boxes will be made available to residents to promote 
healthy eating, outdoor activity, and connectivity within the neighborhood 

 Solar: The Proposal includes a 35.1 kW roof-mounted solar system with the capacity to offset the 
building’s electrical usage by 107%, saving an equivalent of 743 tons of CO2 over 25 years 

 
Variance Request: As a result of zoning changes over the decades, the current RM2 Zoning District does not reflect 
the scale and density of the surrounding neighborhood and does not reflect the goals outlined in the 2030 & 2040 
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Comprehensive Plans. The Property is small relative to the neighboring properties and many RM2 parcels 
throughout the City. Therefore, the Proposal seeks three variances: 

 Lot Size Minimum: RM2 Zoning requires 1,500 SF of lot per residential unit. The parcel is 9,995 SF, which 
would limit this site to six units. A six-unit property is not compatible with the adjacent multifamily uses 
and is not aligned with the goals outlined in the 2030 & 2040 Comprehensive Plans promoting land-
efficient housing and housing production on Mixed-Use Corridors adjacent to Neighborhood Nodes. 
Therefore, the Proposal seeks a variance to build 12 units and match the existing density, while 
advancing the City and Community’s long-term goals 

 Setbacks: RM2 allows for a minimum side yard setback of nine feet from either property line. All of the 
residential structures on the Subject’s block have established side yards that are less than nine feet (non-
conforming), including the Subject as currently improved. The Proposal seeks to establish two six-foot 
side yards on either side of the proposed structure in order to reflect the existing streetscape, provide 
an aesthetically pleasing product, and avoid disorderly development 

 Parking: Under the existing zoning code, approximately 19 parking stalls would be required. The site is 
not capable of parking 19 cars as proposed, so the Subject seeks a parking reduction to a ratio of 1:1, 
one parking stall per one residential unit, for a total of 12 parking spots. The Project’s advantage is its 
location adjacent to numerous neighborhood amenities, goods/service providers, job centers, public 
transit stops, and institutions of higher education. It is believed that all daily activities can be 
accomplished via walking, biking, and/or public transportation. The hope is that this development can 
provide density to support increased public transit options in accordance with Community Plan and 
Comprehensive Plans’ goals to promote non-car mobility modes of transportation 
 

Variance Findings: 
 
1. The variance is in harmony with the general purposes and intent of the zoning code. 

 
The proposed variances are in harmony with the general purposes and intent of the zoning code, which:  

i) Encourage a compatible mix of land uses, at densities that support transit, that reflect the scale, 
character and urban design of Saint Paul's existing traditional neighborhoods;  

ii) Provide housing choice and housing affordability; and 
iii) Promote the conservation of energy and the utilization of renewable energy resources 

 
There are few three and four-bedroom units for rent in Macalester-Groveland. The Subject’s block is occupied 
by primarily studio and 1-bedroom units. This development aims to provide a new housing choice that is not 
found on Grand Avenue (multi-level units) and is an alternative to single-family home ownership. All the 
existing lots and established side yards of multifamily residential structures on the Subject’s block are non-
conforming. Constructing the proposed building with a density of 52.3 units/acre (866 SF/unit lot size) and 
side yard setback of six feet, as proposed, will keep within the character of the immediate area. The proposed 
development will net ten new housing units, providing an affordable option to those who cannot afford a one-
bedroom unit nearby, are willing to share a flat, and/or desire to live adjacent to neighborhood amenities, 
goods/service providers, job centers, public transit, and institutions of higher education. Moreover, the 
proposed development will promote outdoor exercise and non-car mobility, improve public health and 
enhance the public realm through renewable energy production, decrease reliance on motorized vehicles and 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, foster a pedestrian-oriented neighborhood, and serve locally-owned small 
businesses by adding efficient density to an underutilized lot on a Mixed-Use Corridor with close proximity to 
the Grand-Fairview Neighborhood Node. 
 

2. The variance is consistent with the comprehensive plan. 
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The Owner proposes to utilize the Property in a reasonable manner that is consistent with 2030 & 2040 
Comprehensive Plans and the Macalester-Groveland Community Plan.  
 
The 2030 Comprehensive Plan contains many strategies that encourage higher residential densities and 
provisions for additional housing options, particularly in proximity to public transit. Applicable Comprehensive 
Plan strategies include: 

- LU-1.2 Permit high density residential development in Neighborhood Centers, Mixed-Use Corridors, 
the Central Corridor, and Downtown 

- LU-1.21 Balance the following objectives for Mixed-Use Corridors through the density and scale of 
development: accommodating growth, supporting transit use and walking, providing a range of 
housing types, and providing housing at densities that support transit 

- LU-1.42 Promote the development of housing in mixed-use neighborhoods that supports walking and 
the use of public transportation 

- H-1.2 Meet market demand for transit-oriented housing 
- H-1.3 Revitalize the city by developing land-efficient housing 
- H-1.5 Prioritize non-financial City/HRA assistance to multifamily and mixed-use housing in new 

construction projects (including zoning for transit-supportive density levels and reduced parking 
requirements for housing located in areas with frequent transit service) 

 
Likewise, the City Council-approved 2040 Comprehensive Plan contains additional policies that support the 
proposed development: 

- LU-1 Encourage transit-supportive density and direct the majority of growth to areas with the highest 
existing or planned transit capacity 

- LU-8 Ensure that zoning and infrastructure support environmentally and economically efficient, 
resilient land use development 

- LU-9 Promote high-quality urban design that supports pedestrian friendliness and a healthy 
environment, and enhances the public realm 

- LU-14 Reduce the amount of land devoted to off-street parking in order to use land more efficiently, 
accommodate increases in density on valuable urban land, and promote the use of transit and other 
non-car mobility modes 

 
Of note, the City Council-approved 2040 Plan guides density up to 200 units/acre at Neighborhood Nodes on 
Mixed-Use Corridors. The proposed density is 52.3 units/acre. 
 

 



 

Page 5 of 8 
 

The Property is located within District 14 and accomplishes the following strategies outlined in the Macalester-
Groveland Community Plan:  

- H2.5 Support multi-unit mixed-use development in the following corridors: Snelling Avenue, Grand 
Avenue, St. Clair Avenue, and Randolph Avenue 

- H3.4 With respect to off-campus student housing, prioritize multi-unit student housing in Mixed-Use 
Corridors over the expansion of single-family rental units in established neighborhoods 

- LU1 Support land use that preserves Macalester-Groveland as a uniquely connected, walkable, mixed-
use sustainable neighborhood with a pedestrian-oriented human-scale streetscape 

- LU3 Preserve the well-kept, traditional feel and scale of the neighborhood 
- E4 Promote and increase the use of alternative energy within our community and the City 
- E6 Promote use/ease of non-motorized or alternative transportation 
- T1.4a Support bicycle and car-sharing programs as an alternative to private automobile use 
- T3.3 Encourage more secure bike parking at schools, businesses and multifamily units concurrent with 

new development. Request that the City of Saint Paul allow for alternatives to parking requirements 
to allow for on street bicycle parking as permitted by MN Statute 169.22 Subd. 9b 
 

3. The applicant has established that there are practical difficulties in complying with the provision, that the 
property owner proposes to use the property in a reasonable manner not permitted by the provision. Economic 
considerations alone do not constitute practical difficulties. 
 
Density: This variance provides conditions to construct a building that is consistent with the established scale 
and character of the Property’s surroundings. RM2 currently allows for a maximum density of 29.0 units/acre 
or, stated differently, a minimum lot size of 1,500 SF/unit. All of the existing lots of multiple-family residential 
structures on the Subject’s block are non-conforming. The average density of the seven surrounding 
multifamily buildings is 50.2 units/acre, and the average density for surrounding multifamily lots that are less 
than 10,000 SF is 73.0 units/acre. By contrast, the proposed density of the Subject is 52.3 units/acre. Despite 
being 4.1% more dense than the block average and 39.5% less dense than the peer average, the lot size of the 
proposed redevelopment (866 SF/unit incl. ½ alley) results in a variance of 634 SF. Provision for structured 
parking could allow for greater density, though the competition for space between the building and parking, 
plus the 50’ maximum building height constraint, would require the structured parking to be completely 
underground. Unfortunately, given the narrow width of the lot, it is not feasible to construct a subterranean 
parking structure with the parking load required by the zoning code due to practicalities associated with 
maneuvering vehicles.  
 

 
 

Density Analysis of Surrounding Multifamily
Address Units Lot SF1 Acres Lot SF/Unit Unit/Acre Parking Stalls Stalls/Unit

1787 Grand Ave 18                    15,987            0.37                888.1              49.0                17                    0.94                
1775 Grand Ave 18                    17,990            0.41                999.5              43.6                18                    1.00                
1759 Grand Ave 18                    21,214            0.49                1,178.5           37.0                18                    1.00                
25 Wheeler St S 11                    9,235              0.21                839.5              51.9                10                    0.91                
1788 Grand Ave 23                    22,782            0.52                990.5              44.0                25                    1.09                
1764 Grand Ave 10                    7,623              0.18                762.3              57.1                5                      0.50                
1756 Grand Ave 20                    7,623              0.18                381.2              114.3              2                      0.10                
Average 17                    14,636            0.34                868.2              50.2                14                    0.81                
Subject 12                    9,995              0.23                832.9              52.3                12                    1.00                

Subject as % of Mean 71.2% 68.3% 68.3% 95.9% 104.2% 88.4% 124.2%
(1) Does not include the 1/2 alley
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Side Yard Setback: RM2 allows for a minimum side yard setback of nine feet from the property line. All of the 
residential structures on the Subject’s block have established side yards that are non-conforming, including 
the Subject as currently improved. The Proposal seeks to establish two six-foot side yards on either side of the 
proposed structure in order to reflect the existing streetscape; six feet is more than either neighboring 
property provides. 
  
Parking: Although transit-incentive parking reductions are not available to RM zoned parcels, the 2030 and 
2040 Comprehensive Plans provide numerous strategies and goals aimed at prioritizing the production of 
residential units over the creation of parking: Prioritize non-financial City/HRA assistance to multifamily and 
mixed-use housing in new construction projects (including zoning for transit-supportive density levels and 
reduced parking requirements for housing located in areas with frequent transit service) (H-1.5; 2030) and 
reduce the amount of land devoted to off-street parking in order to use land more efficiently, accommodate 
increases in density on valuable urban land, and promote the use of transit and other non-car mobility modes 
(LU-14; 2040), for example. 

Density Analysis of Surrounding Multifamily with less than 10,000 SF Lots
Address Units Lot SF1 Acres Lot SF/Unit Unit/Acre Parking Stalls Stalls/Unit

25 Wheeler St S 11                    9,235              0.21                839.5              51.9                10                    0.91                
1764 Grand Ave 10                    7,623              0.18                762.3              57.1                5                      0.50                
1756 Grand Ave 20                    7,623              0.18                381.2              114.3              2                      0.10                
Average 14                    8,160              0.19                597.1              73.0                6                      0.41                
Subject 12                    9,995              0.23                832.9              52.3                12                    1.00                

Subject as % of Mean 87.8% 122.5% 122.5% 139.5% 71.7% 211.8% 241.2%
(1) Does not include the 1/2 alley
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The Subject Property is steps from the Grand-Fairview Neighborhood Node, within a ½ mile of the Snelling 
and Grand Metro A Line Arterial Bus Rapid Transit (ABRT) station, within a ½ mile to Macalester College, and 
less than one mile to the University of St. Thomas. The proposed residential building and setbacks—designed 
to be consistent with the density, scale, and aesthetic of the surrounding area in the spirit of the general intent 
of the zoning code—occupy a large amount of the usable lot. The remaining section offers inadequate space 
for the parking load required by the RM2 Zoning District. As previously mentioned, the increased capacity 
through structured parking is not feasible due to the lot dimensions. Fortunately, access to educational 
institutions, commercial services, and jobs via walking, biking, and transit from the Subject Property should 
result in the building having a lower actual parking load than a similar building in other areas of the City. It is 
reasonable to believe that the majority of daily services and amenities are within a 20-minute walk and all 
needs can be accomplished without a car.  
 
Of note, the Transportation Committee of the Macalester-Groveland Community Council requested the 
current section of municipal code, “Sec. 63.207. - Parking requirements by use,” be removed (10/28/19). The 
Committee established: 

- St. Paul Transportation Plan Goals are, “true transportation choice throughout the City with policies 
to… reduce vehicle miles traveled (VMT) by 40% by 2040... [And] shift mode share towards walking, 
biking, public transit, carpooling, ridesharing and car sharing...” 

- St. Paul off street parking minimums create complexity and cause distraction making it harder to plan 
and focus energies on the 2040 City Plan,  

- Parking minimums increase construction cost and financially constrain building options, and may 
place St. Paul at a disadvantage with Minneapolis (which eliminated off street parking minimums),  

- Eliminating parking minimums should lead developers and businesses to create parking spaces based 
on economic calculation and market demand (instead of meeting municipal requirements) 

 
These considerations are not economical alone. 
 

4. The plight of the landowner is due to circumstances unique to the property not created by the landowner. 
 
Practical difficulties exist in complying with the provisions due to circumstances unique to the Property. The 
Subject is a 9,995 SF lot. The Property is slightly substandard at 50 feet wide. In addition, the size of the 
Property is small relative to the neighboring properties and many RM2 parcels throughout the City. The 
surrounding area contains a mix of uses, density, and ages. Many structures were built prior to the 
establishment of current zoning controls, including the existing dwelling. As a result of zoning changes over 
the decades, the current RM2 Zoning District does not reflect the scale and density of the surrounding 
neighborhood, does not reflect the goals outlined in the 2030 & 2040 Comprehensive Plans, and does not 
reflect the desires of the Macalester-Groveland Community Council. These conditions were not created by 
the Owner. 
 

5. The variance will not permit any use that is not allowed in the zoning district where the affected land is located. 
 
The proposed use is allowed in the RM2 multifamily residential zoning district. 
 

6. The variance will not alter the essential character of the surrounding area.  
 
The proposed variances will not have a negative impact on the character of the area or on the use or 
enjoyment of nearby properties. Density and setbacks of the proposed development reflect the existing scale, 
character, and design of block and are consistent with 2030 & 2040 Comprehensive Plans and Macalester-
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Groveland Community Plan. There are a total of 17 lots straddling Grand Ave between Fairview and Wheeler. 
Of those, seven are commercial (41%), seven are multifamily (41%), and three are one-two family residential 
(18%; including the Subject). The essential character of the surrounding area is mixed-use, and the proposed 
development will adhere to that precedent. Moreover, the proposed development is expected to attract 
residents who are drawn to the walkability of the neighborhood and proximity to educational institutions, 
retail centers, and jobs. For this reason, the Property should enhance Macalester-Groveland as a uniquely 
connected, walkable, and sustainable neighborhood through responsible and strategic development of land-
efficient housing and by offsetting energy usage through solar energy production.  

 
My partner and I look forward to presenting this Proposal to the Board of Zoning Appeals and facilitating a 
discussion amongst our neighbors. Please feel free to contact me with any questions or concerns in the interim. 
 
Very cordially,  
 
 
Lucas Wiborg 
 
Chief Financial Officer 
Good Timing, LLC a MN LLC 
 
p: (612) 741-5112 
e: lwiborg@shinglecreekcapital.com 
 
w: shinglecreekcapital.com/1769-grand-ave 
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