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Department of Community Planning and Economic Development - Planning Division Report 
 

Variance Request 
BZZ-2055 

 
 
Date:  November 18, 2004 
 
Applicant: The City of Minneapolis 
 
Address of Property: 425, 431, 433, 7th Street South 
 
Date Application Deemed Complete: October 25, 2004 
 
End of 60 Day Decision Period: December 24, 2004 
 
End of 120 Day Decision Period: February 22, 2005 
 
Contact Person and Phone:  Anthony Stone, 612-673-3162 
 
Planning Staff and Phone: Carrie Flack, 612-673-3239 
 
Ward: 7 Neighborhood Organization: Downtown Minneapolis Neighborhood Association 
 
Existing Zoning: District B41, Downtown Business District, DP, Downtown Parking Overlay 
 
Proposed Use: New signage for property 
 
Proposed Variance: A variance to allow a freestanding sign when projecting signs exist and one new 
projecting sign is proposed, a variance to increase the maximum allowable height of a projecting sign 
from 24 ft. to 25 ft., a variance to increase the maximum allowable projection of a projecting sign from 
4 ft. to 5 ft., a variance to allow sign letters to project above a canopy, and a variance to increase the 
maximum permitted sign area along 7th Street South from 362.5 sq. ft. to 607.35 sq. ft. all to allow for 4 
existing signs to be removed and 7 new signs to be installed on property located at 425, 431, 433 7th 
Street South in District B41, DP. 
 
Zoning code section authorizing the requested variance: 525.520 (21) (21) (21) (21) (21) 
 
Background: The subject site is approximately 50,111 sq. ft. and consists of a 27 story 1,146,159  sq. 
ft. building.  The building consists of 218 hotel rooms, 289 condo units, a bank, and other commercial 
space.  The property occupies half of a city block located along 5th Avenue South between 7th Street 
South and 8th Street South.  Parking for the property is located within the building and totals 1,174 
spaces.  The project includes exterior common area improvements to the building such as new driveway 
paving, signage, lighting, ceiling replacement in the drive court, raised planters, and façade 
improvements. 
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Existing signage for the property consists of 19 signs that total 1,840.85 sq. ft.  One sign will be 
relocated, 4 signs will be removed that total 249 sq. ft., and 7 new signs are proposed for installation that 
total 183.5 sq. ft.  The new total amount of signage area for the property will be 1775.35 sq. ft. for 22 
signs which is a 65.5 sq. ft. reduction of signage area on the property overall. 
 
The maximum allowable amount of wall signage for the property is as follows: 
 
 Max Allowed Signage Existing Signage Proposed Signage 
7th St. S (145 x 2.5) 362.5 sq. ft. 711.1 sq. ft. 607.35 sq. ft. 
5th Ave S (329.72 x 2.5) 824.3 sq. ft. 474.45 sq. ft. 512.70 sq. ft. 
8th St. S (145 x 2.5) 362.5 sq. ft. 479.3 sq. ft. 479.3 sq. ft. 
Backside – Nonprimary 
Wall 

Sq. ft. from 5th Ave S 
primary wall 

176 sq. ft. 176 sq. ft. 

 
The existing signage is grandfathered since the signage has been in existence prior to the 1999 
Minneapolis Code of Ordinances.  New signage requires any necessary variances.  The project consists 
of new signage along 7th Street South and 5th Avenue South.  Based on the primary street frontage, the 
5th Avenue South side of the building will not require any sign area variances as 135.6 sq. ft. of sign area 
remains available on this side.  The 7th Street South side of the building is allowed 362.5 sq. ft. of sign 
area and is proposing 607.35 sq. ft.  Therefore, the sign area variance is for the 7th Street South side of 
the building.  In addition, a new freestanding monument sign is being installed which will require a 
variance and a new projecting sign is proposed along with new canopy and wall signs which require 
variances as well. 
 
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. 
 
Freestanding monument sign (when projecting signs exist): The applicant is seeking a 
variance to allow a freestanding sign when projecting signs exist and one new projecting sign is 
proposed.  The applicant has stated that the new monument sign has been designed to be 
integrated into a newly designed sign system that provides information to users when and where 
they need it.  Strict adherence to the regulations does not allow for the proposed 15 sq. ft. 
monument sign.  Based on the number of uses within the building, the reduction in overall sign 
square footage being provided on the property, the number of vehicular entrance and exit points 
to the building along with one way streets, and the position of the skyway this request seems 
reasonable. 
 
Projecting sign height and projection: The applicant is seeking a variance to increase the 
maximum allowable height of a projecting sign from 24 ft. to 25 ft. and a variance to increase the 
maximum allowable projection of a projecting sign from 4 ft. to 5 ft.  The applicant has stated 
that the new projecting sign is replacing an old freestanding pole sign and has been designed 
with a decorative scrim behind it attached to the building.  The new projecting sign has also been 
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designed to be integrated into a newly designed sign system that provides information to users 
when and where they need it.  Strict adherence to the regulations does not allow for the proposed 
38.25 sq. ft. projecting sign.  Based on the number of uses within the building, the reduction in 
overall sign square footage being provided on the property, the number of vehicular entrance and 
exit points to the building along with one way streets, and the position of the skyway this request 
seems reasonable. 
 
Sign letters above a canopy: The applicant is seeking a variance to allow sign letters to project 
above a canopy.  The applicant has stated that all the new signage has been designed to be 
integrated into a newly designed sign system that provides information to users when and where 
they need it.  Strict adherence to the regulations does not allow for the proposed 53 sq. ft. 
projecting sign.  Based on the number of uses within the building, the reduction in overall sign 
square footage being provided on the property, the number of vehicular entrance and exit points 
to the building along with one way streets, and the position of the skyway this request seems 
reasonable. 
 
Sign area (7th Street South): The applicant is seeking a variance to increase the maximum 
permitted sign area along 7th Street South from 362.5 sq. ft. to 607.35 sq. ft.  The applicant has 
stated that all the new signage has been designed to be integrated into a newly designed sign 
system that provides information to users when and where they need it.  Strict adherence to the 
regulations does not allow for the proposed 244.85 sq. ft. of signage.  Based on the number of 
uses within the building, the reduction in overall sign square footage being provided on the 
property, the number of vehicular entrance and exit points to the building along with one way 
streets, and the position of the skyway this request seems reasonable. 
 

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. 
 
Freestanding monument sign (when projecting signs exist):  
Projecting sign height and projection:  
Sign letters above a canopy:  
Sign area (7th Street South):  
The conditions upon which the variances are requested are unique to the parcel.    The entire 
street level of the building is dominated by parking garage walls and vehicular drive entrance 
and exit points.  It is very difficult to locate and differentiate between the various entrances and 
occupants of the building and to understand how to navigate to and from parking and businesses 
inside the building.  These businesses include the Embassy Suites Hotel, condominiums, a bank, 
and offices.  The access drive from 7th Street South is the primary entrance for the lower level 
parking.  Physical obstacles include the fact that 7th Street South is a westbound one way street.  
A skyway spans across 7th Street South before and above the driveway entrance and a persistent 
taxi queue along the 7th Street South side of the building obscures the visibility of the drive.  The 
drive itself is at the western most edge of the City’s property and by location and physical design 
appears to be an alley or service drive rather than an entrance.  In addition, the primary facility 
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entrance is both difficult to find and difficult to recognize.  This results not only in frustration but 
also slow moving cars and extra traffic around the block as people seek the entrance to this 
facility.  These are overwhelming obstacles for those seeking the parking garage and the 
facilities internal to the building and provide a hardship for the building, parking and business 
owners. 
 

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. 
 
Freestanding monument sign (when projecting signs exist): Granting the 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 projecting signs exist on the property and one 
new projecting sign is proposed, a variance is necessary for the proposed monument sign.  
Monument signs are allowed in the downtown districts and are allowed to be a maximum 32 sq. 
ft. in area and the maximum height is 8 ft.  The proposed monument sign in 15 sq. ft. and is 7 ft. 
in height.  The project consists of removing outdated existing signage of various ages and quality 
and introducing new a new coordinated and comprehensive signage package that will provide a 
polished and upgraded building identity that will be an improvement to the 7th Street South 
streetscape. 
 
Projecting sign height and projection: Granting the 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.  Projecting signs are allowed to project not more than 4 ft. from a 
building with a maximum height of 24 ft. and a maximum area of 48 sq. ft.  The proposed new 
projecting sign is 38.25 sq. ft. and consists of an architecturally detailed scrim behind the sign 
which requires the sign to project approximately 5 ft. from the building.  In addition, due to the 
design of the scrim and the placement of it on the building, the projecting sign is approximately 
25 ft. in height.  As previously mentioned the new projecting sign has been designed to replace 
and existing freestanding pole sign that is located in the middle of the sidewalk.   
 
Sign letters above a canopy: Granting the 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.  Awning and canopy signs are permitted are required to be painted on or affixed 
flush against an awning or canopy.  Signs are not allowed to extend beyond the awning or 
canopy.  The project consists of removing a red outdated canopy that wraps the corner of the 
building underneath the skyway and installing a new aluminum canopy that is flat and projects 4 
ft. from the 7th Street South side building wall.  The sign consists of fabricated aluminum letters 
that are 1.75 ft. in height and approximately 30 ft. in length (53 sq. ft.). 
 
Sign area (7th Street South): Granting the 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.  The project consists of removing outdated existing signage of various ages and 
quality and introducing new a new coordinated and comprehensive signage package that will 
provide a polished and upgraded building identity.  The 7th Street South side of the building is 
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where much of the improvements are taking place to improve and enhance vehicular and 
pedestrian access to the building as well as improve the 7th Street South streetscape.  This 
primary wall is allowed a maximum amount of wall area signage of 362.5 sq. ft. and 607.35 sq. 
ft. of signage is proposed, an increase of 244.85 sq. ft.  While this is an increase over what is 
permitted, the overall amount of signage being on the property is being reduced by 65.5 sq. ft. 
 

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. 
 
Freestanding monument sign (when projecting signs exist): Granting the variance would 
likely have no impact on congestion of public streets or increase the danger of fire, nor would the 
proposed sign be detrimental to the public welfare or endanger the public safety since the sign 
will assist in providing clearer information as part of a comprehensive sign package for the 
building.   
 
Projecting sign height and projection: Granting the variance would likely have no impact on 
congestion of public streets or increase the danger of fire, nor would the proposed sign be 
detrimental to the public welfare or endanger the public safety since the sign will be replacing an 
existing freestanding pole sign that is larger and located in the middle of the sidewalk versus 
only 5 ft. from the building. 
 
Sign letters above a canopy: Granting the variance would likely have no impact on congestion 
of public streets or increase the danger of fire, nor would the proposed sign be detrimental to the 
public welfare or endanger the public safety since the sign will replace an existing outdated 
awning that wraps the corner of the building underneath the skyway and will assist in providing 
clearer information as part of a comprehensive sign package for the building. 
 
Sign area (7th Street South): Granting the variance would likely have no impact on congestion 
of public streets or increase the danger of fire, nor would the proposed sign be detrimental to the 
public welfare or endanger the public safety since the new signage will assist in providing 
clearer information as part of a comprehensive sign package for the building. 
 

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. 

 
Freestanding monument sign (when projecting signs exist):  
Projecting sign height and projection:  
Sign letters above a canopy:  
Sign area (7th Street South):  
Staff believes that the new signage will not increase the amount of sign clutter in the area since 
the proposed signs will assist in providing clearer information as part of a comprehensive sign 
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package for the building.  The project consists of removing outdated existing signage of various 
ages and quality and introducing new a new coordinated and comprehensive signage package 
that will provide a polished and upgraded building identity that will be an improvement to the 7th 
Street South streetscape. 

 
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. 
 

Freestanding monument sign (when projecting signs exist):  
Projecting sign height and projection:  
Sign letters above a canopy:  
Sign area (7th Street South):  
Staff believes that the new signage is coordinated and comprehensive in design that will be 
complimented by accent lighting and the introduction of more refined finish materials that will 
provide a polished and upgraded building appearance.  All signage has been professionally 
designed and incorporated into the building with additional architectural elements. 
 

Recommendation of the Department of Community Planning and Economic Development: 
 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development Planning Division recommends 
that the Board of Adjustment adopt the findings above and approve the variance to allow a freestanding 
sign when projecting signs exist and one new projecting sign is proposed, approve the variance to 
increase the maximum allowable height of a projecting sign from 24 ft. to 25 ft., approve the variance 
to increase the maximum allowable projection of a projecting sign from 4 ft. to 5 ft., approve the 
variance to allow sign letters to project above a canopy, and approve the variance to increase the 
maximum permitted sign area along 7th Street South from 362.5 sq. ft. to 607.35 sq. ft. all to allow for 4 
existing signs to be removed and 7 new signs to be installed on property located at 425, 431, 433 7th 
Street South in District B41, DP subject to the following conditions: 
 

1. That the applicant obtain a sign permit. 
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