
From: Pj Bensen
To: Noecker, Rebecca (CI-StPaul)
Subject: Re: 695 Grand proposal
Date: Friday, June 11, 2021 9:48:23 AM

Think Before You Click: This email originated outside our organization.

Thank you for your response-
Yes I’d like it to be included in public comments.

Im very concerned that community won’t be sufficiently represented because the community consent petition
requirement has been waived, due to COVID.  This development will have a lasting impact on the future of Grand
and the surrounding community, with the precedent it sets.
Thank you -
Pj Bensen

Sent from my iPhone

> On Jun 11, 2021, at 9:05 AM, Noecker, Rebecca (CI-StPaul) <Rebecca.Noecker@ci.stpaul.mn.us> wrote:
>
> ﻿Dear Pj,
>
> Thank you for sharing your perspective on the proposed redevelopment at 695 Grand Ave.  I will be keeping your
thoughts in mind when this matter comes to us at the Council.
>
> The developer’s application will first be considered by the Summit Hill Association and then by the Planning
Commission.  If you haven’t done so already, I’d recommend that you share your views with the Summit Hill
Association by emailing ZLU@SummitHillAssociation.org.  You can also share your perspective with the Planning
Commission by emailing sonja.butler@ci.stpaul.mn.us.
>
> Finally, if you’d like your message below to be part of the public comment for the City Council hearing, please let
me know and we will make sure to add it to the record.
>
> Thank you again for reaching out to me.
>
> Best,
> Rebecca
>
> Rebecca Noecker │ Saint Paul City Councilmember, Ward 2
>
> 15 West Kellogg Blvd – Suite 310B │ Saint Paul, MN 55102
> 651.266.8622│rebecca.noecker@ci.stpaul.mn.us
>
> Stay connected to Ward 2!  Sign up for quarterly e-newsletters, like us on Facebook and follow us on Twitter.
>
> -----Original Message-----
> From: Pj Bensen <pjbensen@gmail.com>
> Sent: Thursday, June 10, 2021 5:58 PM
> To: Noecker, Rebecca (CI-StPaul) <Rebecca.Noecker@ci.stpaul.mn.us>
> Subject: 695 Grand proposal
>
> Think Before You Click: This email originated outside our organization.
>

mailto:pjbensen@gmail.com
mailto:Rebecca.Noecker@ci.stpaul.mn.us


>
> Ms Noecker-
>
> I am writing to oppose the current proposal for development of the 695 Grand Ave site.
>
> I wholeheartedly support development in the neighborhood, but believe this particular proposal is excessive.  This
proposal sets a  dangerous precedent that will over time, erode the unique character of the Grand Avenue business
and residential  community.  The design is too generic, too large, and it offers only minuscule transition(if that’s
what the corner cut at the alley is considered) to the existing neighborhood structures.
>
> I love the existing restaurants and the potential for other businesses and increased density in line with the 2040
comprehensive plan. I would gladly support a proposal that is at or very close to compliance with the current zoning
requirements that was thoughtfully implemented several years ago. This proposal is not that.
>
> I beg you to help stop the current proposal by Peter Kennefick for 695 Grand.
>
> Thank You-
> Pj Bensen
> Summit Hill resident and homeowner
>
> Sent from my iPhone



From: PJ Bensen
To: #CI-StPaul_Ward1; Noecker, Rebecca (CI-StPaul); #CI-StPaul_Ward3; #CI-StPaul_Ward4; #CI-StPaul_Ward5;

#CI-StPaul_Ward6; #CI-StPaul_Ward7
Subject: Vote NO to 695 Grand Proposal
Date: Tuesday, June 29, 2021 10:38:33 PM
Attachments: attachment 1.pdf

Think Before You Click: This email originated outside our organization.

Hello-
I’m a long time resident of this community.  I initially came here as a renter roughly 10 years ago,
and have now owned three different condos/homes in the area.  This proposed project is
unacceptable and is not compatible with what drew me to the Summit Hill neighborhood.

The future of our neighborhood depends on your vote to DENY the application to rezone.  Please see
attached document for more detailed objections, and make it a part of the public record.

THANK YOU-

Pamela Bensen
682 Summit Ave.
St Paul MN 55105

Sent from my iPad

Sent from my iPad

mailto:pjbensen@gmail.com
mailto:Ward1@ci.stpaul.mn.us
mailto:Rebecca.Noecker@ci.stpaul.mn.us
mailto:Ward3@ci.stpaul.mn.us
mailto:Ward4@ci.stpaul.mn.us
mailto:Ward5@ci.stpaul.mn.us
mailto:Ward6@ci.stpaul.mn.us
mailto:Ward7@ci.stpaul.mn.us
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Re: Dixie’s Development Proposal 


I. Introduction 


The City of Saint Paul, the Summit Hill Association and the Grand Avenue Business Association 
have spent years studying this neighborhood, this business district and they have compiled 
thoughtful, comprehensive policies to protect this unique neighborhood, promote business 
development, and address situations like this.  


The property at issue here – 695 Grand Avenue – falls within several pre-existing zoning and 
overlay districts that control this decision-making process. The proposal envisions a five-story 
mixed use building, with retail on the first floor and 80 apartment units on the top floors. They plan 
for 99 enclosed parking stalls. The proposed square footage of the project is 151,000.  


This project does not comply with the Summit Hill/District 16 Neighborhood Plan and does not 
comply with the Summit Hill Association endorsed and St. Paul City Ordinance (67.600) for the 
East Grand Avenue Overlay District (“EG”).  As a result, to accomplish this project, the owners 
seek to change the B2 zoning to T3 zoning and to request a rezone out of or variances from the East 
Grand Avenue Overlay District (“EG”).  


This proposed development, and the consequential zoning and variance decisions, will have 
implications and precedence for future development up and down Grand Avenue for the next 100 
years.  Much care and discretion must be exercised in reviewing this proposal to ensure that it 
complies with the laws and existing community endorsed plans.  Of relevance are pronouncements 
by the City of St. Paul Zoning Code, the City of St Paul’s 2040 Comprehensive Plan (“2040 Comp 
Plan”), the Summit Hill/District 16 Neighborhood Plan (“Summit Hill Plan”), and the East Grand 
Avenue Overlay District (“EG”) and the affirmation of the EG in the most recent community survey 
conducted by the Summit Hill Association.     


This project literally complies with none of these guiding documents and is a monumental departure 
from the character of the neighborhood and Grand Avenue that the Summit Hill Board is to 
preserve.  To approve this project would mean the Planning Commission/Zoning Committee would 
be disrespecting the fundamental governing principles that the residents expect their representatives 
in the City of St. Paul to uphold.  


To be clear, I am very much in favor of development, but not development that seeks to disregard 
the guiding principles we have all agreed to for this neighborhood.  The project proponents have 
been excellent in working with the neighborhood to explain their project and make 
accommodations.  That does not mean the project should move forward when it is fundamentally 
and clearly inconsistent with the guiding principles of this neighborhood as codified in the Summit 
Hill Plan and the EG. 


 


 



https://library.municode.com/mn/st._paul/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIILECO_TITVIIIZOCO_CH67ZOCOVEDI_ARTVI67.600.EGEAGRAVOVDI
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II. The Proposed Project Does Not Comply with Zoning Requirements 


Currently, the relevant property is zoned B2 with EG applied. This designation permits mixed use 
development with a maximum height of 30 feet. 


- The proposed building is much higher at 60 feet. 
- The setback criteria are not met from adjacent RT2 residential districts 


The Summit Hill Plan promotes the zoning of B2 sites. T2 is a parallel zone for commercial 
properties and is supported in the Summit Hill guidelines. The Summit Hill guidelines curtail the 
use of B3 and its parallel T3 zoning; in fact, the policy states that no additions of B3 zoning should 
be approved. Summit Hill guidelines also provide that B3 properties should be re-zoned to B2 
zoning when such properties are developed for B2 uses.  


- The proposed building needs T3 zoning as it is not allowed in B2 and T2. 


This property lies within the EG.  EG is designed to preserve the historic character of East Grand 
Avenue. This zoning overlay district was the result of a recommendation that was incorporated in 
the current Summit Hill Plan and was a reaction to and repudiation of the Oxford Hill 
Condominium development at the corner of Oxford and Grand Avenues. Many residents felt 
Oxford Hill was too tall and too massive. As a result of what happened with the Oxford Hill 
building, the code further specifies that there will be no additional heights allowed for setbacks. The 
maximum building footprint to be no more than 25,000 square feet and the total building size, 
above ground, of 75,000 square feet. This recommendation was approved by the Planning 
Commission and City Council in 2006 and was incorporated into the City of St. Paul Zoning Code 
Article VI, 67.600. It limits mixed use building heights to 36 feet. There is no additional height 
allowed for setbacks.  There are no parking exceptions allowed.  


- The proposed building is double the allowable size at 151,000 square feet and 33% larger 
than the footprint of Oxford Hill (CVS and Starbucks building) and 25% taller than the same 
Oxford Hill. 
 


III. Because the Project Does Not Comply with Zoning Requirements, the Owner Asks 
for Multiple Exceptions in the form of Rezoning AND Variances – None of Which 
Meet Standards for These Exceptions 


Change of Zoning 


Because the project fails to meet the well-thought plans set forth by the City and Summit Hill, the 
owners/developers of 695 Grand propose changing the B2 zoning to T3 (“Traditional 
Neighborhood”) zoning and request a rezone out of the EG.  


For a situation such as this, the City of Saint Paul has established project design standards (Sec. 
66.343) that take precedence “unless the applicant can demonstrate that there are circumstances 
unique to the property that make compliance impractical or unreasonable.”   The developers have 







 3 


failed to meet this burden. In particular, this proposal fails to transition to the density in this area. 
The policy states that “Transitions in density or intensity shall be managed through careful 
attention to building height, scale, massing and solar exposure.” (66.343 (b)(2))  


- The proposed development is surrounded by residential units on all sides.  
- Also, the largest mass and tallest and longest walls are on west, north and east side of the 


development, all bordering on residential units. The solar orientation is backwards and 
casts maximum shadows. 


In addition, in evaluating rezoning proposals, the City of Saint Paul considers: 
 


- Compatibility with land use and zoning classification of property within the general area. 
- The trend of development in the area of the property in question. 
- Consistency with the 2040 Comp Plan and Summit Hill Plan. 
- Suitability of the property for the uses permitted under the existing zoning classification. 


o Existing zoning classification already make this property suited to build a mixed-use 
building.  Economic considerations are the only reasons to request to rezone to T3 to 
allow the developers to exceed the current height guidelines. 


- 66.331 Footnote (e) states that structures cannot exceed 25 feet in height along rear property 
lines if they abut RT2 residential districts, which is the case here.  Structures can only 
exceed that height of 25 feet if stepped back ‘a distance equal to the additional height’. 


None of these considerations are met.  


Application for a Variance  
 
Furthermore, this development has requested a variance. A Conditional Use Permit (“CUP”) may be 
granted if the following findings are met:  
       


1. The variance is in harmony with the general purpose and intent of the zoning code. 
2. The variance is consistent with the comprehensive plan. 
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.  


4. The plight of the landowner is due to circumstances unique to the property not created 
by the landowner. 


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


6. The variance will not alter the essential character of the surrounding area.    
 
The developers have failed to establish these findings.  To continue to support their application, the 
developer’s request that these conditions be modified. In order to modify CUP conditions, one must 
generally find that “[t]he extent, location and intensity of the use will be in substantial compliance 
with the 2040 Comp Plan and any applicable subarea plans which were approved by the city 
council; and “[t]he use will not be detrimental to the existing character of the development in the 
immediate neighborhood or endanger the public health, safety and general welfare.” (61.500) 



https://library.municode.com/mn/st._paul/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIILECO_TITVIIIZOCO_CH66ZOCOONDIUSDEDIST_ARTIII66.300.TRNEDI_DIV466.340.RECO_S66.343TRNEDIDEST

https://library.municode.com/mn/st._paul/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIILECO_TITVIIIZOCO_CH66ZOCOONDIUSDEDIST_ARTIII66.300.TRNEDI_DIV366.330.TRNEDIDEDIST_S66.331DEDISTTA

https://library.municode.com/mn/st._paul/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIILECO_TITVIIIZOCO_CH61ZOCODMEN_ARTV61.500.COUSPE_S61.501COUSPEGEST
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More specifically, the governing body must find “exceptional undue hardship of the 


landowner” and must find the new use to be “consistent with the reasonable enjoyment of adjacent 
property.” (61.502) Applying these standards to the current proposal warrants a refusal for a CUP. 
Specifically, I believe: 


 
- the use is NOT in substantial compliance with the 2040 Comp Plan; 
- the use is NOT in substantial compliance with the EG, which is result of a small area plan; 
- the use is NOT in substantial compliance with the Summit Hill plan, which called for the EG 


and called for B2/T2 as “top zoning”;  
- the use WILL be detrimental to the existing character of the development in the immediate 


neighborhood; 
- the use WILL affect the historic nature of the area; and 
- the use WILL prevent reasonable enjoyment of adjacent properties.  


Incompatibility with City 2040 Comp Plan 


The City of Saint Paul has studied these issues and recently issued a 2040 Comp Plan. This 
proposed project does not meet its land use and housing criteria; examples include: 


Policy LU-29. Ensure that building massing, height, scale and design transition to those 
permitted in adjoining districts  


Policy LU-36. Promote neighborhood- serving commercial businesses within Urban 
Neighborhoods that are compatible with the character and scale of the existing residential 
development  


Policy H-14. Encourage the use of low-impact landscaping, such as no-mow yards, native 
landscaping and rain gardens, to reduce the consumption of natural resources in yard 
maintenance and encourage the use of yards as carbon sinks.   


Policy H-47. Encourage high-quality urban design for residential development that is 
sensitive to context, but also allows for innovation and consideration of market needs. 


Policy H-50. Balance the market demand for larger homes in strong market areas with the 
need to maintain a mix of single-family housing types that is sensitive to the surrounding 
neighborhood context. 


IV. Objections Summarized  


The developer proposes a 5-story, 80-unit, 116-bedroom multi-family building that would be out of 
character and scale compared to the rest of the surrounding area, with potentially large negative 
impacts with regard to parking spillover into an already parking-challenged area, increased alley 
traffic, potential water run-off issues, as well as blocking light/creating shadows across nearby 
properties due to its height and smaller setbacks, and almost entirely eliminating green space.   
 
As proposed, this building would be grossly out of character with the surrounding area:   



https://library.municode.com/mn/st._paul/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIILECO_TITVIIIZOCO_CH61ZOCODMEN_ARTV61.500.COUSPE_S61.502MOSPCO
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- It would be a tall building, looming over adjacent properties, eliminating privacy in back yards 


for at least a block in all directions, blocking light and air flow, and creating shadows across 
entire lots because of its height;  


- Aside from its height, its huge mass, nominal proposed setbacks, would be a notable anomaly 
and interrupt the texture and flow of the adjacent blocks and neighborhoods; and  


- It virtually eliminates green space between its footprint, and the impervious materials used in 
the very narrow area between the sidewalk and proposed building. 


 
There is nothing that precludes the developers from using this property for a building which 
conforms to the zoning code, and it is clear that in fact, economic considerations are driving their 
desire to build a structure that is too large for the lot, cannot support the parking requirements 
attendant on the proposed density, and would be massively out of character with the surrounding 
area (see photos below).  A three-story building would be a more suitable use for a lot this size and 
would not require the requested variances to function on this particular property.  This option can be 
economically feasible, and I encourage the St. Paul City Planning Commission and Zoning 
Committee to gather residents with development expertise to assist the developer on this if desired 
by the owners. 


 
Analysis of many, varied City statutes and studies confirm that this proposed development should 
not proceed as designed. This design ignores the unique historical nature of our neighborhood. The 
design thwarts the expressed preference of Summit Hill neighbors; a recent survey showed that 50% 
of SHA residents want to keep the EG in its entirety and only 18% wanting to reject it.1 The 
residents have made their thoughts and concerns known to our elected officials who should honor 
those preferences. 
 
Factually, this project runs counter to many safeguards that have been in place for years in order to 
protect the unique and special area that is our neighborhood. To recap my objections - they are:   
 


1. The building size, bulk and site planning.  
a. The proposed building is too tall, too big and not in scale with the surrounding area.  


i. Current zoning caps a building’s height at 36 feet; this proposed building 
stands at 59 feet 10 inches.    


ii. It is too dense.  
iii. It is positioned too close to the alley.  
iv. Its height is in the wrong places, casting maximum shadows.  


 
 


2. The negative impact it will have on the neighborhood 
a. The size of this proposed development will impact traffic, parking and safety in the 


area. Recent parking studies showed parking in this block of St. Albans is already at 
capacity.  


 
1 The remaining 32% wanted to keep the EG with some changes, but there is no specificity as to the changes, including 
whether they were seeking more or less intensification of building on Grand.  Public meetings showed that there was 
interest on both sides. 
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i. The developers show 68 parking stalls for 80 apartments with 116 bedrooms.  
There will be a likelihood of 2-car families/residents given the type of units 
being built and the cost.  Those who can afford these rents will have cars.   


ii. The developer also shows just 31 stalls for three retail restaurants. 
iii. Residents will necessarily need parking on the surrounding streets.  There is 


no parking available because of the already intensely parked adjacent streets. 
b. The size and design of this project will lessen the neighborhood character; the 


unique, charming and historic character will be diminished, and the adjacent property 
values will likely fall as well.  


i.  
  


3. Its noncompliance with existing laws and zoning rules as detailed above. 
 


4. The absence of any real understanding of the parking issues in this area 
 


This large-scale project will exacerbate already existing parking shortfalls in this area.  
 


a. Existing restaurants are required to provide 60 parking spots with 9 made available 
for employees. This proposal includes 31 parking spots with no additional spots for 
employees.  


b. The proposal includes 80 units (with 116 bedrooms) and 68 parking spots. The 
provision of less than one parking spot per unit is inadequate.   There will be more 
than one person in many of the apartments and they will have cars. 


c. The claim that residents will exclusively bike or walk to work is unrealistic. This 
intensification will add to a parking shortfall that already exists here. The same holds 
true for bus usage.2 


d. There is no concession made for the traffic generated by delivery trucks, 
garbage/recycling trucks, and other operations-related traffic. I will forward current 
pictures to explain the problem with the proposal.   


e. Grand Avenue is the same width for its entire length, approximately 54 feet. The 
road widths of other St Paul streets with larger developments are substantially wider; 
Snelling is 100 feet wide; Marshall is 80 feet wide on its west end and 60 feet on its 
east end; and University is 120 feet wide.  


f. St Albans is a narrow one-way street (32 feet wide) with nearly 100% on-street 
parking occupancy.  This will make traffic flow extraordinarily difficult.   The City 
has determined that the area of Grand and Dale has one of the greatest parking 
shortfalls/parking intensifications in the City.  In addition, during the height of 
COVID, when there was no indoor dining, St. Albans and other surrounding streets 
were fully parked in the evenings with residential parking.  


g. The increased traffic, parking and pedestrian safety issues that accompany increased 
density could actually drive potential visitors to Grand Avenue away.  


 
 


2 Grand Avenue has one low frequency bus route #63. The route recently reduced its number of stops; there is no stop at 
St. Albans. Route #63 has below-average utilization in a bus system that saw a 4.5% reduction in ridership and a 1.4% 
reduction in total transit usage in 2018.  Route #63 has a frequency of 20 minutes or more most days.  Only during rush 
hour does the frequency increase to 10 to 20 minutes.  Stated another way, 77% of the time Route #63 has a frequency 
of 20 minutes or more.  Also, bus stops have been removed from Grand Avenue, including the one at the corner of St. 
Albans and Grand, adjacent to this project’s location. 
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V. Conclusion   
 
Developing a project at this site is possible and desirable.  Current zoning B2 allows a 3-story 
mixed use project that could create new housing, provide updated space for the restaurants, improve 
street and sidewalk connections (instead of the large parking lot at the corner). Staying in existing 
zoning would create positive impacts for Grand and St Albans, for businesses and residents. Also, 
this block is part of the “GrandenDale node” – Summit Hill’s most dense residential area. Further 
intensity proposed is well beyond what is feasible or appropriate for this intersection and disrespects 
the immediate neighbors and surrounding neighborhood. 
 
This surrounding neighborhood is special.  It is a historic neighborhood. Directly to the north is 
Summit Avenue, a locally-designated historic district created in the 1980s to protect the integrity 
and preserve this treasure that attracts visitors from all over the world. Similarly, the areas directly 
to the south of Grand Avenue are national- and state-designated historic districts, with protections in 
place to preserve the unique character of these homes. And, Grand Avenue, itself, is a state-
designated district.  


 
The scale of the neighborhood is consistently 2-3 stories high. There are two notable exceptions that 
should not be given any precedential weight here: the building at 745 Grand (Grand Place - a 6-
story condo at Grotto & Grand built in 1981 when a gap in the zoning code allowed something like 
that to be built), and at 1060 Grand (a 4-story Oxford Hill development at Oxford & Grand which 
also took advantage of gaps in the zoning code.) Both of these examples have setbacks from the rear 
alley of more than 25 feet making these comparisons invalid.  Also the EG specifically closed these 
gaps to regulate the heights.  


For reference, below is the scale of proposed project in relation to surrounding buildings.   
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