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Zoning Application: Sandbox School CUP 

Location 0 Empire Dr, at the end of the Empire Drive cul-de-sac 

Application Type Conditional Use Permit 

Applicant Saint Paul Public Schools 

Request 
Conditional use permit (§61.501) for an outdoor trade school in an I2 (§66.500) 
zoning district 

Staff 
Recommendation 
Summary 

Approval 

District Council 
Recommendation 

Frogtown Neighborhood Association has not submitted a recommendation as of this 
writing.  

Public Hearing Date September 25, 2025 

Deadline for Action November 22, 2025 

Staff Chris Hong, 651-266-6572, chris.hong@ci.stpaul.mn.us 

 

Parcel Information 

PIN  31-29-22-22-0123     

Legal Description Lot 1, Block 3, Empire Builder Industrial Park No. 2 

Parcel Size 1.38 acres 

Existing Land Use Vacant land  

Zoning I2 general industrial  

Surrounding Land 
Use 

North: Railroad tracks (I2), auto parts store (I2) 
East: Office building (I2), light manufacturing (12) 
South: Office building (I1), credit union (I1) 
West: Vacant industrial land (I1, I2), light manufacturing (I1, I2) 

2040 Future Land 
Use Designation Industrial 

History The site was zoned to I2 general industrial in 1975. 

 

https://library.municode.com/mn/st._paul/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIILECO_TITVIIIZOCO_CH61ZOCODMEN_ARTV61.500.COUSPE_S61.501COUSPEGEST
https://library.municode.com/mn/st._paul/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIILECO_TITVIIIZOCO_CH66ZOCOONDIUSDEDIST_ARTV66.500.INDI_DIV466.540.RECO_S66.542RECOTRINDI
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Figure 1. Aerial Map of Subject Parcel 

 

Applicant Request 
The zoning application requests a conditional use permit for an outdoor trade school in an I2 general 
industrial district. Section 66.520 indicates that trade schools are a conditional use requiring a conditional use 
permit in the I2 zoning district.   

Saint Paul Public Schools is leasing the subject parcel from the Port Authority of the City of Saint Paul to 
construct the proposed “heavy machinery sandbox” training facility and provide heavy equipment training 
offered in partnership with the International Union of Operating Engineers Local 49. Classes will be offered 
on-site 2 – 3 days per week.   

 

Zoning Analysis 
Conditional Use Permit Standards: 
Zoning Code § 61.501 lists five standards that all conditional uses must meet. 

(a) The extent, location and intensity of the use will be in substantial compliance with the Saint Paul 
Comprehensive Plan and any applicable subarea plans which were approved by the City Council.  

The condition is met. The subject parcel is identified as Industrial in the 2040 Comprehensive Plan. 
This land use designation typically supports uses that create employment opportunities. However, the 
proposed use would provide direct training for industrial jobs, thus preserving the intent of industrial 
land. Policy LU-46 states that industrial land should be protected from conversions to residential or 
institutional uses. A recommendation for the proposed conditional use permit to only apply to trade 
schools would prevent the CUP from being used by a more typical classroom school and uphold this 
policy.      

https://www.stpaul.gov/departments/planning-and-economic-development/planning/citywide-plans/2040-comprehensive-plan
https://www.stpaul.gov/departments/planning-and-economic-development/planning/citywide-plans/2040-comprehensive-plan
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(b) The use will provide adequate ingress and egress to minimize traffic congestion in the public streets.  

This condition is met. Students will be picked up and dropped off together on a school bus. Street 
parking is available for instructors along Empire Drive. No one else is expected to access the site.  

(c) The 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.  

This condition is met. The heavy equipment to be used at the school is in keeping with the industrial 
nature of the area. The subject parcel is lined with mature trees on three sides, creating a visual 
screen and buffering the surrounding area from potential noise and dust. The side of the parcel that 
is more open shares a lot line with Local 49, SPPS’ partner in the proposed project.     

(d) The use will not impede the normal and orderly development and improvement of the surrounding property 
for uses permitted in the district.   

This condition is met. The proposed use will not prevent future development that is consistent with 
the Comprehensive Plan and existing zoning.  No building – institutional or otherwise – is being 
constructed for the use and the use itself is compatible with future industrial uses. 

(e) The use shall, in all other respects, conform to the applicable regulations of the district in which it is located.   

This condition is met. The Applicant is not requesting any variances for the site.  

   

Action 
Recommended Motion 
Move to adopt the staff recommendation to approve a conditional use permit for an outdoor trade school in 
an I2 zoning district at 0 Empire Drive.  

Additional Options 

• Deny the conditional use permit  

• Add conditions 

• Lay over 

Any motion should be supported by the findings.  This may require changes in the staff-recommended 
findings. 





 

  

  
Saint Paul Public Schools / Operating Engineers Pathway  
Sandbox Project Narrative  

  
August 21, 2025 

  

Introduction  

Saint Paul Public Schools, with support from the Local 49 and Minnesota Virtual Academy, is launching 

the Operating Engineers Pathway for 12th grade students in Fall 2025.   

  

Students will take a series of 4 classes for high school elective credit, articulated college credit, and 

earn hours toward an apprenticeship in heavy machines operating.  Hands-on learning is an integral 

part of this career pathway and the sandbox will provide invaluable opportunities for the students 

since no other learning sandbox exists in the Twin Cities.   

  

Community impact of this new pathway includes: supporting workforce needs in the St. Paul area and 

opportunities for collaboration and support from local industry partners who have already expressed 

enthusiasm and financial support for this project.   

  

Description of Operations  

All equipment will be stored and locked in Conex boxes when not in use. Equipment will include 2 skid 

steers and 1 compact excavator.  Because the equipment is relatively "small" and will be used during 

limited hours, no noise issues are anticipated. Trees on the perimeter of the site should minimize both 

noise and visual disturbance to adjacent neighbors.  Additional site elements include some picnic 

tables and a portable toilet with a handwashing station.  

  

Students will access the site during their class period. Students will use the Sandbox classroom 2-3 days 

per week approximately mid to late September through late November, and then again from early 

March through the end of the school year (weather permitting).  

  

Bus access, for drop-off and pick-up, will be in the cul-de-sac area on Empire Drive.  A total of up to 10 

cars will make use of the street parking along Empire Drive.

  

Facilities Department   
Custodial Services  ●  Capital Project Delivery  ●  Energy & Waste Management  
Environmental Health & Safety  ●  Facility Planning  ● Furniture & Moves ● Grounds  
Real Estate  ●  Risk/Insurance  ● Maintenance ●  Warehouse & Distribution   

Education & Operations   Service s   
1930  Como Avenue  
Saint Paul, MN 55108-2778   

Telephone: (651) 744 -      1800 ●      Fax: (651) 290 -      8362 ●      www.spps.org   



8/21/2025
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