
 

CPED STAFF REPORT 
Prepared for the Board of Adjustment 
 
 

 

LAND USE APPLICATION SUMMARY 

Property Location: 3331 Pierce Street Northeast 
Project Name:  3331 Pierce Street Northeast 
Prepared By: Janelle Widmeier, Senior City Planner, (612) 673-3156 

Applicant:  Elizabeth and Kenneth MacCaskie 

Project Contact:   Mary Jane Heinen, Whole Builders 

Request:  An accessible ramp, retaining wall, and wrap around porch addition to a single-
family dwelling. 

Required Applications: 

Variance 
To increase the maximum height of a fence/retaining wall not retaining natural 
grade from 3 feet up to 8 feet in the required front yard adjacent to Pierce 
Street Northeast. 

Variance  To reduce the minimum interior side yard requirement adjacent to the north 
lot line from 5 feet to 4 feet to allow an open covered porch. 

Variance To reduce the minimum interior side yard requirement adjacent to the north 
lot line from 5 feet to 3.5 feet to allow an open covered porch. 

 

SITE DATA 
 
Existing Zoning R1A Single-Family District 
Lot Area 5,012 square feet 
Ward(s) 1 
Neighborhood(s) Waite Park Community Council  
Designated Future 
Land Use Urban Neighborhood 

Land Use Features Not applicable.  
Small Area Plan(s) Not applicable. 

  

BOA Agenda Item #2 
February 5, 2015 

BZZ-6976 

Date Application Deemed Complete December 22, 2014 Date Extension Letter Sent Not applicable 

End of 60-Day Decision Period February 20, 2015 End of 120-Day Decision Period Not applicable 

 

mailto:janelle.widmeier@minneapolismn.gov
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BACKGROUND 

SITE DESCRIPTION AND PRESENT USE.  The existing use, a single-family dwelling, was 
permitted for construction in 1955.  

SURROUNDING PROPERTIES AND NEIGHBORHOOD. The surrounding properties are 
predominately single-family dwellings.  

PROJECT DESCRIPTION. The applicants are proposing to construct an accessible ramp, 
fence/retaining wall, and wrap around porch addition to the single-family and reduce the slope in the 
front yard.  The project is intended allow the owners to stay in their home by addressing mobility 
challenges of one of the owners.  Effects of impairment include difficulty in negotiating stairs, steep 
slopes, and other uneven surfaces.   

The ramp would connect the street to the new front porch without the need to climb stairs.  There is 
an 8 foot grade separation between the Pierce Street public sidewalk and the first floor elevation of the 
dwelling.  The ramp would be 3 feet wide with a 1:8 slope.  Retaining walls with guard rails on top would 
be constructed to support the ramp.  The retaining walls and ramp would be constructed of concrete.  
The railings would be constructed of wood and would be 3 feet tall.  Some of the ramp and retaining 
walls would be located in the public right-of-way.  The applicant has already obtained an encroachment 
permit from Public Works to allow them.  A handicap accessible ramp is a permitted use in all required 
yards provided the ramp does not exceed a width of 4 feet and the handrails do not exceed 3 feet in 
height and are not more than 50 percent opaque.  Retaining walls are permitted obstructions provided 
they retain natural grade.  Because much of the walls will not retain natural grade, they are more akin to 
a fence.  A guard rail is not required by the building code on the retaining wall on the inside of the ramp.  
Therefore it is also considered a fence. Fences are also permitted obstructions provided they do not 
exceed 3 feet in height in the required front yard.  The height of the walls not retaining natural grade 
with the guard rails or railings would be up to 8 feet in height.  A variance is required to increase the 
maximum height.   

A wrap around porch is proposed to provide shelter at the front and side doors of the dwelling.  It 
would extend along the front and south side of the dwelling where a deck is currently located.  Most of 
the deck is proposed to remain, with the exception of the area to the north of the front entrance.  In 
that area, the porch floor will have a 1:8 slope to tie into the ramp.  Support columns (6-inch by 6-inch 
posts) for the porch roof would be located at the edge of the existing deck on the west and south sides.  
The deck in the front yard is 6 feet deep and the deck on the south side is 4 feet 4 inches deep.  The 
side porch columns would be located 3.5 feet from the side lot line and the eave and gutter would be 
located 2.5 feet from the side lot line.  An open porch projecting not more than 8 feet from the building 
and complying with the following standards is a permitted obstruction in a required front yard.  

• The porch shall be covered and may extend the width of the dwelling, provided it shall be 
no closer than 3 feet from an interior side lot line and no closer than 6 feet from a dwelling 
on an adjacent property.  

• Such porch shall be no closer than 10 feet from the front lot line and no closer than 5 feet 
from the corner side lot line.  

• The porch shall not be enclosed with windows, screens or walls, but may include handrails 
not more than 3 feet in height and not more than 50 percent opaque.  

• The finish of the porch shall match the finish of the dwelling or the trim on the dwelling. 
Raw or unfinished lumber shall not be permitted on an open porch.  
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The front porch would not comply with the first standard because it would extend beyond the width of 
the house on the north side.  A variance is required to allow the porch to extend 9 inches beyond the 
north wall of the house.  Porches are not permitted obstructions in interior side yards.  The minimum 
interior side yard requirement is 5 feet.  Therefore a variance is required to reduce the south side yard 
requirement as well. 

PUBLIC COMMENTS. As of the writing of this report, staff has not received any correspondence 
from the neighborhood group.  Any correspondence received prior to the public meeting will be 
forwarded on to the Board of Adjustment for consideration.  

ANALYSIS 

VARIANCE 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development has analyzed the application for a 
variance to increase the maximum height of a fence/retaining wall not retaining natural grade from 3 feet 
up to 8 feet in the required front yard adjacent to Pierce Street Northeast, based on the following 
findings: 
 

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 due to circumstances unique to the 
property.  Significant grade changes exist on the site.  In front of the dwelling, there is an 8 foot 
grade separation between the Pierce Street public sidewalk and the first floor elevation of the 
dwelling.  To the rear of the house, the first floor is 12 feet below the alley.  The applicants would 
like to age in place, but the property needs to be more accessible and easier to maintain to do so.  
Accessible ramps, retaining walls and fences can all be allowed as permitted obstructions, but with 
restrictions as described above.  The applicant has explored other options to work within the 
confines of the code, but could not find a solution that did not result in other adverse effects.  To 
ensure that the ramp is negotiable, the slope cannot be too steep, which means that the length of 
the ramp cannot be shortened. If the ramp were reoriented or reconfigured, it would injure the 
mature tree in the required front yard.  If it were constructed along the south lot line, the stability 
of the neighbors tuck-under garage would likely be impacted, which directly abuts the shared lot 
line.  Setting the ramp in a couple of feet from the south lot line would also interfere with the access 
needed for the existing side entrance.    
 

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. 

Fence regulations are established to promote the public health, safety and welfare, encourage an 
aesthetic environment and allow for privacy, while maintaining access to light and air.  The policies 
of the comprehensive plan are consistent with the fence regulations, but also promote accessible 
housing designs to support persons with disabilities and the elderly.  The applicants would like to 
age in place, but the property needs to be more accessible and easier to maintain to do so.  The 
ramp and porch additions would allow access to all areas of the property.  A guard rail is required 
by the building code for the ramp where it is adjacent to lower grades, but on the retaining wall on 
the inside of the ramp a guardrail is not required.  The applicant is proposing to add a guardrail for 
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the safety of the owners and anyone else using the front yard.  Although the height of the walls not 
retaining natural grade with the guard rails or railings would be up to 8 feet in height, the applicant is 
proposing railings that will allow views through it.  This helps to reduce the massing of the wall.  To 
ensure the opacity is limited, staff is recommending that railings are not more than 50 percent 
opaque.  With the condition of approval, the request is reasonable and consistent with the intent of 
the ordinance and the comprehensive plan. 
 

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. 

To lessen the impact on the character of the area and surrounding properties, the applicant lowered 
the height of the wall from what was originally proposed. The proposed railing design is also 
compatible with the proposed porch, where the existing railings will remain.  To ensure the opacity 
of the railings is limited, staff is recommending that railings are not more than 50 percent opaque.  
To ensure that the design remains compatible, staff is also recommending a condition that the 
railings shall be compatible with the railings on the porch and that raw or unfinished lumber shall not 
be permitted.  If granted, the proposed variance will not be detrimental to the health, safety or 
welfare of the public or those utilizing the property provided the proposed addition is constructed 
to current building codes.  

VARIANCE 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development has analyzed the application for a 
variance to reduce the minimum interior side yard requirement adjacent to the north lot line from 5 
feet to 4 feet to allow an open covered porch, based on the following findings: 
 

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 due to circumstances unique to the 
property.  The porch is a permitted obstruction except in that area that extends 9 inches past the 
north wall of the dwelling.  The porch is proposed to extend past the north wall because it will 
connect to the proposed ramp.     
 

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. 

In general, yard controls are established to provide for the orderly development and use of land and 
to minimize conflicts among land uses by regulating the dimension and use of yards in order to 
provide adequate light, air, open space and separation of uses.  The porch would abut the proposed 
ramp.  The porch extension would be located under the eave edge of the porch roof and would not 
be discernable to a passerby.  As described in the findings above, there isn’t a suitable alternate 
location for the ramp.  The request is reasonable and consistent with the intent of the ordinance 
and the comprehensive plan. 
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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 the variance would not affect the character of the area or be injurious to the use or 
enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. The porch extension would be located under the porch 
eave edge.  To ensure the design of the porch is compatible with the dwelling, staff is recommending 
that the finish of the porch shall match the finish of the dwelling or the trim on the dwelling and that 
raw or unfinished lumber shall not be permitted.  If granted, the proposed variance will not be 
detrimental to the health, safety or welfare of the public or those utilizing the property provided the 
proposed addition is constructed to current building codes.  

VARIANCE 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development has analyzed the application for a 
variance to reduce the minimum interior side yard requirement adjacent to the south lot line from 5 
feet to 3.5 feet to allow an open covered porch, based on the following findings: 
 

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 due to circumstances unique to the 
property.  There is an existing deck on the south side of the house that will be incorporated into 
the proposed porch.  It is 4.3 feet from the side lot line.  The side porch columns would abut the 
deck and would be located 3.5 feet from the side lot line.  The eave and gutter of the porch roof 
would be located 2.5 feet from the side lot line.  The porch will provide a sheltered area to access 
the existing side entrance and is part of an accessible route through the property, making it more 
accessible to the owners who would like to age in place. 
  

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. 

In general, yard controls are established to provide for the orderly development and use of land and 
to minimize conflicts among land uses by regulating the dimension and use of yards in order to 
provide adequate light, air, open space and separation of uses.  The policies of the comprehensive 
plan are consistent with the yard regulations, but also promote accessible housing designs to 
support persons with disabilities and the elderly.  The porch will provide a sheltered area to access 
the existing side entrance and is part of an accessible route through the property, making it more 
accessible for the owners who would like to age in place.  The dwelling to the south is set back 5 
feet from the shared lot line.  Because the subject property is to the north, the side porch would 
not have any effect on surrounding properties access to light and air.  The porch should also have 
no more impact than the existing deck.  The request is reasonable and consistent with the intent of 
the ordinance and the comprehensive plan. 
 

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. 
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The granting of the variance would not affect the character of the area or be injurious to the use or 
enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. The dwelling to the south is set back 5 feet from the 
shared lot line.  Because the subject property is to the north, the side porch would not have any 
effect on surrounding properties access to light and air.  The porch should also have no more 
impact than the existing deck.  To ensure the design of the porch is compatible with the dwelling, 
staff is recommending that the finish of the porch shall match the finish of the dwelling or the trim 
on the dwelling and that raw or unfinished lumber shall not be permitted.  If granted, the proposed 
variance will not be detrimental to the health, safety or welfare of the public or those utilizing the 
property provided the proposed addition is constructed to current building codes. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Recommendation of the Department of Community Planning and Economic Development 
for the Variance: 

The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the Board of 
Adjustment adopt the above findings and approve the application for a variance to increase the 
maximum height of a fence/retaining wall not retaining natural grade from 3 feet up to 8 feet in the 
required front yard adjacent to Pierce Street Northeast located at 3331 Pierce Street Northeast, 
subject to the following conditions: 

1. The opacity of the railings shall not be more than 50 percent. 

2. The railings on the walls shall be compatible with the railings on the porch.  Raw or unfinished 
lumber shall not be permitted. 

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

4. All site improvements shall be completed by February 5, 2017, 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 
for the Variance: 

The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the Board of 
Adjustment adopt the above findings and approve the application for a variance to reduce the minimum 
interior side yard requirement adjacent to the north lot line from 5 feet to 4 feet to allow an open 
covered porch located at 3331 Pierce Street Northeast, subject to the following conditions: 

1. The finish of the porch shall match the finish of the dwelling or the trim on the dwelling.  Raw 
or unfinished lumber shall not be permitted. 
 

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

3. All site improvements shall be completed by February 5, 2017, unless extended by the Zoning 
Administrator, or the permit may be revoked for non-compliance. 
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Recommendation of the Department of Community Planning and Economic Development 
for the Variance: 

The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the Board of 
Adjustment adopt the above findings and approve the application for a variance to reduce the minimum 
interior side yard requirements adjacent to the south lot line from 5 feet to 3.5 feet to allow an open 
covered porch located at 3331 Pierce Street Northeast, subject to the following conditions: 

1. The finish of the porch shall match the finish of the dwelling or the trim on the dwelling.  Raw 
or unfinished lumber shall not be permitted. 
 

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

3. All site improvements shall be completed by February 5, 2017, unless extended by the Zoning 
Administrator, or the permit may be revoked for non-compliance. 

 

 

 
ATTACHMENTS 

1. Written description and findings submitted by applicant 
2. Zoning map 
3. Site survey  
4. Site plan 
5. Floor plans 
6. Building elevations 
7. Photos 
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NAME OF APPLICANT
Elizabeth and Kenneth MacCaskie

3331 Pierce St NE BZZ-6976
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