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LAND USE APPLICATION SUMMARY 

Property Location: 1710 Plymouth Avenue North 

Project Name:  1710 Plymouth Avenue North Fence 

Prepared By: Mei-Ling Smith, City Planner, (612) 673-5342 

Applicant: Minneapolis Public Housing Authority 

Project Contact:  Kent Simon, Miller Hanson Partners 

Request:  To install a six-foot fence. 

Required Applications: 

Variance  
To increase the maximum height of an open, ornamental fence in the required 
front yards adjacent to Plymouth Avenue North and Knox Avenue North from 
4 feet to 6 feet. 

SITE DATA 

Existing Zoning R6 Multiple-Family District 

Lot Area 48,976 square feet / 1.12 acres 

Ward(s) 5 
Neighborhood(s) Northside Residents Redevelopment Council 

Designated Future 
Land Use Urban Neighborhood 

Land Use Features Community Corridor (Plymouth Avenue North) 

Small Area Plan(s) Not applicable 

 

  

CPED STAFF REPORT 
Prepared for the Zoning Board of Adjustment 

BOA Agenda Item #3 
September 29, 2016 

BZZ-7886 

mailto:mei-ling.smith@minneapolismn.gov


Department of Community Planning and Economic Development 
BZZ-7886 

 

 

 
2 

BACKGROUND 

SITE DESCRIPTION AND PRESENT USE. The subject site contains a seven-story apartment 
building that was constructed in 1970 and contains 83 dwelling units. The site faces public streets on 
three sides: Plymouth Avenue North (to the south), Knox Avenue North (to the east), and Logan 
Avenue North (to the west). The site contains a surface parking lot to the north, which separates the 
building from the residential uses to the north. 

SURROUNDING PROPERTIES AND NEIGHBORHOOD. The subject property is located 
along Plymouth Avenue North, which is a Community Corridor that contains a variety of residential, 
institutional, commercial, and industrial uses. There are primarily low-density residential uses to the 
north of the site. 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION. The applicant is proposing to add approximately 220 linear feet of six-
foot-tall ornamental fencing along the east and south sides of the property. The fence would enclose the 
green space at the southeast corner of the site between the building and the public sidewalk. The 
proposed fence would match the height and design of the existing six-foot tall ornamental fence (picket 
style, powder-coated painted steel) which is along portions of the west, north, and east sides of the 
property. The structural posts would be spaces between six and eight feet apart. According to the 
applicant, the existing six-foot fence was installed in 1990. The applicant has stated that an additional six-
foot-tall fence is necessary along the south and west property lines in order to prevent unwanted 
pedestrian traffic and to increase security on the site. 

The minimum front setback requirement for the property is 15 feet based on its R6 zoning classification. 
The maximum allowed height of a fence in a required front yard is three feet, or four feet if the fence is 
constructed of open, decorative, ornamental materials that are less than 60 percent opaque. A variance 
is required to the proposed six-foot ornamental fence in the required yards adjacent to Plymouth 
Avenue North and Knox Avenue North; approximately 125 linear feet of fencing would be located in 
the required front yard along Plymouth Avenue North, and approximately 91 linear feet of fencing 
would be located within the required front yard along Knox Avenue North. 

PUBLIC COMMENTS. Staff has not received any public comments as of the printing of this report. 
Any correspondence received prior to the public meeting will be forwarded to the Zoning 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 an ornamental fence in the required front yard adjacent to 
Plymouth Avenue North from 4 feet to 6 feet, and a variance to increase the maximum height of an 
ornamental fence in the required front yard adjacent to Knox Avenue North from 4 feet to 6 feet, 
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. 

Both variances: The circumstances of the fence height variances are not unique to the parcel and 
have been created by the applicant. The applicant states that the proposed fence’s design and 

https://www.municode.com/library/mn/minneapolis/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=MICOOR_TIT20ZOCO_CH525ADEN_ARTIXVA_525.500REFI
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location on the property is necessary to increase security on the property. The applicant has 
submitted documentation to outline the frequency and nature of the police calls made to the 
property. The applicant is proposing a fence that could be up to four feet in height in the required 
front yards, or up to eight feet in height outside of a required yard. The landscaped area between 
the building and the front property line adjacent to Plymouth Avenue North is approximately 35 
feet wide, whereas the front yard setback requirement is 15 feet. Similarly, the landscaped area 
between building and the front property line along Knox Avenue North is approximately 20 feet 
wide. Therefore, it would be possible to avoid a variance by placing the six-foot fence outside of the 
required yards and locating it closer to the building, or by proposing a four-foot-tall ornamental 
fence within the required front yards. Staff does not find that a practical difficulty exists in meeting 
the maximum height allowance of four feet for an ornamental fence. 

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. 

Both variances: Section 535.370 of the zoning code states that the intent of the standards 
governing fences is “to promote the public health, safety and welfare, encourage an aesthetic 
environment and allow for privacy, while maintaining access to light and air.” The placement of the 
existing building between 20 and 35 feet from the applicable property lines would allow for a six-
foot fence outside of the required front yards. Alternatively, staff finds that a four-foot-tall 
ornamental fence in the proposed location, as allowed by ordinance, could allow for effective 
deterrence for trespassers while meeting the intent of the ordinance. 

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. 

Both variances: The proposed six-foot-tall fence may alter the essential character and be injurious 
to the use or enjoyment of property in the vicinity. Staff finds that the proposed fencing, which 
exceeds the permitted height of a 60 percent opaque ornamental fence by two feet within 15 feet of 
the front property lines, would diminish the pedestrian experience and aesthetic environment in the 
area. Granting the fence variance would not likely be detrimental to the health, safety, or welfare of 
the general public. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the Zoning 
Board of Adjustment adopt staff findings for the applications by Kent Simon, on behalf of Minneapolis 
Public Housing Authority (MPHA), for the property located at 1710 Plymouth Avenue North: 

A. Variance. 

Recommended motion: Deny the variance to increase the maximum height of an open, 
ornamental fence in the required front yards adjacent to Plymouth Avenue North and Knox 
Avenue North from 4 feet to 6 feet.  
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ATTACHMENTS 

1. Zoning map 
2. Oblique aerial photo 
3. Written description and findings submitted by applicant 
4. Site plan 
5. Plans 
6. Photos 
7. Public comments 
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STATEMENT OF PROPOSED USE AND DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT: 
 
Rainbow Terrace – Minneapolis Public Housing Authority (MPHA) 
1710 Plymouth Avenue North 
Minneapolis, MN  55411 
Neighborhood: Willard-Hay 
 
Contact: Nina Soffer – Senior Project Manager, MPHA 
 Facilities and Development 
 1001 North Washington Avenue 
 Minneapolis, MN  55401-1043 
 Direct: (612) 979-8806 
 nsoffer@mplspha.org 
 
 Kent Simon – Architect, Miller Hanson Partners 
 1201 Hawthorne Avenue 
 Minneapolis, MN  55403 
 Direct: (612) 877-7070 
 ksimon@millerhanson.com 
 
Services: Senior Designated Building 
Units: 84 
Stories: 7 
 
Property Description:  Constructed in 1970, Rainbow Terrace is an eighty-four (84) unit high-rise public housing 
facility for senior living.  The one and twenty-two hundredths (1.22) acre site is bound to the north by single-family 
and duplex residential structures, to the south by Plymouth Avenue North, to the east by Knox Avenue North, and to 
the west by Logan Avenue North.  The building is composed of four (4) linearly connected towers. 
 
Project Description:  Security Improvement Project – The installation of six (6) foot high fencing along the east and 
south sides of the property.  The proposed fence will match the existing fence on the west and north sides of the 
property; it will be painted steel, with pointed (pinched) top pickets and structural posts—with concrete frost 
footings—spaced six (6) to eight (8) feet apart. 
 
Variance Request:  The current City of Minneapolis Zoning Code limits the fence height (as stated below) on the front 
and corner sides of the property lines to four (4) feet high.  We are requesting to use a consistent six (6) foot high 
fence in all locations.  The new fence will make it more difficult for potential perpetrators and keep tenants more safe. 
 

535.420. – Fence Height 
 

Fence height shall be limited by its location as specified below.  Except as otherwise provided in sections (1) and (2) below, the 
maximum fence height may be increased by two (2) feet if the entire fence is constructed of open, decorative, ornamental fencing 
materials that are less than sixty (60) percent opaque … In no case shall a fence exceed eight (8) feet in height, regardless of 
location. 

(1) Front yard.  Fences located in the required front yard shall not exceed there (3) feet in height.  The maximum fence 
height may be increased by one (1) foot if constructed of open, decorative, ornamental fencing materials that are less 
than sixty (60) percent opaque. 

(2) Corner side yard.  Fences located in the required corner side yard shall not exceed three (3) feet in height.  The 
maximum fence height may be increased by one (1) foot if constructed of open, decorative, ornamental fencing materials 
that are less than sixty (60) percent opaque.  In addition, the maximum height may be increased to six (6) feet beginning 
at the point of intersection of the corner side wall and the rear wall of the principal structure to the rear lot line. … 

(Minneapolis, Minnesota – Code of Ordinances; Article VI. - Fences, 535.420 – Fence Height) 

mailto:nsoffer@mplspha.org
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Image 1  Existing 6-0 fence, Knox Avenue looking south to Plymouth Avenue 
 

 
Image 2   Knox Avenue looking west at area to be fenced 



 
Image 3  Area to be fenced in 
 

 
Image 4  Existing retaining wall, Plymouth Avenue side 
 
 
 
 



 
Image 5  Pedestrian entry on Plymouth Avenue, area to be fenced on the right 
 

 
Image 6  Pedestrian entry on Plymouth Avenue, area to be fenced on the right 
 
 
 
 



 
Image 7  Pedestrian entry on Plymouth Avenue, area to be fenced on the right 
 

 
Image 8  From Plymouth Avenue, looking north along Knox Avenue 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Image 9  Existing fence, Knox Avenue side 



 
 
 

 
Image 10  Existing 6-0  fence, Knox Avenue side 
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