
 

Date Application Deemed Complete March 19, 2015 Date Extension Letter Sent Not applicable 

End of 60-Day Decision Period May 18, 2015 End of 120-Day Decision Period Not applicable 

 

CPED STAFF REPORT 
Prepared for the City Planning Commission 
 
 

 

LAND USE APPLICATION SUMMARY 

Property Location: 501-05 Nicollet Mall 
Project Name:  CenterPoint Energy and MeetMinneapolis Signage 
Prepared By: Shanna Sether, Senior City Planner, (612) 673-2307 
Applicant:  CenterPoint Energy 

Project Contact:   John Ward 
Request:  To allow for two new walls signs and five new dynamic signs. 
Required Applications: 
Conditional Use 
Permit To allow dynamic signs in the B4-2 District. 

Variance  To allow more than one dynamic sign. 
Variance  To increase the maximum height of dynamic signs. 
Variance To increase the maximum area of dynamic signs. 
Variance For the duration of message of dynamic signs. 
Variance To increase the maximum height of wall signs. 

 

SITE DATA 
 

Existing Zoning 
B4-2 Downtown Business District 
DP Downtown Parking Overlay District 
NM Nicollet Mall Overlay District 

Lot Area 58,143 square feet / 1.33 acres 
Ward(s) 3 
Neighborhood(s) Downtown Minneapolis Neighborhood Association  
Designated Future 
Land Use Commercial 

Land Use Features 
Commercial Corridor (Nicollet Mall) 
Major Retail Center 
Growth Center 

Small Area Plan(s) Downtown East/North Loop Master Plan (2010) 
  

CPC Agenda Item #4 
April 13, 2015 

BZZ-7064 

mailto:shanna.sether@minneapolismn.gov
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/cped/planning/master-plans_downtown-east-north-loop_index
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BACKGROUND 

SITE DESCRIPTION AND PRESENT USE. The subject property is located on Nicollet Mall 
between 5th Street South and 6th Street South. The existing building was recently converted from retail 
(Neiman Marcus) to a mixed use building with offices for CenterPoint Energy and MeetMinneapolis on 
the first floor at the corner of 5th Street South and Nicollet Mall.  

SURROUNDING PROPERTIES AND NEIGHBORHOOD. The surrounding properties are also 
located within the downtown core and include a mix of uses, including office, residential and retail. The 
Nicollet Mall Metro Station is located immediately adjacent to the subject property. 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION. The applicants have provided a new master sign plan for the two uses in 
the building. MeetMinneapolis has proposed a series of five dynamic signs that work in concert with each 
other. The signs display moving images depicting Minneapolis as a brand. The signs are fabricated with 
film that adheres to the inside of the window. A projector will project the images onto the translucent 
film and the signs can be seen from the outside. This sign type is a dynamic sign, which is a conditional 
use in the B4-2 District; the applicants have requested the conditional use permit to allow for the 
proposed signs.  

The signs will be located along the upper edge of five storefront windows – three along 5th Street South 
and two along Nicollet Mall. Although the signs work in concert with each other, there are five 
individual film strips, interrupted by mullions and building walls, and have been determined to be five 
individual signs. The maximum number of dynamic signs allowed in the B4-2 District is one; the applicant 
is seeking a variance to increase to five dynamic signs.   

Dynamic signs are limited to 14 feet in height and 32 square feet in area. The proposed signs are located 
approximately 18.5 feet in height measured from the adjacent sidewalk to the top of the sign. The three 
signs facing 5th Street South will be 3.5 feet by 10.5 feet (36.75 square feet) each and the two signs facing 
Nicollet Mall will be 3.5 feet by 18.7 feet (65.3 square feet) each. The applicant is seeking variances to 
increase the maximum height and area of the proposed signs.  

The proposed signage for MeetMinneapolis is dynamic signage where the image moves and is not static 
for a period of 60 seconds or greater. The displays will include video that will not be greater than 30 
seconds long. Therefore, the applicants are seeking a variance to reduce the duration of message to a 
maximum of 60 frames per second during the video display.  

CenterPoint Energy has applied for two new, non-illuminated wall signs, approximately 24 square feet in 
area. One will be located on the primary building wall along 5th Street South and the other will be 
located on the primary building wall facing Nicollet Mall. Both of the proposed wall signs exceed the 
maximum height of 28 feet. The signs will be approximately 40 feet in height along 5th Street South, 
measured from the adjacent sidewalk to the top of the sign, and 37.5 feet in height along Nicollet Mall. 
The applicant is seeking a variance to increase the maximum height of the proposed wall signs. 
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RELATED APPROVALS.  

Planning Case # Application Description Action 
BZZ-6224 Variance to the NM 

Nicollet Mall Overlay 
standard to reduce the 
minimum gross floor 
area street level retail 
or restaurant from 60% 
to approximately 20%. 

Approximately 20% of 
the frontage along 
Nicollet Mall is to be 
used for 
MeetMinneapolis. 

The Zoning Board of 
Adjustment approved 
the requested variance 
on October 10, 2013. 

PUBLIC COMMENTS. MeetMinneapolis met with the Downtown Minneapolis Neighborhood 
Association (DMNA) on March 16, 2015, to show the proposed dynamic signage. DMNA has submitted 
a letter of support for the requested land use approvals for the proposed signage. A copy of their letter 
is attached to the staff report. Any additional correspondence received prior to the public meeting will 
be forwarded on to the Planning Commission for consideration.  

ANALYSIS 

CONDITIONAL USE PERMIT 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development has analyzed the application to 
allow for dynamic signage in the B4-2 District based on the following findings: 

1. The establishment, maintenance or operation of the conditional use will not be detrimental to or endanger 
the public health, safety, comfort or general welfare. 

The applicant is proposing a series of five dynamic signs that will work in concert with each other. 
The signs display moving images depicting Minneapolis as a brand. The signs are fabricated with film 
that adheres to the inside of the window. A projector will project the images onto the translucent 
film and the signs can be seen from the outside. The signs will be located along the upper edge of 
five storefront windows – three along 5th Street South and two along Nicollet Mall. The proposed 
dynamic signs will be between 1,300 and 5,000 nits between sunrise and sunset and a maximum of 
500 nits between sunset and sunrise. Staff finds that the proposed dynamic sign wills not be 
detrimental to or endanger the public health, safety, comfort or general welfare based on the 
location, height and luminance proposed.  

2. The conditional use will not be injurious to the use and enjoyment of other property in the vicinity and will 
not impede the normal and orderly development and improvement of surrounding property for uses 
permitted in the district. 

The surrounding properties are fully developed and include a mix of uses, including office, residential 
and retail. The Nicollet Mall Metro Station is located between the subject property and the nearest 
residential use – Nic on 5th. The residential dwelling units for the Nic on 5th start on the 6th floor 
and the proposed signs will not face directly into any residential windows. Therefore, the proposed 
dynamic signs will not be detrimental to the use and enjoyment of other property in the vicinity and 

http://www.minneapolismn.gov/meetings/zba/WCMS1P-115523
https://www.municode.com/library/mn/minneapolis/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=MICOOR_TIT20ZOCO_CH525ADEN_ARTVIICOUSPE
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will not impede on the normal and orderly development and improvement of surrounding property 
in the surrounding area.  

 

3. Adequate utilities, access roads, drainage, necessary facilities or other measures, have been or will be 
provided. 

 
The utilities, access, drainage, and other facilities are existing and adequate and should not be 
impacted by the proposed sign.   
 

4. Adequate measures have been or will be taken to minimize traffic congestion in the public streets. 
 
The addition of a dynamic sign would not have an impact on traffic congestion in the public streets. 
In addition, the proposed signage should not create a distraction for drivers because the display is 
elevated to the top of the windows and faces Nicollet Mall and 5th Street South, which are primarily 
streets serving MetroTransit.  
 

5. The conditional use is consistent with the applicable policies of the comprehensive plan. 
 
The Minneapolis Plan for Sustainable Growth states the following about signs. “Sign design needs to 
balance the desire to convey information with a need to maintain visual aesthetics so signage is not 
intrusive.  The scale of signage should be geared toward the pedestrian and less to the automobile. 
Unique signage that incorporates unusual materials or designs is encouraged.” 

The proposed signage is consistent with the following policies of The Minneapolis Plan for Sustainable 
Growth:  

Urban Design Policy 10.20: Promote an attractive environment by minimizing visual 
clutter and confusion caused by a proliferation of signage.  

10.20.1 Location, size, height and spacing of off-premise advertising signs and billboards shall be 
regulated to minimize their visual blighting effects. 

10.20.2 Master sign plans shall be submitted for multi-tenant buildings to ensure a 
complementary relationship between signage and the architecture of a building. 

10.20.3 Develop incentives for exceptional sign design and style, including a special review 
process to ensure appropriate location, size, height and compatible design to the 
architecture of the building and other signage. 

10.20.4 Develop a consistent, city-wide wayfinding signage design and maintenance plan for 
neighborhoods, trails, etc. 

Urban Design Policy 10.21: Unique areas and neighborhoods within the city should have 
a special set of sign standards to allow for effective signage appropriate to the planned 
character of each area/neighborhood.  

10.21.1  Supporting the regional draw of Downtown entertainment areas, larger scale signage 
shall be allowed in appropriate places (such as the Hennepin Avenue Downtown 
Entertainment Area and Nicollet Mall Overlay District).  

10.21.2 To promote street life and activity, signs should be located and sized to be viewed by 
people on foot (not vehicles) in order to preserve and encourage the pedestrian 
character of commercial areas that have traditional urban form. 
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Although not a City-adopted land use plan, the Downtown 2025 Plan states that Nicollet Mall 
should establish ‘must-see’ destinations along the route and encourages Nicollet Mall to be 
extended from the Walker Art Center, through Loring Park, to the Mississippi River and terminating 
at the Hennepin Avenue Bridge. Staff finds that the proposed dynamic signs are consistent with the 
applicable policies of the comprehensive plan. 

 

 

6. The conditional use shall, in all other respects, conform to the applicable regulations of the district in which it 
is located. 

If the requested land use applications are approved, the proposal will comply with all provisions of 
B4-2 District.  

VARIANCE 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development has analyzed the application for 
variances (1) to allow for more than one dynamic sign; (2) increase the maximum height of dynamic 
signs; (3) to increase the maximum area of dynamic signs; (4) for the duration of message for dynamic 
signs 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. 

Staff finds that there are practical difficulties in complying with the requested dynamic sign variances 
due to circumstances unique to the parcel. The signs are located at the corner of 5th Street South 
and Nicollet Mall. The subject property is uniquely situated immediately adjacent to the Nicollet Mall 
Metro Station and is intended to advertise Minneapolis as a brand and to direct newcomers and 
residents to the Minneapolis Visitor Information Center. The sign content is intended to advertise 
Minneapolis neighborhoods and businesses in 30 second videos. The video display will change at a 
maximum speed of 60 frames per second. The applicant describes this intersection as the Gateway 
to Downtown and the Riverfront. Staff finds that these circumstances have not been created by the 
applicant.  

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. 

Staff finds that the applicant is utilizing the property in a reasonable manner consistent with the spirit 
and intent of the ordinance and the comprehensive plan. The five dynamic signs work in concert 
with each other as one sign and will be sized appropriately to allow for the continued views in and 
out of the MeetMinneapolis retail space. The signs will display moving images by projecting light from 
inside the building onto a translucent film on the inside of the windows. Staff finds that the applicant 
is proposing unique signage that incorporates unusual materials or designs, which are encouraged by 
the comprehensive plan. Additional comprehensive plan analysis specific to the proposed dynamic 
signs was discussed in finding #5 for the conditional use permit.   

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. 

https://www.municode.com/library/mn/minneapolis/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=MICOOR_TIT20ZOCO_CH525ADEN_ARTIXVA_525.500REFI
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Granting of the variances to allow for the proposed dynamic signs will not alter the essential 
character of the locality. The subject property is located on Nicollet Mall, immediately adjacent to 
the Nicollet Mall Metro Station on 5th Street South. The applicant describes this intersection as the 
Gateway to Downtown and the Riverfront and unique areas and neighborhoods, including 
Downtown and on Nicollet Mall, should have larger scale signage, according to the comprehensive 
plan. The applicant has demonstrated that the proposed dynamic signs will not be injurious to the 
use or enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. The luminance will meet the standards set forth 
in section 543.340 Dynamic Signs, will continue to allow for views in and out of the MeetMinneapolis 
retail space and the proposed signs will not front directly into residential dwelling units. If granted, 
the proposed variances will not be detrimental to the health, safety, or welfare of the general public 
or those utilizing the property or nearby properties. The proposed signs will have mechanisms to 
allow for the dimming of the light after sunset.  

VARIANCE 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development has analyzed the application for a 
variance to increase the maximum height of two wall signs 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. 

Staff finds that there are practical difficulties in complying with the maximum sign height 
requirements due to circumstances that are unique to the parcel.  The applicant states the increased 
height of the proposed signs is due to the unique identification needs given the size of the site and 
the location of the building on the site. The number of locations on the building where signage could 
be placed is limited due to the architecture of the building and the number of windows on the 
building. Further, the subject property is over one acre in area and will face the Nicollet Mall Metro 
Station and Nicollet Mall, which reduces the visibility of the property due to the overhead wires and 
architectural features of the station and existing structures. Staff finds that these circumstances have 
not been created by the applicant.  

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 regulations governing on-premise signs were established to allow effective signage appropriate 
to the planned character of each zoning district, to promote an attractive environment by 
minimizing visual clutter and confusion, to minimize adverse effects on nearby property and to 
protect the public health safety and welfare. The subject property is zoned B4-2 Downtown 
Business District. The proposed signage would be in keeping with the spirit and intent of the 
ordinance at a height of approximately 40 and 37.5 feet given the size and location of the structure. 
The size and type of signs proposed meet the requirements in the ordinance.  The applicant states 
that the increased height is required due to the architectural features of the building and the 
visibility due to the adjacent LRT station and existing buildings along Nicollet Mall.  Staff finds that 
the proposed height of the sign will allow for a reasonable use of the property. 

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 proposed signage will not alter the essential character or be injurious to the use or enjoyment 
of property in the vicinity. The proposed signage will be installed facing 5th Street South and Nicollet 
Mall and the sign copy will be the name and logo for the building. The signs will be non-illuminated. 

https://www.municode.com/library/mn/minneapolis/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=MICOOR_TIT20ZOCO_CH525ADEN_ARTIXVA_525.500REFI
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The proposed signs would be located at a height of approximately 40 and 37.5 feet, measured from 
the adjacent grade. The signage will not front directly onto any property that would find the 
proposed sign overly imposing or intrusive. Therefore, granting the sign variance would not be 
detrimental to health, safety or welfare of the general public.  

 

In addition to the variance standards contained in Chapter 525 and this article, the 
City Planning Commission shall consider, but not be limited to, the following factors 
when determining sign variances or conditional use permits: 

 

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 applicants have provided a new master sign plan for the two uses in the building. 
MeetMinneapolis has proposed a series of five dynamic signs that work in concert with each 
other. CenterPoint Energy is proposing two non-illuminated walls signs. Both uses will have 
signage on the two primary building walls, 5th Street South and Nicollet Mall, to take advantage 
of pedestrian, bus, LRT and bicycle traffic along both corridors. The zoning code regulations 
governing on-premise signs were established to allow effective signage appropriate to the 
planned character of each zoning district, to promote an attractive environment by minimizing 
visual clutter and confusion, to minimize adverse effects on nearby property and to protect the 
public health safety and welfare. Staff finds that the proposed sign plan is appropriate to the 
planned character of the property and will allow for effective signage without leading to visual 
clutter. The proposed signage for MeetMinneapolis is intended to attract visitors and residents 
to the Visitor Information Center and advertise Minneapolis as a brand at this important 
intersection. The proposed signage for CenterPoint Energy is intended to identify the building. 
Staff finds that the proposed master sign plan is consistent with the purpose and intent of the 
zoning code and City policies. 

 

2. The sign adjustment will allow a sign that relates in size shape, materials, color, 
illumination and character to the function and architectural character of the 
building or property on which the sign will be located. 

Staff finds that the signage relates in size, shape, material, color, illumination and character of the 
building and the property. The sign will be painted metal with a non-illuminated white opaque 
vinyl infilling the letters. The sign plan states that the sign will be backlit, which is prohibited in 
the B4-2 District. The sign will have a halo effect and will be considered to be internally 
illuminated. Staff finds that the sign will be professionally installed with quality materials.  

 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the City 
Planning Commission adopt staff findings for the application(s) by CenterPoint Energy for the properties 
located at 501-505 Nicollet Mall: 
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A. Conditional Use Permit to allow dynamic signs in the B4-2 District. 

Recommended motion: Approve the conditional use permit for dynamic signs, subject to the 
following conditions: 

1. The conditional use permit shall be recorded with Hennepin County as required by Minn. 
Stat. 462.3595, subd. 4 before building permits may be issued or before the use or activity 
requiring a conditional use permit may commence. Unless extended by the zoning 
administrator, the conditional use permit shall expire if it is not recorded within two years 
of approval. 
 

B. Variance to allow more than one dynamic sign. 

Recommended motion: Approve the variance for five dynamic signs, subject to the following 
conditions: 

1. Approval of the sign permit and master sign plan by the Department of Community Planning 
and Economic Development. 
 

C. Variance to increase the maximum height of dynamic signs. 
Recommended motion: Approve the variance to increase the maximum height of dynamic signs 
from 14 feet to approximately 18.5 feet, subject to the following conditions: 

1. Approval of the sign permit and master sign plan by the Department of Community Planning 
and Economic Development. 
 

D. Variance to increase the maximum area of dynamic signs. 
Recommended motion: Approve the variance to increase the maximum area of dynamic signs 
from 32 square feet to approximately 240 square feet, for five dynamic signs subject to the 
following conditions: 

1. Approval of the sign permit and master sign plan by the Department of Community Planning 
and Economic Development. 
 

E. Variance for the duration of message for dynamic signs. 
Recommended motion: Approve the variance for the duration of message for dynamic signs, 
subject to the following conditions: 

1. Approval of the sign permit and master sign plan by the Department of Community Planning 
and Economic Development. 

F. Variance to increase the maximum height of two wall signs. 
Recommended motion: Approve the variance to increase the maximum height of dynamic signs 
from 28 feet to approximately 40 and 37.5 feet, subject to the following conditions: 

1. Approval of the sign permit and master sign plan by the Department of Community Planning 
and Economic Development. 
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ATTACHMENTS 

1. Written description and findings submitted by applicant 
2. Zoning map 
3. Site survey  
4. Sign plans 
5. Building elevations 
6. Renderings 
7. Photos 
8. Correspondence 
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40 S. 7th Street, STE 212 PMB 172 
Minneapolis, Minnesota   55402 

Phone:  (612) 659-1279 
 Online:  www.thedmna.org 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
March 23, 2015 
 
Shanna Sether, Senior City Planner 
City of Minneapolis - Community Planning and Economic Development Department 
Development Services Division 
250 4th Street South, Room 300   
Minneapolis, MN 55415 
 
RE: Meet Minneapolis - Minneapolis Visitors Information Center - 505 Nicollet Mall  
          
Dear Shanna: 
 
I am writing to you on behalf of the Downtown Minneapolis Neighborhood Association Board of Directors, regarding the 
sign variance and Conditional Use Permit applications submitted by Meet Minneapolis for 505 Nicollet Mall. Meet 
Minneapolis is proposing to locate a Visitors Information Center in CenterPoint Energy’s new corporate headquarters. 
 
Michael Rainville from Meet Minneapolis presented the applications at the March 16, 2015, DMNA Board meeting.  
Rainville explained that Meet Minneapolis is planning to locate a Visitors Information Center in the street level retail space 
of the new CenterPoint Energy headquarters building.  Meet Minneapolis is proposing to use a combination of static and 
dynamic signage to display information about city attractions and events, Minneapolis neighborhoods, as well as 
information about individual hospitality businesses.   
 
Rainville used PowerPoint slides to show the location the location and type of signage.  He stated that the signage will be 
located in the interior of the upper windows.  The height of the signage will be 3 ½ feet.  The total length of all of the 
windows is 67 feet.  Rainville noted that there are a total of five windows, two on Nicollet Mall and three on 5th Street.  
Rainville explained that Meet Minneapolis is seeking a variance from the height limit of the signage, as well as a CUP to use 
a dynamic signage system.   
 
Rainville concluded his presentation by asking the DMNA Board for a letter of support.  After some questions and 
discussion, the board passed a motion to provide a letter of support for Meet Minneapolis’ sign variance application to 
increase the maximum height of the signage, as well as the CUP application to allow for the use of a dynamic signage 
system.   
 
If you have any questions regarding this letter, please feel free to contact me at christie@hantge.com, or 320-583-4573.  
You may also contact DMNA Board Chair, Chad DiDonato, at Chad.DiDonato@gmail.com.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Christie Rock 
DMNA Coordinator / Finance Coordinator   
 
Cc. Michael Rainville, Meet Minneapolis  
 Chad DiDonato, DMNA Board Chair 
  
 

mailto:christie@hantge.com
mailto:Chad.DiDonato@gmail.com
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