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Department of Community Planning and Economic Development – Planning Division 
 

Variance Request 
BZZ-2046 

 
Date: November 18, 2004 
 
Applicant: Raymond Johnson 
 
Address of Property: 5500 Stevens Avenue South 
 
Contact Person and Phone: Scott Nagel, (612) 821-4391 
 
Planning Staff and Phone: Tanya Holmgren, (612) 673-5887 
 
Date Application Deemed Complete: October 18, 2004 
 
End of 60 Day Decision Period: December 17, 2004 
 
End of 120 Day Decision Period: February 15, 2005 
 
Ward: 11 Neighborhood Organization: Windom Community Council 
 
Existing Zoning: OR2, High Density Office Residential District 
 
Proposed Use: Conversion of a funeral home to a museum. 
 
Proposed Variance: A variance to reduce the required lot area from 20,000 sq. ft. to 16,133 sq. ft. to 
allow for a museum, a variance to reduce the required amount of off-street parking from 45 to 0 spaces, a 
variance to reduce the interior side yard setback from 9 ft. to 4.5 ft. to allow for a stair tower addition, a 
variance to reduce the rear yard setback from 9 ft. to 0 ft. to allow for a second story addition, a variance 
to allow stairs and walkways greater than 6 ft. in the front and corner side yards, a variance to allow an 
outdoor plaza area greater than 50 sq. ft. in the front and corner side yards, a variance to increase the 
maximum permitted width of a handicap ramp from 4 ft. to 8.5 ft in the front yard and from 4 ft. to 6.5 ft. 
in the corner side yard, a variance to increase the maximum permitted area of a sign from 166.5 sq. ft. to 
278 sq. ft., a variance to increase the maximum permitted height of a wall mounted sign from 14 ft. to 44 
ft. to allow for a 130 sq. ft. banner signs in the OR2 District, and a variance to increase the maximum 
permitted height of a wall mounted sign from 24 ft. to 46 ft. to allow for a 130 sq. ft. banner signs in the 
OR2 District. 
 
Zoning code section authorizing the requested variances: 525.520 (1)(2)(7)(21) 
 
Background: The subject property is approximately 120 ft. x 128 ft. (16,133 sq. ft.).  The site consists of 
an existing structure that was first constructed as a church and more recently was used as a funeral home 
and a small parking lot of four spaces.  The subject property is located at the corner of Diamond Lake 
Road and Stevens Avenue South.  The applicant is proposing to convert the existing funeral home into a 
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museum.  Museums require a minimum lot area of 20,000 sq. ft., this requirement may be varied up to 30 
percent.  Since the subject property has approximately 16,133 sq. ft. of lot area, the property requires a 19 
percent variance.   
 
The applicant is proposing to construct an elevator shaft to the front of the structure and a stair tower 
addition to the south side of the structure in the location of an existing elevator shaft to provide access to 
all three floors of the building.  The exterior material of the stair tower addition will be stucco and 
requires a variance to reduce the interior side yard setback from 9 ft. to 4.5 ft.  The applicant is also 
proposing to construct a second story addition at the rear of the structure and requires a variance from 9 
ft. to 0 ft. to match the setback of the existing structure. 
 
The applicant is proposing to convert the existing parking lot into a plaza with stairs and a handicap 
accessible ramp.  The property is allowed 85 percent impervious surface coverage and the proposed plan 
will have 80 percent of the property covered with impervious surface.  The established front yard setback 
along Stevens Avenue South is 29 ft., the required rear and interior side yard setbacks are 9 ft., and the 
corner side yard setback is 12 ft.  Much of the construction associated with the plaza is located in the 
required front yard and required corner side yard.  Variances are required to allow for the construction of 
an outdoor plaza that is greater than 50 sq. ft. in area, stairs and walkways greater than 6 ft. in width, and 
a handicap ramp that is 8.5 ft in the front yard and 6.5 ft. in the corner side yard.  By converting the use 
and removing the existing parking spaces the parking requirement increases.  The applicant has supplied a 
copy of the lease agreement for parking spaces between the proposed museum and a church located 
across Diamond Lake Road at 106 Diamond Lake Road.  Due the residential zoning of the church this 
shared parking will not help the applicant fulfill their parking requirement according to the zoning code 
therefore a variance is required to reduce the required amount of off-street parking from 45 to 0 spaces. 
 
The applicant has proposed one permanent wall mounted sign identifying the museum and two temporary 
wall mounted banner signs to advertise for changing exhibits throughout the year.  The permanent sign 
identifying the museum will be 18 sq. ft. in area and located on the wall created by the handicap 
accessible ramp.  The applicant is requesting a variance to increase the maximum permitted area of a sign 
from 166.5 sq. ft. to 278 sq. ft., to allow for two banners with a maximum area of 130 sq. ft. each.  The 
applicant is applying for a variance to allow two 130 sq. ft. banners to be displayed simultaneously, 
though typically only one would be use along with a smaller banner.  The banners are proposed to be 
located at 44 ft. in height on the newly constructed elevator shaft and 46 ft. in height on the existing bell 
tower.  The zoning code allows for one sign to maintain a maximum height of 24 ft. and subsequent signs 
to a maximum height of 14 ft. in the OR2 District.  Therefore, the applicant is applying for a variance to 
increase the maximum permitted height of a wall mounted sign from 24 ft. to 46 ft. and from 14 ft. to 44 
ft. 
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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. 
 
Lot area: The applicant is seeking a variance to reduce the required lot area from 20,000 sq. ft. to 
16,133 sq. ft. (19 percent) to allow for the conversion of a funeral home to a museum in the OR2 
District.  Strict adherence to the regulations does not allow for a museum on a lot with less than 
20,000 sq. ft., which is a reasonable use of the property.  Strict adherence to the zoning ordinance 
regulation causes an undue hardship on this property by not allowing a permitted land use on the 
property. 
Parking reduction:  The applicant is seeking a variance to reduce the required amount of off-
street parking from 45 to 0 spaces.  The applicant is proposing to convert the existing parking lot 
into a plaza for the museum.  By converting the building from funeral home to museum, the 
parking requirement increases.  Strict adherence to the regulations does not allow for the museum 
conversion without adequate parking.  Strict adherence to the zoning ordinance regulation causes 
an undue hardship on this property by not allowing a museum, which is a reasonable use of the 
property. 
Rear and interior side yard setback: The applicant is seeking a variance to reduce the interior 
side yard setback from 9 ft. to 4.5 ft. to allow for a stair tower addition to the south side of the 
structure.  The applicant is also seeking a variance to reduce the rear yard setback from 9 ft. to 0 
ft. to allow for a second story addition at the rear of the structure to match the existing structure.  
Strict adherence to the regulations does not allow for either addition to the proposed museum, 
which is a reasonable use of the property.   
Front yard requirements: The applicant is seeking a variance to allow stairs and walkways 
greater than 6 ft. in the front and corner side yards.  The applicant is seeking a variance to allow 
an outdoor plaza area greater than 50 sq. ft. in the front and corner side yards.  The applicant is 
seeking a variance to increase the maximum permitted width of a handicap ramp from 4 ft. to 8.5 
ft in the front yard and from 4 ft. to 6.5 ft. in the corner side yard.  The established front yard 
setback along Stevens Avenue South is 29 ft. and the corner side yard setback is 12 ft.  Strict 
adherence to the ordinance would not allow for the patio or access to the proposed access to the 
museum, which is a reasonable use of the property. 
Sign area: The applicant is seeking a variance to increase the maximum permitted area of a sign 
from the allowed 166.5 sq. ft. to 278 sq. ft., to allow for two banners with a maximum area of 130 
sq. ft. each.  The applicant has proposed one permanent sign identifying the museum and 
temporary banner signs to advertise for various exhibits throughout the year.  The permanent sign 
identifying the museum will be 18 sq. ft. in area.  The applicant is applying for a variance to allow 
two of the largest of the banners to be displayed simultaneously.  Strict adherence to the 
regulations does not allow for the proposed 260 sq. ft. of two temporary wall mounted banner 
signs, which is a reasonable amount of signage. 
Sign height: The applicant is seeking a variance to increase the maximum permitted height of a 
wall mounted sign from 14 ft. to 44 ft. and from 24 ft. to 46 ft. to allow for two 100 sq. ft. banner 
signs in the OR2 District.  The two banners are proposed to be located at 44 ft. in height on the 
newly constructed elevator shaft and 46 ft. in height on the existing bell tower.  The zoning code 
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allows for one sign to maintain a maximum height of 24 ft. and subsequent signs to maintain a 
maximum height of 14 ft. in the OR2 District.  Therefore, a variance is required.  Strict adherence 
to the regulations does not allow for the proposed 44 ft. and 46 ft. high banner signs on the 
building, which is a reasonable location for their signage.  Due to the temporary nature of the 
banner signs, the sign height variance is a reasonable request. 
 

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. 
 
Lot area:  The circumstance upon which the variance is requested is unique to the parcel of land 
and was not created by the applicant.  The lot is 16,133 sq. ft. in size and would need to acquire an 
additional 3,867 sq. ft. of land to convert the existing funeral home to a museum on the subject 
site without a variance.  Staff does not believe the existing lot size of the property is a 
circumstance created by the applicant.   
Parking reduction:  The circumstances upon which the variance is requested are unique to the 
parcel due to configuration of the existing site.  The existing structure on the property occupies a 
large portion of the site and currently provides only four parking spaces.  The configuration of the 
lot and current parking are not circumstances created by the applicant, they are existing 
circumstances. 
Rear and interior side yard setback: The circumstance upon which the variance is requested is 
unique to the parcel due to configuration of the existing site.  The interior side yard setback to 4.5 
ft. is to allow for a stair tower addition to the south side of the property in the location of an 
existing elevator shaft, which will be removed.  The reduction of the rear yard setback to 0 ft. is to 
allow for a second story addition on the existing footprint of the first floor.  The configuration of 
the lot is not a circumstance created by the applicant, but an existing circumstances. 
Front yard requirements: The circumstances upon which the variance is requested are unique to 
the parcel due to the configuration of the existing site.  The applicant is seeking a variance to 
allow stairs and walkways greater than 6 ft. in the front and corner side yards, a variance to allow 
an outdoor plaza area greater than 50 sq. ft. in the front and corner side yards, and a variance to 
increase the maximum permitted width of a handicap ramp from 4 ft. to 8.5 ft in the front yard and 
from 4 ft. to 6.5 ft. in the corner side yard.  The increased stair and walkway width and increased 
patio area are appropriate to the building and the site.  Additionally, the increased width of the 
handicapped ramp is for safety.  The existing lot configuration is such that the building is located 
in an L shape along the interior lot line and the rear lot line, retaining only the front and corner 
side yard for the plaza. 
Sign area: The circumstances upon which the variance is requested are unique to the parcel due to 
the temporary nature of the proposed banner signs and that the proposed land use is a museum.  
The variance to increase the maximum permitted area of signage from 166.5 sq. ft. to 278 sq. ft. is 
to allow for two temporary banner signs that inform of current and future exhibits.  The banner 
signs change and are typically not both 130 sq. ft. simultaneously. 
Sign height: The circumstances upon which the variance is requested are unique to the parcel due 
to the location of the museum at the intersection of Stevens and Diamond Lake Road and its 
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visibility from 35W.  The proposed banners will be located at heights of 44 ft. and 46 ft. from 
grade.  Due to the uniquely busy intersection the sign height variance is a reasonable request.   
 

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. 
 
Lot area:  Staff believes that granting the lot area variance will not alter the essential character of 
the surrounding neighborhood or be injurious to the use or enjoyment of other property in the 
vicinity as the museum will be similar in character to previous uses on the site.  Staff believes that 
the museum fits the character of the surrounding area, which is a mixture of single-family 
dwellings, duplexes, multi-family housing, and commercial properties.   
Parking reduction:  Granting the parking variance will not alter the essential character of the 
surrounding neighborhood and will not be injurious to the use or enjoyment of other property in 
the vicinity, because the applicant will be removing only four spaces.  Staff believes that the 
parking agreement between the museum and church meets the intent of the ordinance and greatly 
decreases the impact on the neighborhood. 
Rear yard setback: Granting the setback variance will not alter the essential character of the 
surrounding neighborhood and will not be injurious to the use or enjoyment of other property in 
the vicinity as the rear second story addition to the west side of the building will be located above 
an existing first floor addition with a zero setback.  Staff believes that the proposed addition will 
match the character of the existing building and will not significantly impact the character of the 
area, because it will be located within the footprint of the existing building. 
Interior side yard setback: Granting the setback variance will not alter the essential character of 
the surrounding neighborhood and will not be injurious to the use or enjoyment of other property 
in the vicinity as the side stair tower addition to the south side of the building will be located in 
the location of an existing elevator that will be removed.  Staff believes that the proposed addition 
will match the character of the existing building and will not significantly impact the character of 
the area, because the exterior material of the stair tower will be stucco to match the existing 
building. 
Front yard requirements: Granting the plaza associated variances will not alter the essential 
character of the surrounding neighborhood and will not be injurious to the use or enjoyment of 
other property in the vicinity, because the plaza will be located on the corner and not adjacent to 
other properties.  Staff believes that the proposed plaza, stairs, walkways, and ramps are in scale 
with the existing building and will not significantly impact the character of the area, because they 
will be located on the corner of a busy intersection. 
Sign area and height: Granting the sign area and sign height variances will not alter the essential 
character of the surrounding neighborhood and will not be injurious to the use or enjoyment of 
other property in the vicinity.  Staff believes that the two proposed banner signs are in scale with 
the existing structure and will not significantly impact the character of the area, because will be 
located on the corner of a busy intersection and away from residences. 
 

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. 
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Lot area: Granting the lot area variance would likely have no impact on the congestion of area 
streets or fire safety, nor would the proposed museum be detrimental to the public welfare or 
endanger the public safety.   
Parking reduction: Granting the parking variance would likely have no impact on the congestion 
of area streets or fire safety because the proposed museum has leased parking spaces, nor would 
the proposed museum be detrimental to the public welfare or endanger the public safety.   
Rear and interior side yard setback: Granting the setback variance would likely have no impact 
on the congestion of area streets or fire safety, nor would the proposed stair tower or second story 
addition be detrimental to the public welfare or endanger the public safety.  
Front yard requirements: Granting the variances would likely have no impact on the congestion 
of area streets or fire safety, nor would the proposed stairs, walkways, outdoor plaza, or handicap 
ramp be detrimental to the public welfare or endanger the public safety, since the increased width 
is in part for safety.   
Sign area and height: Granting the sign area and sign height variances would likely have no 
impact on the congestion of area streets or fire safety, nor would the proposed signs be detrimental 
to the public welfare or endanger the public safety.  
 

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. 

 
 Sign area and height: Staff believes that the proposed wall mounted banner signs are in scale 

with the building.  The signs will be consistent with the purpose of the OR2 zoning district.  The 
increased area is appropriate for the busy intersection the signs are proposed on.  Three signs will 
not lead to sign clutter on the property. 
 

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. 

 
Sign area and height: Staff believes that the two proposed banner signs are in scale with the 
building.  The signs will be of exceptional design and quality and are consistent with the 
architecture and design of the building.   
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Recommendation of the Community Planning and Economic Development Department: 
 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development – Planning Division recommends 
that the Board of Adjustment adopt the finding above and approve the variance to reduce the required lot 
area from 20,000 sq. ft. to 16,133 sq. ft. to allow for a museum, approve the variance to reduce the 
required amount of off-street parking from 45 to 0 spaces, approve the variance to reduce the interior side 
yard setback from 9 ft. to 4.5 ft. to allow for a stair tower addition, approve the variance to reduce the 
rear yard setback from 9 ft. to 0 ft. to allow for a second story addition, approve the variance to allow 
stairs and walkways greater than 6 ft. in the front and corner side yards, approve the variance to allow an 
outdoor plaza area greater than 50 sq. ft. in the front and corner side yards, approve the variance to 
increase the maximum permitted width of a handicap ramp from 4 ft. to 8.5 ft in the front yard and from 4 
ft. to 6.5 ft. in the corner side yard, approve the variance to increase the maximum permitted area of a 
sign from 166.5 sq. ft. to 278 sq. ft., and approve the variance to increase the maximum permitted height 
of a wall mounted sign from 14 ft. to 44 ft. and from 24 ft. to 46 ft. to allow for two 100 sq. ft. banner 
signs in the OR2 District subject to the following conditions: 
 
1. Review and approval of final site and elevation plans by the Planning Department. 
 
2. That the applicant obtains permits for the conversion of the funeral home to a museum status. 
 
3. That exterior materials match existing materials. 
 
4. That the applicant obtain Public Works approval for the closure of the existing curb cut. 
 
5. That the applicant obtain a sign permit. 
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