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AGENDA 

PLANNING COMMISSION 

Conference Room, City Hall  
June 10, 2019, 6:30 p.m.  

 

P A Member P A Member 

  Kleinschmidt, James   Knafla, Jerry 

  Esse, Robert   Czech, Joe 

  Gosiak, Frank   Oleson, Ben (Zoning Administrator) 

  Hanfler, Jeremy   Kimman, Greg (City Engineer) 

  Schilling, Kara     

CALL TO ORDER:  Planning Commission Chairperson 

ADOPT THE AGENDA: June 10, 2019 

APPROVAL OF MINUTES: May 13, 2019 

PUBLIC HEARINGS: 

1. None 

OLD BUSINESS:  

1. Discussion – Comprehensive Plan Update 

2. Discussion – Parking requirements 

NEW BUSINESS: 

1. Discussion – Sign issues during Highway 27 road construction 

2. Discussion – “Mother-in-law” apartments/Accessory dwellings 

NEXT REGULAR MEETING:  Monday, July 8, 2019 

ADJOURNMENT:   



MINUTES 

PLANNING COMMISSION 

Conference Room, City Hall  
May 13, 2019, 6:30 p.m.  

 

P A Member P A Member 

x  Kleinschmidt, James x  Knafla, Jerry 

x  Esse, Robert x  Czech, Joe 

x  Gosiak, Frank x  Oleson, Ben (Zoning Administrator) 

x  Hanfler, Jeremy x  Kimman, Greg (City Engineer) 

x  Schilling, Kara     

CALL TO ORDER:  The Planning Commission Meeting was called to order by Hanfler at 6:30 p.m. 

ADOPT THE AGENDA: A motion was made by Gosiak, seconded by Esse to adopt the agenda as 
presented.  Motion carried. 

APPROVAL OF MINUTES: A motion was made by Kleinschmidt, seconded by Schilling to approve 
the April 8, 2019 minutes of the Planning Commission. Motion carried. 

PUBLIC HEARINGS: 

1. None 

OLD BUSINESS:  

1. Discussion – Comprehensive Plan Update 

Oleson and Kimman led the Commission through a discussion of draft amendments to Chapters 1, 3 
and 6-9 of the City’s current (2006) Comprehensive Plan. A number of changes were suggested for 
Staff to make. Staff will continue updating the relevant data sections of the Plan. 

 

NEW BUSINESS: 

1. Discussion – Interpretation of “Buildable Area” for fence height regulations 

Oleson described some ambiguity in the current City Code regarding the allowable setback from 
property lines for fences between 6 and 8 feet in height. The Code states that they can go up to 8 feet 
in height in the “buildable area” of a lot. That term has been interpreted to meet the area where a 
dwelling could be built, but could also mean the area where any structure could be built. As an 
example, in most residential districts the dwelling setback would be 10 feet, an accessory structure 
over 48 square feet in size could be 5 feet and an accessory structure under 48 square feet could be 
as close as two feet. 

After discussion, the consensus of the Commission was that “buildable area” should be the area 
where any structure that needs a permit could be built – or in the example above – the same setback 
that would apply to an accessory structure that is over 200 square feet in size (5 feet from property 
line). 

2. Discussion – Parking Requirements based on number of employees 

Oleson noted that the section of the City Code determining how many parking spaces particular uses 
need is sometimes based partially on the number of employees in a building on the property. He 
noted that is a metric that is difficult to verify and that the number of employees can change regularly 
– especially in a multi-tenant building situation. 



The Commission directed Staff to continue this discussion by presenting potential options at a future 
meeting. 

NEXT REGULAR MEETING:  Monday, June 10, 2019 

ADJOURNMENT:  A motion was made by Kleinschmidt, seconded by Esse, to adjourn at 7:55 p.m.  
Motion carried unanimously. 
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STAFF REPORT 
 

Agenda Item:   Discussion – Comprehensive Plan Update 
 

Background Information: Following on the May 13 discussion of the Comprehensive 
Plan, Staff has made updates as noted at that meeting and is close to completing the 
update of the various data sections of the Plan. Our plan is to distribute the latest draft 
(likely at the June 10 meeting) just for your reference and review at your convenience 
while also distributing the draft to the following city committees for their review and 
comment.  

We will then plan to bring a summary of any comments received to the July regular 
meeting of the Planning Commission for any final edits before scheduling a public hearing 
– as soon as the August meeting. 

 

Planning Commission/Board of Adjustment Direction: We are not anticipating going 
through the latest draft of the Comprehensive Plan during the June 10 meeting. It will be 
handed out only for reference and review at your convenience. 

 

**************************************************************************************************** 

 

Agenda Item:   Discussion – Parking Requirements 
 

Background Information: At the May 2019 meeting of the Planning Commission, Staff 
was directed to provide potential options for regulating minimum parking space 
requirements differently. The discussion in May was that current requirements based 
often on the number of employees at a business was difficult to keep track of and enforce 
and that other methods may be warranted. 

Generally, minimum parking requirements have been a subject of significant debate 
around the country in recent years. Traditionally, minimum parking requirements are 
based on factors such as the number of employees, the square footage of a building, and 
the way in which a building is used. To critics of this system, there is little research-based 
evidence for these standards and the most common practice is just to survey other 
communities’ ordinances and adopt some version of those. Even when studies are 
conducted, critics point out that they are based on observations of parking needs at peak 
times only (such as on the day after Thanksgiving) rather than on average needs. As a 
result, many communities end up requiring far more parking than is actually needed for 
all but the busiest times of year. To add to the confusion, parking needs depend on a 
myriad of other factors such as the “walkability” of a neighborhood, the availability of 
public transportation, perceptions about how far people would feel comfortable walking 
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from their car to their destination and aspects such as the age of residents in a particular 
neighborhood or community. 

Much of the debate has focused on large metropolitan communities where proponents of 
relaxing or even eliminating minimum parking requirements argue for increased public 
transit investments and higher densities of development to create less auto-dependent 
neighborhoods and commercial areas. These arguments are harder to make in smaller 
towns in more rural areas of a state such as Little Falls. 

Still, complaints about a lack of adequate parking in downtown Little Falls in particular 
abound even as there are competing complaints about the high cost of providing parking 
spaces that a land or building owner may feel are unnecessary. 

Staff would suggest the Commission discuss the following options for how to proceed: 

1. Retain the traditional approach to determining minimum parking requirements, 
except to eliminate calculations that incorporate the number of employees into the 
mix. No conditional use permits would be necessary. 

2. Retain the traditional methods of calculating minimum amounts of parking 
needed (as modified in #1), but only require that some percentage of those spaces 
actually be constructed. Space on the parcel would need to be set aside for the 
difference between what is constructed and what is required so that additional 
spaces could be constructed as needed. NOTE: A conditional use permit could be 
required to be granted this flexibility to construct fewer spaces so that the City would retain 
some control over when additional spaces need to be constructed. 

3. Address parking requirements on more of a case-by-case basis, with developers 
proposing a certain amount of parking that would be subject to approval by the 
Planning Commission and/or City Council, likely through a conditional use 
permit. 

4. Conduct a study of various local parking lots to observe how many parking spaces 
are needed and generate minimum parking calculations based at least partly on 
that information. 

5. Seek to identify opportunities for shared parking – either through city-owned 
parking lots in strategic locations or by allowing/encouraging shared parking 
between businesses and other uses in high parking-need areas. 

6. Eliminate minimum parking requirements entirely and leave it up to land and 
building owners to determine what they need to make their business successful. 

7. Other ideas? 

 

Planning Commission/Board of Adjustment Direction: This agenda item is for 
discussion only, and for providing Staff with guidance as to which method of regulating 
parking the Planning Commission would like to continue exploring. 
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STAFF REPORT 
 

Agenda Item:   Discussion – Possible ordinance amendments to Section 5.30 (Sign 
Regulations). 
 

Background Information: In November 2018, the Commission discussed possible 
changes in advance of the upcoming major road work scheduled for State Highway 
27/Broadway Avenue. At that time, the Planning Commission decided it did not feel 
changes to the City Code were necessary. 

As the City Council has recently discussed this issue in relation to concerns expressed by 
existing businesses in the area, the issue is being brought up again for more discussion. 

As stated in the November 2018 staff report, one option that exists for those businesses in 
the current ordinance would be to apply for a variance. However, Staff is concerned that 
granting such variances could make the allowable increase in signage allowed permanent. 
In other words, once the variance is granted, it could not be taken away when the road 
construction is completed. 

Another option would be to allow for the increased signage as an “interim use” – a 
temporary use that is allowed for a specified amount of time. Interim uses are allowed by 
state law, but such uses are not currently allowed for in the City Code. The Planning 
Commission discussed adding language in the recent past to allow for interim uses, but 
decided against it as the immediate need for that authorization was eliminated when it 
was determined that interim uses would not be used in relation to other proposed 
ordinance amendments. 

Ultimately, the discussion tonight is to move towards determining whether to create 
opportunities for temporary increases in signage that may be beyond what is allowed by 
the current City Code. Some questions that would arise – either as part of allowing for 
them by interim use or regardless of how it would be approved – include: 

1. Should it only apply for commercial/industrial zoning districts? 

2. Should it apply to nonresidential uses in residential districts (like the Hospital or 
Convent or similar) 

3. Should it apply to residential properties? 

4. Should there be a maximum amount of time the Council can approve the interim 
use or should it be left to a case-by-case determination as to the length of time that 
it would be allowed? 

5. Should the Council be able to waive height, setbacks, etc. also? 

 

Potential language that addresses several of these questions would be: 

5.30: SIGN REGULATIONS: 
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B. Administration 

6. Allowance for Temporary Increase in Allowable Signage in Commercial or Industrial 
Zoning Districts: A landowner located within a commercial or industrial zoning district, 
or which has a permitted or legal non-conforming non-residential use located in a 
residential zoning district, may apply for an interim use permit to allow for a temporary 
increase in the total square feet of allowable signage on their property. The City Council 
may approve such interim use permit for periods not exceeding twenty-four (24) months 
when the request is related to alleviating reduced visibility of the property or nearby 
properties due to road or utility construction activities, construction activities on the same 
or nearby structures, or other situations which the Council deems to be a reasonable 
justification for the requested temporary increase. In approving such temporary 
additional signage, the Council may also temporarily waive height, setback, or any other 
limitation otherwise imposed by Section 5.30 of the City Code for the entirety, or a portion 
thereof, of the time that the interim use permit is in effect. 

 

Planning Commission/Board of Adjustment Direction: This agenda item is for 
discussion only, and for providing Staff with direction as to how to proceed. Ultimately, 
if an ordinance amendment is desired, a public hearing would have to be scheduled. 

 

**************************************************************************************** 

 

Agenda Item:   Discussion – “Mother-in-law” apartments/Accessory dwellings 
 

Background Information: Staff has recently been approached (and has occasionally at 
other times) by persons asking whether “mother-in-law” apartments are allowed in the 
City of Little Falls. These types of dwelling spaces (also sometimes called “accessory 
dwellings”) are often relatively small and built into or above detached garages or 
sometimes as stand-alone structures. They are used as living spaces for family members 
who want some separation and independence, by persons who are disabled or otherwise 
may need some temporary or permanent assistance from residents of the main dwelling, 
or in some cases, rented out. 

The City Code does not directly address these uses. Several parts of the City Code, 
however, relate somewhat to this question. These include: 

1. In the city’s residential zoning districts, one and two family dwellings are allowed 
with an administrative permit (i.e. no special permission is needed through a 
conditional use permit). Staff has historically interpreted “two-family” dwellings 
to be those with attached walls – i.e. “twin homes” – although there is no 
definition of “two-family dwelling” within the City Code. 
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2. The minimum size home allowed in the City Code is currently 24’ x 24’. This 
would arguably prohibit “mother-in-law” apartments that were smaller than 
these dimensions. 

Given the two items above, Staff requests the Commission’s input on the 
following: 

1. Should Staff treat “mother-in-law” apartments as prohibited? 

2. Should Staff interpret the allowance for “two-family dwellings” to include “two 
single-family dwellings” which is essentially what a “mother-in-law” apartment  
coupled with a “main home” would be on a parcel? 

3. Or should the City define what it means by “mother-in-law” apartment and allow 
them through some administrative or public hearing process, but have 
requirements that prevent it from becoming a true second dwelling (i.e. limiting 
it to some smaller size, requiring that it be incorporated into some other structure 
rather than a stand-alone structure, prohibiting it from having full kitchen 
facilities, etc.) 

4. Other ideas? 

 

Planning Commission/Board of Adjustment Direction: This agenda item is for 
discussion only, and for providing Staff with guidance as to which method of regulating 
“mother-in-law” apartments the Planning Commission would like to continue exploring. 


