
  

 

  

 

 

ZONING CODE TEXT AMENDMENT SUMMARY 

Initiator: Council Member Gordon and Council Member Palmisano 

Introduction Date:  May 15, 2015 

Prepared By: Aaron Hanauer, Senior City Planner, (612) 673-2494 
 Beth Elliott, Senior City Planner, (612) 673-2442 

Specific Site: Citywide 

Ward:  Citywide 

Neighborhood:  Citywide 

Intent: To add standards to the zoning code for skyways 

APPLICABLE SECTIONS OF THE ZONING CODE 

• Chapter 525, Administration and Enforcement 
• Chapter 535, Regulations of General Applicability 
• Chapter 549, Downtown Districts 

BACKGROUND 

On May 15, 2015, Council Member Gordon and Council Member Palmisano introduced the subject 
matter of an ordinance amending the zoning code to incorporate standards for skyways. The proposed 
text amendment does not propose to change the city’s policy in terms of where skyways are 
appropriate. Current policy call for limiting skyway expansion to the downtown core and at other key 
sites with high-intensity uses [e.g. universities, hospital, and large corporate campuses] in order to 
minimize low-usage skyways and maximize street-level pedestrian activity1,2.  

Minneapolis has the most extensive skyway system and likely the most skyways compared to any other 
city (structures are often referred to skywalks in other cities)3. There are approximately 90 skyways 
downtown and more than 20 skyways outside of downtown; mainly on college, hospital, and corporate 
campuses.  

With the exception of projects that are requesting a floor area ratio premium in downtown for 
constructing a skyway (Section 549.220-Floor area ratio premiums), Minneapolis does not have zoning 
code (or city code) standards for skyways. Skyways built as part of the downtown skyway system are 
required to be reviewed by the Skyway Advisory Committee to ensure compliance with the Skyway 
Advisory Committee Guidelines. After receiving a letter of support from the Skyway Advisory Committee, 
a developer receives an encroachment permit from Public Works prior to building permit issuance. 
When a skyway is proposed outside of downtown, city staff typically uses the Skyway Advisory Committee 
Guidelines as a resource to ensure the proposed skyway is consistent with the downtown standards. It is 
important to note that a majority of skyways in the Minneapolis skyway system are privately owned and 
funded, which differs compared to other cities like Saint Paul, MN, Rochester, MN and Des Moines, IA. 

The proposed amendment would codify standards for new skyways and set requirements for skyways 
citywide. Many of the proposed zoning code standards are derived from the Skyway Advisory Committee 
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Guidelines. The proposed standards also include a requirement for bird-safe glazing. The City sees 
skyways as an important step toward greater consideration of bird-safe building design. The proposed 
requirements for skyways are separated into three categories: 1. All skyways. 2. Skyways that cross a 
public street or public alley. 3. Skyways located within the downtown skyway system.  

There was an extensive outreach effort with this text amendment effort. There were numerous 
meetings with representatives from Audubon Minnesota and Minneapolis Audubon Society to better 
understand the problem and to come up with draft text amendment language. Representatives from the 
United States Green Building Council (USGBC) and the American Bird Conservancy also helped with 
the draft text amendment language. Early on in the process, a meeting was held with local developers 
and architects who have experience in designing and building skyways to gain their input and feedback 
on the proposal. Furthermore, CPED staff kept in close contact with the Downtown Council since the 
time the text amendment was introduced and attended multiple meetings to gain feedback.  

The Skyway Advisory Committee is supportive of the City codifying standards for new skyways. 
However, they have requested to review proposed skyways prior to city approval. This preliminary 
review process is similar to the Downtown Council reviewing new signage along Nicollet Mall. There 
are two important sections of the Skyway Advisory Committee Guidelines that are proposed to remain 
intact and remain part of the Skyway Advisory Committee review: Section 3-Signage Design Standards 
and Section 3.2-Skyway System Off-Premise Signage.   

PURPOSE 

What is the reason for the amendment? 

The purpose of this amendment is threefold:   

1. To have a thorough city review process for new skyways, an important built environment element. 
Skyways are an important part of the built environment and are typically proposed at the same 
time as a new building is proposed. However, under the current review system, a building 
permit can be issued for a new skyway with minimal Community Planning and Economic 
Development (CPED) or City Planning Commission review. A skyway built as part of the 
downtown skyway system only requires a letter of support from the Skyway Advisory 
Committee and the Public Works approval of an encroachment permit prior to building permit 
issuance. A skyway proposed outside of Downtown can be built with the approval of an 
encroachment permit. Creating the zoning code standards will help ensure that the design of the 
skyway is consistent with proposed building design, surrounding buildings, and City of 
Minneapolis policy in terms of where skyways are and are not appropriate. 

2. To ensure the skyway requirements and standards are enforceable and consistent with the 
comprehensive plan policies and implementation steps relating to skyways. The Skyway Advisory 
Committee Guidelines is generally seen as a document has worked in terms of getting all skyways 
to include important elements (e.g., accommodating changes in grade internally and establishing 
a minimum clearance for the bottom of skyways) while also allowing some flexibility in terms of 
design. However, there are some guidelines that need to be strengthened to be consistent with 
the comprehensive plan such as requiring uniform hours of operation for skyways within the 
downtown skyway system and providing convenient and easily accessible vertical connections 
between the skyway system and the street. Bringing the standards to the zoning code will also 
help with the enforcement of the standards; the Downtown Council and Skyway Advisory 
Committee do not have an enforcement mechanism built in like the zoning code.   

3. To make skyways more bird friendly. Skyways are known internationally as a building related hazard for 
birds4,5,6,7,8.  Skyways typically having large panes of transparent or reflective glass that the birds 
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are not able to decipher as they are searching for perches, plants, food or water sources9,10.  
The birds that are most impacted by city buildings and suffer a majority of the window collision 
are native and migratory birds such as black-throated blue warblers, ruby-throated 
hummingbirds, Townsend’s solitaires and golden-winged warblers (i.e., not pigeons, house 
sparrows, and starlings)11. It has been estimated that between 70 and 90 percent of the bird 
strike fatalities in Calgary and Toronto are by migratory species12.   

What problem is the amendment designed to solve? 

From a consistency standpoint, the proposed text amendment is intended to allow CPED staff and the 
City Planning Commission the ability to review a new skyway at the same time as a new building is 
reviewed to ensure that the design of the skyway is consistent with the new building design, surrounding 
buildings and City of Minneapolis policy in terms of where skyways are and are not appropriate. In 
addition, the text amendment is intended to ensure that new skyways built as part of the downtown 
skyway system have uniform hours of operation and have an easily recognizable entrance from the 
street; two of the most common complaints heard about skyways. 

From a bird safety standpoint, the intent of the text amendment is to help reduce the number of deaths 
caused by buildings. It is estimated that between 100 million and 1 billion birds are killed annually by 
building collisions in the United States; 10 percent of the country’s bird population 13,14,15,16,17. As 
previously mentioned, skyways are known internationally as a building related hazard for birds. Visuals of 
some local skyways confirm that bird-building collisions are common (see attached). Applying these 
solutions to an entire building is ideal. However, the key critical area of having bird-safe treatment is the 
first 40 feet of a building, given that this is the area birds are flying in cities looking for plants, food, and 
water sources18. Most skyways in Minneapolis are within the first 40 feet of the ground.   

In the last 40 years, bird populations have been in decline in the United States. Overall, 25 percent of 
bird species are on the U.S. Watchlist of Birds of Conservation Concern19. Birds are an important part 
of our ecosystem that need to be protected. They provide a variety of beneficial services that are vital 
to the natural world we depend upon including plant pollination, seed dispersal, insect and pest control, 
and soil formation.  

What public purpose will be served by the amendment?  

The proposed text amendment, in many instances, will allow applicants to gain land use entitlements for 
a skyway as the same time as a new building.  

In addition, the text amendment with the proposed bird safe glazing requirements will help reduce the 
number of birds killed annually by building collisions.  The Jacob K. Javitz Convention Center in New 
York City is one of the best known examples of bird safe glazing making a significant difference in 
reducing bird/building collisions. Prior to a renovation that was completed in 2013; the convention 
center was known as the deadliest city building in New York City for migratory birds due to the large, 
clear panes of glass and its location near the Hudson River. After the renovation was completed and 
bird-safe glazing was installed, bird-building deaths have been down an estimated 90 percent20. Given 
that skyways typically have large, clear panes of glass that are not able to be recognized by birds when 
flying to plants, food or water sources, they create a major hazard. 

What problems might the amendment create?  

Staff does not anticipate that the amendment would cause significant problems. In large part, the 
proposed requirements and standards are based on the Skyway Advisory Committee Guidelines that have 
been in place for more than 20 years.  In addition, it is anticipated that the city approval process will 
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have a minimal to no impact on the amount of time it takes to receive approval for a new skyway. If a 
skyway is proposed to be built that connects two existing buildings and meets all proposed 
requirements, CPED is recommending an administrative review process. If a skyway is built as part of a 
new development, the skyway element will be reviewed simultaneously with the new development.   

A common concern heard with the proposed bird safe glazing is that it would hinder the ability to see 
into and out of the skyway (for public safety and to assist with orienting the skyway users). However, 
with consultation with architects and bird-safe glazing experts, CPED is confident that the proposed 
standards will provide transparency for public safety and orientation as well as a level of protection for 
birds.  For example, a pattern of narrow horizontal stripes has proven to be highly effective at deterring 
bird collisions, while covering only about seven percent of the surface of the glass21. In addition, the text 
amendment provides multiple options to meet the bird-safe glazing; having a variety of options, will 
provide flexibility in meeting the standard.   

It should also be noted that CPED is recommending the ability to vary the proposed development 
standards for skyways. Therefore, if an applicant is proposing to build a skyway and there are unique 
circumstances, an applicant will be able to request a variance.   

Finally, the proposed zoning code regulations would apply to new skyways. Skyways that were legally 
established in the past will be grandfathered-in and will not be required to come into compliance with 
the standards. 

 

TIMELINESS 

Is the amendment timely? 

The amendment is timely. Recent development has shown that there is a continued interest in building 
skyways in Minneapolis. In terms of bird safety, the amendment is also timely. In 2011, Mayor Rybak 
signed the Urban Conservation Treaty for Migratory Birds for the City of Minneapolis. The Urban 
Conservation Treaty for Migratory Birds (Urban Bird Treaty) program was created to help municipal 
governments conserve birds that live and nest in or overwinter or migrate through their cities. The 
treaties are a partnership agreement between U.S. cities and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to 
conserve migratory birds through education, habitat improvement and bird conservation actions. In 
addition, the recognition of buildings being a leading cause of death for birds has risen over the past 
decade and skyways are known internationally as a building element that are of particular danger for 
birds. The text amendment is an initial effort to help make Minneapolis’ built environment more bird 
friendly. 

Is the amendment consistent with practices in surrounding areas? 

The amendment is consistent with practices in surrounding areas in terms of having skyway 
requirements in their zoning code or other chapter in the city code. The list of cities that have standards 
for skyways includes Saint Paul, MN, Duluth, MN, Cedar Rapids, IA, and Des Moines IA.  

Peer cities have also incorporated bird safe requirements and recommendations. In staff research, San 
Francisco was found to have the most robust zoning code language in terms of standards for bird-safe 
buildings; Chicago also has zoning code requirements for buildings near Lake Michigan.  Other cities 
have either adopted building regulations and or recommendations to incorporate bird safe glazing in 
buildings. The list includes Oakland, CA, Portland, OR, and Toronto and Calgary in Canada. In 
discussions with representatives from Audubon Minnesota and the American Bird Conservancy, the 

http://www.fws.gov/Midwest/midwestbird/ubtmsp/
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requirements in the San Francisco zoning code did not go far enough to provide adequate protection for 
skyways. Therefore, CPED believes that the City of Minneapolis would be a leader in terms of 
establishing bird safe glazing standards for skyways with the proposed text amendment. 

It should also be noted that the State of Minnesota is recognized as a national leader in terms of bird 
safe requirements.  Since May 2013, state-funded buildings and renovations have to be in compliance 
with the Minnesota Sustainable Building Guidelines (B3 Guidelines), for bird safe buildings. Since 
adoption of this requirement, there have been more than 25 buildings that are either new construction 
or renovation in Minneapolis and Saint Paul that have had to comply with these requirements (see 
attached list).  

Are there consequences in denying this amendment? 

There are consequences in denying the text amendment. The approval process for a skyway will 
continue to be disconnected from the land use and design review of a new building. Furthermore, 
continuing to have guidelines rather than requirements will continue to present a challenge with 
enforcement for new skyways (e.g. hours of operation).   From a bird-safety standpoint, denying the 
amendment will continue to have skyways be a major hazard for migratory and other birds in 
Minneapolis.  

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 

The amendment is generally consistent with the Minneapolis Plan for Sustainable Growth. The amendment 
will be consistent with and implement the following transportation, environmental and urban design 
policies of The Minneapolis Plan for Sustainable Growth: 

Transportation Policy 2.10: Support the development of a multi-modal Downtown 
transportation system that encourages an increasingly dense and vibrant regional 
center. 

2.10.5  Improve wayfinding and vertical circulation between the street and skyway system, 
particularly along primary transit and pedestrian routes. 

Environment Policy 6.1: Integrate environmental, social and economic goals into 
decision-making processes at all levels. 

6.1.3 Apply the city-adopted US Green Building Council’s LEED (Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design) standards and the State of Minnesota Sustainable Building B3 
Guidelines as tools for design and decision-making when developing, renovating or 
operating city facilities. 

Urban Design Policy 10.3: Use skyways to connect buildings Downtown. 

10.3.1 Provide maximum transparency of skyway walls in order to provide views to the 
outside that help users orient themselves. 

10.3.2 Maintain uniform skyway hours of operation wherever possible. 

10.3.3 Provide consistent and uniform directional signage and accessible skyway system maps 
near skyway entrances, particularly along primary transit and pedestrian routes. 

10.3.4 Provide convenient and easily accessible vertical connections between the skyway 
system and the public sidewalks, particularly along primary transit and pedestrian 
routes. 

http://www.b3mn.org/guidelines/
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/cped/planning/cped_comp_plan_2030
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10.3.5 Maintain functional links in the skyway system while adjoining properties undergo 
redevelopment or renovation. 

10.3.6 Limit skyway expansion to the downtown core and at other key sites with high-
intensity uses in order to minimize low-usage skyways and maximize street-level 
pedestrian activity in growing downtown neighborhoods and historic areas. 

The amendment is also consistent with the goals and objectives of Access Minneapolis and the 2003 
Downtown East/North Loop Master Plan.  

Goal 1: A Well-Connected Walkway System 

Objective 1.3 Improve skyway-sidewalk connectivity 

Skyways: To support the underlying modal-shift goals of Access Minneapolis and the continued 
residential and employment growth in downtown Minneapolis, better integration of the skyway 
system with the street-level sidewalk and transit systems is needed. The adopted 2003 Downtown 
East/North Loop Master Plan provides a good basis for this integration, including the following 
recommendations for new developments: Skyway Expansion – Encourage skyway expansion only 
within the downtown core and other key high-intensity uses, such as the new Ballpark. This strategy 
promotes street level pedestrian activity in growing downtown neighborhoods and historic areas 
and ensures that new skyways will have high levels of use. In addition to these recommendations for 
new developments, the following actions will be taken to address existing buildings and skyways: 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the City 
Planning Commission and City Council adopt the above findings and approve the zoning code text 
amendment, amending Chapters 525, 535, and 549.  

A. Text amendment. 

Recommended motion: Approve the zoning code text amendment that will add standards to 
the zoning code for skyways.   

Chapter 525 related to the Zoning Code: Administration and Enforcement 
Chapter 535 related to the Zoning Code: Regulations of General Applicability 
Chapter 549, related to the Zoning Code: Downtown Districts 
 

ATTACHMENTS 

1. Chapter 525 related to the Zoning Code: Administration and Enforcement 
2. Chapter 535 related to the Zoning Code: Regulations of General Applicability 
3. Chapter 549, related to the Zoning Code: Downtown Districts 
4. Minneapolis Skyway System-Standards and Procedures Manual 
5. Map of Skyway System Map and Downtown Skyway Zone 
6. Understanding Bird-Window Collisions 
7. Bird safe buildings in Minneapolis and St. Paul 
8. Bird safe glazing treatments 
9. Downtown Minneapolis skyways 
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