
Department of Community Planning and Economic Development – Planning Division 
Variances 
BZZ-5801 

 
Date: October 25, 2012 
 
Applicant: Gary Brummer, property owner  
 
Addresses of Property: 137 17th Street East 
 
Contact Person and Phone: Gary Brummer, (612) 669-1800 
 
Planning Staff and Phone: Aaron Hanauer, (612) 673-2494 
 
Date Application Deemed Complete: September 27, 2012 
 
End of 60-Day Decision Period: November 26, 2012 
 
Ward: 6 Neighborhood Organization: Stevens Square Community Organization  
 
Existing Zoning: OR3, Institutional Office Residential District 
 
Zoning Plate Number: 20 
 
Legal Description: Not applicable for this application 
 
Proposed Use: Additional three units in an existing apartment building 
 
Concurrent review: 

 Variance to reduce the minimum lot area from 10,500 square feet to 9,600 square feet (9.4%). 
 Variance to reduce the required number of off-street parking spaces from 3 to 0 spaces, with 32 

spaces grandfathered.  
 

Applicable zoning code provisions: Chapter 525, Article IX Variances, Section 525.520(2) “To vary 
the minimum lot width or lot area requirements up to thirty (30) percent…” and Section 525.520(6) “To 
vary the applicable minimum… number of required off-street parking spaces…” 
 
Background: The subject property contains a 3½ story apartment building built in 1919. The building is 
known as the St. George Apartments and it is a contributing building to the Stevens Square Historic 
District. The Stevens Square Historic District is unique because of its remarkable consistency in its 
housing characteristics, design, and appearance. There are 48 larger apartment buildings in the district 
(more than four units) that were built in a short period of time between 1912 and 1919. The apartment 
buildings are constructed of brown brick with stone, terra cotta, and tile detailing.  
 
The building at 137 17th Street East was originally built with 31 units and a garden level store accessed 
on 2nd Avenue South (B135021). In 1957, a building permit was issued to allow for an additional 
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residential unit in the basement (B359614). Current City of Minneapolis records shows that the building 
continues to carry rights for 32 residential units.  
 
In March of 2012, the building suffered a major fire. In June of that year, the property was sold to Gary 
Brummer. Mr. Brummer is in progress of rehabilitating the building in compliance with the Stevens 
Square Historic District guidelines. As part of the rehabilitation, Mr. Brummer is proposing to convert 
former storage and mechanical areas in the basement into three residential units (two one-bedroom units 
and one studio).  As proposed, the building would have 35 units.   
 
The subject property is 9,600 square feet. The apartment building, which has a footprint of 5,488 square 
feet, is located on the northern edge of the lot. The south side of the lot has a large green space and a 783 
square foot parking pad at the rear. The parking pad can accommodate three vehicles; however, these 
spaces are not marked and are not considered legally conforming to the Minneapolis Zoning Code.   
 
The minimum lot area requirement for multifamily dwellings in the OR3, Institutional Office 
Residential District is 5,000 square feet or 300 square feet per dwelling unit, whichever is greater. 
Currently, the subject property, with 32 units, is at the maximum number of units allowed on a 9,600 
square foot lot. In order to allow three additional units, a variance is needed to reduce the minimum lot 
area requirements by 9.4 percent. As proposed, the building would have a density of 274 square feet per 
dwelling unit.  
 
A variance is also needed to reduce the parking requirement for the additional three units. The 
Minneapolis Zoning Code requires a minimum of one parking space per dwelling unit. The subject 
property has grandfathered parking rights for the existing 32 residential units given they existed before 
the first Minneapolis Zoning Code established parking requirements in 1963.  
 
No communication has been received from the neighborhood organization or other members of the 
public.  
 
 
Findings Required by the Minneapolis Zoning Code: 
 
VARIANCE:  to reduce the minimum lot area from 10,500 square feet to 9,600 square feet (9.4%). 
 
Findings as required by the Minneapolis Zoning Code: 
 

1. Practical difficulties exist in complying with the ordinance because of circumstances unique 
to the property. The unique circumstances were not created by persons presently having an 
interest in the property and are not based on economic considerations alone. 
 
Practical difficulties exist in complying with the ordinance because of circumstances unique to 
the property. A majority of the apartment buildings in the Stevens Square neighborhood were 
built prior to the first Minneapolis Zoning Code in 1924 and prior to the established lot area 
requirements for the OR3, Institutional Office Residential District.  
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The applicant is proposing to modify the basement by converting storage areas and utility rooms 
into three residential units. The subject property’s basement has been modified in the past, 
including the conversion of a garden-level store (that was part of the original construction) into a 
residential unit in 1957. With the proposed project, the St. George Apartments at 137 17th Street 
would have a density of 274 square feet per unit. This density is not out of character for the 
surrounding area. At least five other contributing apartment buildings to the Stevens Square 
Historic District have densities less than 300 square feet per dwelling unit: 
 
 1901 Stevens Avenue (1919), 26 units, 6,400 square foot lot, 246 square feet per unit;  
 1905 Stevens Avenue (1919), 26 units, 6,400 square foot lot, 246 square feet per unit; 
 102-108 East 19th Street (1915), 44 units, 12,800 square foot lot, 291 square feet per unit; 
 1815 1st Avenue South (1916), 26 units, 7,680 square foot lot, 295 square feet per unit; 
 1811 1st Avenue South? (1915), 26 units, 7,680 square foot lot, 295 square feet per unit.  

 
2. The property owner or authorized applicant proposes to use the property in a reasonable 

manner that will be in keeping with the spirit and intent of the ordinance and the 
comprehensive plan. 
 
The property owner proposes to use the property in a reasonable manner that will be in keeping 
with the spirit and intent of the ordinance and the comprehensive plan. Lot area requirements are 
established to ensure compatibility with surrounding uses.  The surrounding area of the St. 
George Apartment Building is high-density, multifamily buildings. As proposed, the St. George 
Apartment Building would have a similar lot area to neighboring multifamily buildings in the 
area and the Stevens Square Historic District, without increasing the building footprint or 
requiring exterior alterations.  

 
The granting of the variance is also in keeping with the spirit and intent of the comprehensive 
plan. The proposed basement modification is consistent with the comprehensive plan’s housing 
and heritage preservation policies and implementation steps.  

 
3. The proposed variance will not alter the essential character of the locality or be injurious to 

the use or enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. If granted, the proposed variance 
will not be detrimental to the health, safety, or welfare of the general public or of those 
utilizing the property or nearby properties. 
 
Granting of the variance will not alter the essential character of the locality or be injurious to the 
use or enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. The addition of three units in the basement 
will not require an addition or exterior alterations to the building (including modifications to the 
window openings). Therefore, building setbacks will remain as they have since the building was 
constructed 93 years ago. The ability to do the modification without requiring exterior alterations 
will also help preserve the architectural integrity of the historic building and the Stevens Square 
Historic District.  
 
In addition, granting of the proposed variance will not be detrimental to the health, safety, or 
welfare of the general public, or of those utilizing the property or nearby properties. The property 
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owner has installed a building sprinkler system, which will reduce the potential of another 
building-wide fire. Furthermore, all new units will be required to meet building code 
requirements.  

 
VARIANCE: to reduce the off-street parking spaces from 3 to 0 spaces, with 32 spaces grandfathered.  
 

1. Practical difficulties exist in complying with the ordinance because of circumstances unique 
to the property. The unique circumstances were not created by persons presently having an 
interest in the property and are not based on economic considerations alone. 

 
The circumstances upon which the variance is requested are unique to the property and have not 
been created by the applicant.  The building was built during a time when there were no 
requirements for off-street parking for apartment buildings. The Minneapolis Zoning Code first 
established off-street parking requirements in 1963. Today, there is no space on the subject 
property or properties within 300 feet that allow the property owner to provide additional parking 
that meets the Minneapolis Zoning Code requirements for off-street parking.  
 
The property was originally built with 31 units and a garden level store.  If the original mix of 
uses was in the building today, it would have an equal parking requirement to the proposed 35 
unit residential building; 35 off-street parking spaces. As conditioned, the applicant will mitigate 
the effects of the increased parking requirement by adding bicycle parking spaces. 

 
2. The property owner or authorized applicant proposes to use the property in a reasonable 

manner that will be in keeping with the spirit and intent of the ordinance and the 
comprehensive plan. 
 
The property owner proposes to use the property in a reasonable manner that will be in keeping 
with the spirit and intent of the Minneapolis Zoning Code. The purpose of off-street parking 
regulations is to recognize the parking needs of uses and structures, while also recognizing that 
excessive off-street parking conflicts with the city's policies related to transportation, land use, 
urban design, and sustainability. 

 
The applicant is requesting a parking variance of three off-street parking spaces. The subject 
property’s location is ideal to have flexibility in terms of the number of off-street parking spaces 
required and supports the City of Minneapolis’ policies in terms of alternative modes of 
transportation. The St. George Apartments is within walking distance of Downtown. The 
property also has excellent transit service. There is frequent bus service on 3rd Avenue South 
(one block away) and Nicollet Avenue (three blocks away). In addition, as conditioned, the 
applicant will provide additional bicycle parking to further incentivize bicycle use and alternative 
modes of transportation.  

 
The granting of the variance is in keeping with the spirit and intent of the transportation, housing, 
and heritage preservation policies and implementation steps.  
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3. The proposed variance will not alter the essential character of the locality or be injurious to 
the use or enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. If granted, the proposed variance 
will not be detrimental to the health, safety, or welfare of the general public or of those 
utilizing the property or nearby properties. 
 
The granting of this variance would not adversely alter the essential character of the area. The 
Stevens Square neighborhood is amongst the lowest car ownership per household areas in the 
City (Source: MetroGIS, Met Council, 2000 US Census, and the City of Minneapolis). The 
reduction of three parking spaces will have a marginal impact on the availability of parking in 
the area. In addition, the property’s proximity to Downtown, transit, and car and bike sharing 
services helps support the City of Minneapolis’ policies in terms of supporting alternative modes 
of transportation. A car sharing and bike sharing service are within six blocks of the subject 
property.  As conditioned, additional bicycle parking will be provided to help mitigate 
automobile traffic issues.  
 
If granted, the proposed variance would not be detrimental to the health, safety or welfare of the 
public or those utilizing the property.  

 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 
Recommendation of the Department of Community Planning and Economic Development -
Planning Division for the variance: 
 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development - Planning Division recommends 
that the Board of Adjustment adopt the above findings and approve the variance to reduce the minimum 
lot area from 10,500 square feet to 9,600 square feet (9.4%) to increase the number of dwelling units 
from 32 to 35 located within the existing apartment building at 137 17th Street East, subject to the 
following conditions of approval: 
 
1. Approval of the final site, floor and elevation plans by the Department of Community Planning and 

Economic Development – Planning Division. 
 

2. All site improvements shall be completed by October 25, 2014, unless extended by the Zoning 
Administrator, or the permit may be revoked for non-compliance. 

 
 

Recommendation of the Department of Community Planning and Economic Development -
Planning Division for the variance: 
 
The Community Planning and Economic Development Department - Planning Division recommends 
that the Board of Adjustment adopt the findings above and approve the variance to reduce the required 
number of off-street parking spaces from 3 spaces to 0 spaces, with 32 off-street parking spaces 
grandfathered at 137 17th Street East, subject to the following condition of approval:  
 



Department of Community Planning and Economic Development – Planning Division 
BZZ-5801 

 

 6 

1. Approval of the final site, floor and elevation plans by the Department of Community Planning and 
Economic Development – Planning Division. 
 

2. Bicycle racks shall be provided to accommodate no fewer than eight (8) bicycles on the property and 
shall meet the minimum requirements for short term bicycle parking. The bicycle parking may be 
located in the public right-of-way with permission of the city engineer.  

 
 
 
 
 
Attachments: 
1. Written descriptions and findings submitted by the applicant 
2. June 15, 2012, e-mails to Council Member Schiff and Longfellow Community Council 
3. Zoning map 
4. Aerial 
5. Steven Square Historic District map 
6. Car ownership map 
7. Site plan  
8. Floor plans   
9. Images 
 


