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Department of Community Planning and Economic Development – Planning Division Report 
 

Variance Request 
BZZ- 4099 

 
Date:  July 31, 2008 
 
Applicant:  Simone Simon 
 
Address of Property: 215 Washington Avenue North 
 
Contact Person and Phone: Simone Simon, 952-212-9568 
 
Planning Staff and Phone: Molly McCartney, 612-673-5811 
 
Date Application Deemed Complete:  June 27, 2008 
 
Publication Date: July 24, 2008 
 
Hearing Date:  July 31, 2008 
 
Appeal Period Expiration:  July 11, 2008 
 
End of 60 Day Decision Period:  September 26, 2008 
 
Ward: 7 Neighborhood Organization: Downtown West 
 
Existing Zoning: B4S-1 Downtown Service District and DP Downtown Parking Overlay District 
 
Proposed Use:  One window sign 
 
Proposed Variance: A variance to vary the window sign requirements to increase the amount of sign 
covering a window from 30 percent to 100 percent at 215 Washington Avenue North in the B4S-1 
Downtown Service District and DP Downtown Parking Overlay District. 
 
Zoning code section authorizing the requested variance: 525.520 (21) 
 
Background:  The subject site is a commercial building on Washington Avenue North that contains the 
business Midwest Motorcycles, which is a motorcycle and motor scooter repair shops and rents out 
motorcycles and motor scooters. The applicants are applying for a variance to allow for window signage 
to cover 100 percent of a window on the façade.  While window signs do not typically require a sign 
permit, the zoning code only allows for window signs to cover 30 percent of windows: 
 

543.350. Window signs.  Window signs shall be allowed, provided that such signage shall not 
exceed thirty (30) percent of the window area, whether attached to the window or not, and shall 
not block views into and out of the building at eye level. Window signs shall be included in the 
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calculation of the total permitted building sign area, except as provided for temporary signs in 
section 543.330. 

 
The subject business has two windows on the Washington Avenue façade, one of which is entirely 
covered with a sign for the business. This window is on the north portion of the building. The building 
also has two garage doors on the façade. 
 
The site was reviewed by CPED-Planning and the City Planning Commission in January, 2007 for a 
conditional use permit and Site Plan Review. Approval was granted with a number of conditions, one of 
which was compliance with above mentioned section Zoning Code. Technically, the site is not in 
compliance with those approvals, and other city licenses may also depend on compliance with the 
zoning code.  
 
Findings Required by the Minneapolis Zoning Code: 
 
1. The property cannot be put to a reasonable use under the conditions allowed by the official 

controls and strict adherence to the regulations of this zoning ordinance would cause undue 
hardship. 

 
Strict adherence to the window sign requirement does not prevent reasonable use or on-premise 
sign advertising for the business. The business has a number of other signs on site. The request 
for more window signage is not a reasonable use. 

 
2. The circumstances are unique to the parcel of land for which the variance is sought and 

have not been created by any persons presently having an interest in the property.  
Economic considerations alone shall not constitute an undue hardship if reasonable use for 
the property exists under the terms of the ordinance. 

 
The circumstances of the window sign are not unique and have been created by the applicant.  
The building does have existing signage, both in the southern ground floor window and a wall 
sign above the entrance. The circumstances have been created by the applicant. 

 
3. The granting of the variance will be in keeping with the spirit and intent of the ordinance 

and will not alter the essential character of the locality or be injurious to the use or 
enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. 

 
The intent of the window sign regulation is to allow for visibility in and out of windows. This 
provides natural surveillance to both areas, which can be a crime prevention technique as well as 
a pedestrian amenity. The applicant has stated that the sign is intended to block the work 
happening on motorcycles behind the window; however, windows can also have removable 
shades and blinds.   
 
While the existing sign has aesthetic qualities, the location in the window does eliminate any 
benefit that ground floor windows provide, including breaking up a solid façade and visual 
surveillance both in and out of the building. The business is located in a neighborhood with 
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historic buildings, the Warehouse District, with open, transparent, storefront windows being a 
prominent feature of the first floor uses in the neighborhood. 

 
4. The proposed variance will not substantially increase the congestion of the public streets, 

or increase the danger of fire, or be detrimental to the public welfare or endanger the 
public safety. 

  
Granting the variances would not likely increase congestion in the area nor would the proposed 
sign variance be detrimental to welfare or public safety.  The sign does block views in and out of 
the building, which can add increase the danger due to lack of natural visual surveillance.  The 
principles of Crime Prevention through Environmental Design encourages natural surveillance in 
and out of buildings to reduce opportunities for criminal behavior because more people can 
witness a crime either happening inside or out. 

 
Findings Required by the Minneapolis Zoning Code for a sign adjustment: 
 

1. The sign adjustment will not significantly increase or lead to sign clutter in the area or 
result in a sign that is inconsistent with the purpose of the zoning district in which the 
property is located. 

 
The intent of the on-premise sign regulations is to ensure quality signage and to limit sign clutter 
on buildings as well as freestanding signs. This business has a number of other signs, including 
window signs and wall signs. This sign does lead to excessive amount of signage for this 
business. 

 
2. The sign adjustment will allow a sign of exceptional design or style that will enhance the 

area or that is more consistent with the architecture and design of the site. 
 
The window sign does have an exception design, which is a colorful, mural-type painting of a 
motorcyclist and landscape. The applicant states that the sign is Art Deco inspired and was 
specially designed and fitting to the window.  The business is located near the local Warehouse 
District and in the National Warehouse District, an area with historic commercial and warehouse 
buildings that have a pattern of painted murals on non-primary building elevations, but not 
painted on entire windows. 

 
Recommendation of the Department of Community Planning and Economic Development 
Planning Division: 
 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development Planning Division recommends 
that the Board of Adjustment adopt the findings above and deny the variance to vary the window sign 
requirements to increase the amount of sign covering a window from 30 percent to 100 percent at 215 
Washington Avenue North in the B4S-1 Downtown Service District and DP Downtown Parking 
Overlay District. 
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