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LAND USE APPLICATION SUMMARY

Property Location:
Project Name:
Prepared By:

Applicant:
Project Contact:

184 Seymour Avenue Southeast
184 Seymour Avenue Southeast Retaining Walls
Janelle Widmeier, Senior City Planner, (612) 673-3156

Amy Hargens

Jack Dorcey, Landscape Design Studios

Request: Construct retaining walls that would not retain natural grade.
Required Applications:
Variance To reduce the minimum interior side yard requirement adjacent to the north
lot line to allow a 12.5 foot tall retaining wall not retaining natural grade.
Variance To reduce the minimum interior side yard requirement adjacent to the south
lot line to allow a 12.5 foot tall retaining wall not retaining natural grade.
Variance To reduce the minimum rear yard requirement adjacent to the west lot line to
allow a 12.5 foot tall retaining wall not retaining natural grade.

SITE DATA

Existing Zoning

R2B Two-Family District
UA University Area Overlay District

Lot Area 6,510 square feet
Ward(s) 2
Neighborhood(s) Prospect Park

Designated Future
Land Use

Urban Neighborhood

Land Use Features

Not applicable.

Small Area Plan(s)

Stadium Village University Avenue Station Area Plan (2012)

Date Application Deemed Complete | October 23, 2015 Date Extension Letter Sent Not applicable

End of 60-Day Decision Period December 22,2015 | End of 120-Day Decision Period | Not applicable
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BACKGROUND

SITE DESCRIPTION AND PRESENT USE. The existing single-family dwelling was permitted for
construction in 1913. The dilapidated, detached 10 foot by 14 foot garage adjacent to the alley was
permitted for construction in 1921. There is an existing parking pad located at the front of the dwelling
with curb access from Seymour Avenue.

SURROUNDING PROPERTIES AND NEIGHBORHOOD. The surrounding properties are
predominately single-family dwellings. The subject property abuts a dead-end, unimproved public alley.
Interstate 94 is also one-half block away.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION. The applicant is proposing to install a retaining wall in the rear 34 feet of
the property located at 184 Seymour Avenue Southeast. In this area, there is a detached garage and the
grade slopes down |4 feet towards the public alley. The garage is proposed to be demolished. With
the construction of the 12.5 foot retailing wall, backfill would be added for the purpose of creating a
flatter, larger and more usable back yard. Along the alley, the wall would be 12.5 foot tall and the height
would taper where the natural grade rises. On top of the retaining wall, a 4 foot tall, open and
decorative aluminum fence would also be installed.

The retaining wall would abut the north and south interior side and the west rear lot lines. The
minimum yard requirement adjacent to the interior side lot lines is 6 feet. The minimum yard
requirement adjacent to the rear lot lines is 5 feet. Walls that retain natural grade are permitted
obstructions in required yards. However, walls that do not retain natural grade are not permitted
obstructions. Because the proposed wall would not be retaining natural grade, yard variances are
required to allow the wall.

PUBLIC COMMENTS. Correspondence from the neighborhood group was received and is attached

to this report. Any additional correspondence received prior to the public meeting will be forwarded
on to the Board of Adjustment for consideration.

ANALYSIS

The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development has analyzed the application for 1)
a variance to reduce the minimum interior side yard requirement adjacent to the north lot line, 2) a
variance to reduce the minimum interior side yard requirement adjacent to the south lot line, and 3) a
variance to reduce the minimum rear yard requirement adjacent to the west lot line to allow a 2.5 foot
tall retaining wall not retaining natural grade based on the following findings:

I. 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.

All variances: The minimum interior side yard setback requirements adjacent to the north and
south lot lines are 6 feet. The minimum rear yard setback requirement adjacent to the west lot line
is 5 feet. A retaining wall is proposed to be installed in the rear 34 feet of the subject property in
the required yards. In this area, the grade slopes down |4 feet towards the public alley. Along the
alley, the wall would be 12.5 foot tall and the height would taper where the natural grade rises. In
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required yards, retaining walls are not permitted obstructions when they do not retain natural
grade. The ordinance allows walls that retain natural grade.

Reasons stated by the applicant for requesting the variances include difficulty in maintaining the slope
and to allow for the removal of the existing dilapidated garage in order to address rodent, raccoon,
trespassing, and vagrancy issues. The garage holds up part of the slope. Replacing it with a retaining
wall would also prevent compromising the stability of the neighboring retaining walls.

For a 12.5 foot tall retaining wall not retaining natural grade, CPED staff did not find that practical
difficulties exist in complying with the ordinance because of circumstances unique to the property
that were not created by the applicant.  Although properties with substantial slopes are relatively
unique within the city, properties with significant slopes are common in the immediate area.
Therefore the steep slope is not a circumstance unique to this property. The slope also does not
prevent reasonable use of the property. Although the grade changes significantly at the rear of the
property, the remainder of the site is relatively flat. The need for a 12.5 foot tall wall would be
created by backfilling on top of the natural grade. To make the slope more manageable, a terraced
wall would more closely follow the topography without exceeding a height that would not be
allowed for a fence, similar to the neighbor’s property to the south. Stairs could be incorporated to
facilitate ease of access to provide maintenance. A terraced wall may still require yard variances to
account for some smaller portions not retaining natural grade, but would be more in keeping with
the spirit and intent of the ordinance.

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.

All variances: 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. When a wall does
not retain natural grade it is more akin to a fence in relation to impacts to adjacent properties.
Fence standards 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. Solid fences in
interior side and rear yards are allowed to be up to 6 feet in height. The proposed wall height
would greatly exceed what would be allowed for a fence. The total length of the wall would be |17
feet. Of that, approximately 80 feet would extend 6 or more feet above natural grade. A wall
supporting significant modifications to grade has the potential to impact privacy of adjacent
properties and reduce natural surveillance and visibility of the adjacent public alley. As proposed,
the request would not be reasonable or consistent with the intent of the ordinance and the
comprehensive plan. A terraced retaining wall could accomplish similar objectives stated by the
applicant without creating adverse impacts.

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.

All variances: The granting of the variances would likely affect the character of the area and be
injurious to the use or enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. When a wall does not retain
natural grade it is more akin to a fence in relation to impacts to adjacent properties. Solid fences in
interior side and rear yards are allowed to be up to 6 feet in height. The proposed wall height
would greatly exceed what would be allowed for a fence. The total length of the wall would be 117
feet. Of that, approximately 80 feet would extend 6 or more feet above natural grade. A 12.5 foot
tall wall supporting a significant modification of grade has the potential to impact privacy of adjacent
properties and the character of the area. Properties with significant slopes are common in the
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immediate area. Allowing tall retaining walls for significant grade modifications would also affect the
character of the area. The granting of the variances would not be detrimental to the health or
welfare of the public or those utilizing the property provided the proposed additions are
constructed to current building codes. However, reduced visibility of the adjacent public alley has
the potential to affect the safety of the surrounding area.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the Zoning
Board of Adjustment adopt staff findings for the applications by Amy Hargens for the property located
at 184 Seymour Avenue Southeast:

A. Variance of the north interior side yard requirement.

Recommended motion: Deny the variance to reduce the minimum interior side yard requirement
adjacent to the north lot line to allow a 12.5 foot tall retaining wall not retaining natural grade.

B. Variance of the south interior side yard requirement.

Recommended motion: Deny the variance to reduce the minimum interior side yard requirement
adjacent to the south lot line to allow a 12.5 foot tall retaining wall not retaining natural grade.

C. Variance of the west rear yard requirement.

Recommended motion: Deny the variance to reduce the minimum rear yard requirement adjacent to
the west lot line to allow a 12.5 foot tall retaining wall not retaining natural grade.

ATTACHMENTS

Written description and findings submitted by applicant
Zoning map

Site survey

Site plan

Engineered drawings

Photos and renderings

Wall materials

Public comments
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Landscape Design Studios, llc
2482 Mayfair Avenue, White Bear Lake, MN 55110

Property Owner: Amy Hargens
Landscape Designer: Jack Dorcey, Landscape Design Studios
Property Address: 184 Seymour Ave SE

Minneapolis, MN 55415

2015 Variance Request for Retaining Wall along 184 Seymour Ave SE Property Lines

Dear Neighbors of Prospect Park;
[ am a landscape designer working at 184 Seymour Ave SE.

We are hoping to improve the landscape, and one important goal is to tame the hillside on the west
side of the property, which slopes 16-18" down to the back alley, and has been full of volunteer
growth vegetation (buckthorn, boxelder, grape vine, etc.) for the past 40+ years. The back slope is no
longer maintainable by the homeowner, and the existing concrete garage is an unusable eyesore.

What we would like to proceed with is a retaining wall system that can retain the hillside and create
a larger more usable back yard. This will enable the hillside to be properly retained to prevent
erosion, and also will make it more easily maintained in the future.

The City of Minneapolis does not allow walls to be built in the set back on properties, so we are
applying for a variance in order to enable us to build a wall to properly retain the grade and establish

a stabilized back yard, with new landscape work to enhance the look of the yard.

Please refer to the existing conditions photos and the concept rendering attached.

Sincerely,

Jack Dorcey

Owner

Landscape Design Studios LLC
651-239-7038
jack@landscapedesignstudios.com

c/o Amy Hargens, 612-578-7008, alhargens@gmail.com
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Landscape Design Studios, llc
2482 Mayfair Avenue, White Bear Lake, MN 55110

Statement of Proposed Use and Description of the Project:

We propose to build a retaining wall on the setback area of the property of 184 Seymour Ave SE, in
Minneapolis, Minnesota. The existing conditions of the site have a steep hill grade, about 20 degrees,
off of the back yard to the alley in the back yard. The hill is too steep to be properly maintained by
the homeowner. We also propose removing an existing concrete garage that faces the alley and is
falling apart. The retaining wall will remove the issues of the slope and the maintainability of the
yard. The retaining wall will be 12’ tall, the same height of existing garage, and we purpose it be
allowed to be built on the property setbacks.

Variance Findings:

1. The property has a steep slope on the back third of the property. The slope is 15’ high and
extends 40’ into the property.

a.

Built on the rear property line is concrete garage that is beginning to fall apart. The
homeowner wants to remove this garage because it is unusable as a garage because
of its size, has no power to the structure, and has no access to the house from the
alley. The garage is 12’ tall and is built into the hillside. Removing the garage will
require restoring the hill. The neighboring property to the south has existing
retaining wall built on the property line and use the garage as a retaining wall for
the property. If the The garage has proven to be a safety issue because it has
become a home for rodents and raccoons. The garage also has become an attraction
to groups seeking shelter, groups like the homeless and partying teens.

Without the variance the wall will have to be set back from the property lines five
feet. The wall will be built, but the hill left on the sides, and behind the wall will be
left unmaintainable by the homeowner. When the garage is removed it will
undermine the existing stability of the southern neighbors existing retaining walls.
The new purposed wall will ensure the structural integrity of the neighboring walls.

2. The purposed retaining wall will raise the grade of the existing yard, allowing the
homeowner to better use, and maintain the property. Ms. Hargens has own the home since
1972, and raised her family there. Over the past few years she has found the hillside too
steep for her to further maintain. She has taken pride in maintaining a beautiful yard. She
would like to continue maintaining the yard to the level of standards she has for herself, and
that her neighbors have become accustomed. The purposed retaining wall will provide a
clean maintained look to many years to come.

3. The retaining wall will be in keeping with the existing character of the neighborhood.

a.
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Many homes have existing retaining walls that back up to the alley. Most of those
walls are built on what would be the set back of the property. Both neighboring
properties have walls built on the set back area. With many of the walls in the area
deteriorating it would be a drastic change to require new walls to be pushed off of
setbacks.

The purposed wall will increase the safety of the neighborhood. The alley behind
the property dead ends into a wooded area. There is generally very little traffic
along the alley, and that has drawn the interest of vagrants. The existing garage is a
welcome hiding place for homeless people, and others looking for a shelter out of
the site of authorities. The new wall will keep the area without hiding spots. The
over grown nature of the hillside has also been known as a dumping ground for
years. The existing garage is also housing many rodents and raccoons. These
vermin have caused problems for the neighbors over the years.



Landscape Design Studios, llc
2482 Mayfair Avenue, White Bear Lake, MN 55110

c. With many of her neighbors showing support for the project it is clear that the
general wellbeing of the neighborhood will be taken care of with the completion of
the project. The project will provide a clean and safe environment for everyone
whose property backs up to the alley.
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Amy Hargens
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Existing Site Conditions

Existing Garage Overgrowth on the hill



Existing Site Conditions

Existing 12’ tall garage



Proposed Retaining Wall

Current View Proposed View



Current View

Proposed View



Neighbor to the South

The property to the south of the Hargens residence has several
retaining walls. The existing retaining walls are built to the
property line, and rely on the existing garage to hold their
structural integrity. The new wall will work with the existing
walls to maintain the strength they have currently. The
neighbors walls sit within the property set backs.



Neighbor to the North

The property to the north of the
Hargens residence has an old retaining

wall that is also built to the property
lines.



Neighborhood Retaining Walls Built
within the setback, right on the
property line



Proposed Retaining Wall Material

The proposed wall will be constructed out of County Material Tribute
Retaining Wall Block. The wall block meets and exceeds all industry
standards. They color chosen is Rustic Cedar Blend. The block was
chosen for its strength as well as its aesthetic beauty. Pictures are of

County Tribute wall block used on project designed by Jack Dorcey of
Landscape Design Studios.
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