
AGENDA 
PLANNING COMMISSION 
Conference Room, City Hall  

November 10, 2014, 6:30 p.m.  
 

P A Member P A Member 
  Bieganek, Justin   Schilling, Kara  
  Dahlberg, Doug    Schulte, Ray 
  Gosiak, Frank   Silbernick, Keith 
  Hanfler, Jeremy   Oleson, Ben (Zoning Official) 
     Kimman, Greg (City Engineer) 
 
CALL TO ORDER:  Planning Commission Chairperson 
 
ADOPT THE AGENDA: November 10, 2014 
 
APPROVAL OF MINUTES: October 13, 2014 
 
PUBLIC HEARINGS: 

1) Request for variance to place a sign within the required side yard setback and to place up 
to two off-premise signs in a B-3 Noncentral Business District. 

a. Applicant: Ritters Thompson Olson, PA/Seven Gables Properties LLC 
b. Property Address: 16403/16405 Haven Road 
c. Brief Legal Description: Part of the South Half of the Southwest Quarter, Section 26, 

Township 41, Range 32. 
d. Parcel number(s): 486871000 and 486872000 

 
OLD BUSINESS:  

 
 
NEW BUSINESS: 

1) Stormwater Management Ordinance Update 
 

NEXT MEETING:  Monday, December 8, 2014 
 
ADJOURNMENT:   
 



 



AGENDA 
PLANNING COMMISSION 
Conference Room, City Hall  
October 13, 2014, 6:30 p.m.  

 

P A Member P A Member 
x  Bieganek, Justin  x Schilling, Kara  
x  Dahlberg, Doug  x  Schulte, Ray 
x  Gosiak, Frank x  Silbernick, Keith 
x  Hanfler, Jeremy x  Oleson, Ben (Zoning Official) 
   x  Kimman, Greg (City Engineer) 
 
CALL TO ORDER:  The Planning Commission Meeting was called to order by Frank Gosiak, 
Planning Commission Chairperson, at 6:30 p.m. 

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

 

APPROVAL OF MINUTES:  A motion was made by Schulte, seconded by Dahlberg to adopt the 
minutes as presented.  Motion carried. 

 

PUBLIC HEARINGS:   
1) Request for conditional use permit to operate a wood shaving and drying business 

in an I-2 Heavy Industrial District with natural gas-fired dryers. 
a. Applicant:  Wayne and Sandy Lease (Property owner: Leon Fischer)  
b. Property Address:  1100 4th Street NW 
c. Brief Legal Description:  Lots 8-10, Block One of Yoerg’s Subdivision 
d. Parcel number(s):  491074000, 491074001, and 491076000 

Oleson presented a summary of the request and why a conditional use permit is 
required.  Public hearing opened at 6:31 pm.  Wayne Lease, 20643 213th Street, 
Pierz, MN, 56364 described the purpose and operation of the business.  He also 
answered questions in regards to noise, hours of operation, and general operation. 
Public hearing closed at 6:44 pm.  A motion was made by Silbernick, seconded by 
Bieganek to approve the request for conditional use permit as written.  Motion 
carried 

 
OLD BUSINESS:  

 
1) City of Little Falls, Ordinance amendment to Chapter 11, entitled “Land Use 

Regulations (Zoning)”, Sections 11.02 (Definitions), 11.03.E (Required Yards and 
Open Space) and 11.03.Q (Fences). The proposed amendment will amend and add to 
existing language in the above-mentioned sections in order to clarify regulations and 
permitting procedures related to fences and hedges in both residential and non-
residential zoning districts.  Oleson summarized proposed ordinance changes.  A motion 
was made by Schulte, seconded by Silbernick to forward the amendments made to the 
ordinance to the City Council.  Motion carried. 

 
NEW BUSINESS:  None 

 
NEXT MEETING:  Monday, November 10, 2014 
 



ADJOURNMENT:  A motion was made by Dahlberg, seconded by Bieganek to adjourn at 7:21 p.m.  
Motion carried. 
 
 

Minutes submitted by Doug Dahlberg, Secretary.   

 

Minutes approved on  

 



City of Little Falls Planning Commission/Board of Adjustment Public Hearing #1 - 1 
November 10, 2014 

 

STAFF REPORT 
 
Application: Variance request to place a sign within the required side yard setback and 
to place up to two off-premise signs in a B-3 Noncentral Business District. 

Applicant: Riitters Thompson & Olson, PA/Seven Gables Properties LLC 
 
Background Information:  

1) Proposal: Riitters Thompson & Olson, PA has a property whose only public road 
frontage is US Highway 10 (to which it has no direct access). They currently access 
their property from Haven Road (County Road 76) via an easement through the 
property owned by Seven Gables Properties LLC (Little Falls Radio). Riitters 
Thompson & Olson has received approval from Seven Gables Properties to place up 
to two signs advertising Riitters Thompson & Olson on the Seven Gables property – 
one near the entrance from Haven Road and one at the rear of the property adjacent 
to their own property line that would help direct motorists to the correct building. 
Both of these signs would be considered “off-premise” signs in that they are located 
on a different property than the business they are advertising. 

This second of these proposed signs would be located about 0-2 feet from the east 
property line – whether it were placed on the Seven Gables or the Riiters Thomspon 
property (i.e. if the request for an off-premise sign were denied, Riitters Thompson & 
Olson would still be requesting a side yard setback variance to place a sign within 
the required side yard setback). 

2) Location: 
o Applicant: Riitters Thompson & Olson, PA/Seven Gables Properties LLC 
o Property Address: 16403/16405 Haven Road 
o Brief Legal Description: Part of the South Half of the Southwest Quarter, 

Section 26, Township 41, Range 32. 
o Parcel number(s): 486871000 and 486872000 

3) Property Owner: Riitters Thompson & Olson, PA/Seven Gables Properties LLC 

 
Applicable Statutes/Ordinances:  
 
Minnesota Statutes 

 
462.357 (2011) OFFICIAL CONTROLS: ZONING ORDINANCE. 

Subd. 6.Appeals and adjustments. 
Appeals to the board of appeals and adjustments may be taken by any 

affected person upon compliance with any reasonable conditions imposed by the 
zoning ordinance. The board of appeals and adjustments has the following powers 
with respect to the zoning ordinance: 

(1) To hear and decide appeals where it is alleged that there is an error in any 
order, requirement, decision, or determination made by an administrative officer 
in the enforcement of the zoning ordinance. 
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(2) To hear requests for variances from the requirements of the zoning 
ordinance including restrictions placed on nonconformities. Variances shall only 
be permitted when they are in harmony with the general purposes and intent of 
the ordinance and when the variances are consistent with the comprehensive plan. 
Variances may be granted when the applicant for the variance establishes that 
there are practical difficulties in complying with the zoning ordinance. "Practical 
difficulties," as used in connection with the granting of a variance, means that the 
property owner proposes to use the property in a reasonable manner not 
permitted by the zoning ordinance; the plight of the landowner is due to 
circumstances unique to the property not created by the landowner; and the 
variance, if granted, will not alter the essential character of the locality. Economic 
considerations alone do not constitute practical difficulties. Practical difficulties 
include, but are not limited to, inadequate access to direct sunlight for solar 
energy systems. Variances shall be granted for earth sheltered construction as 
defined in section 216C.06, subdivision 14, when in harmony with the ordinance. 
The board of appeals and adjustments or the governing body as the case may be, 
may not permit as a variance any use that is not allowed under the zoning 
ordinance for property in the zone where the affected person's land is located. The 
board or governing body as the case may be, may permit as a variance the 
temporary use of a one family dwelling as a two family dwelling. The board or 
governing body as the case may be may impose conditions in the granting of 
variances. A condition must be directly related to and must bear a rough 
proportionality to the impact created by the variance.  

  

Little Falls City Code 

11.04: ADMINISTRATION AND ENFORCEMENT 

C. Variances: 

1. The timelines for variance requests shall be governed by Minnesota Statute 
15.99, as amended from time to time. 

2. The processing of variances shall be governed by Minnesota Statute 462.357, as 
amended from time to time. 

3. No variance permitting the erection or alteration of a building shall be valid 
for a period longer than six [6] months, unless a building permit is issued and the 
construction actually begun within that period, and is thereafter diligently 
pursued to completion. 

4. A variance shall lapse and become void if the variance for which a permit has 
been granted is discontinued for a period of one year, or if a variance is no longer 
required by the provisions of this chapter. 

4. Revocation: A variance may be revoked by following the requirements and 
procedures in Section 11.04.H of the City Code. 

 

11.05: ZONING DISTRICTS AND MAP: 
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K. B-3 Noncentral Business District: 

3. Permitted Accessory Uses: 

a. Any use permitted as accessory in the B-2 district as regulated 
herein. 

 

J. B-2 General Business District: 

3. Permitted Accessory Uses: 

a. Any use permitted as accessory in the B-1 district as regulated 
herein. 

I. B-1 Limited Business District:  

3. Permitted Accessory Uses: 

b. Signs as regulated in chapter 5 of this code. 

 

5.30: SIGN REGULATIONS:  

A. Findings, Purpose, Effect And Definitions: 

1. Findings: The city council hereby finds as follows: 

d. The city's zoning regulations have included the regulation of 
signs in an effort to provide adequate means of expression and to 
promote the economic viability of the business community, while 
protecting the city and its citizens from a proliferation of signs of a 
type, size, location and character that would adversely impact 
upon the aesthetics of the community and threaten the health, 
safety and welfare of the community. The regulations of the 
physical characteristics of signs within the city have had a positive 
impact on traffic safety and the appearance of the community. 

2. Purpose And Intent: It is not the purpose or intent of this section to 
regulate the message displayed on any sign; nor is it the purpose or intent 
of this section to regulate any building design or any display not defined 
as a sign, or any sign which cannot be viewed from outside a building. 
The purpose and intent of this section is to: 

a. Regulate the number, location, size, type, illumination and 
other physical characteristics of signs within the city in order to 
promote the public health, safety and welfare. 

b. Maintain, enhance and improve the aesthetic environment of 
the city by preventing visual clutter that is harmful to the 
appearance of the community. 

c. Improve the visual appearance of the city while providing for 
effective means of communication, consistent with constitutional 
guarantees and the city's goals of public safety and aesthetics. 
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d. Provide for fair and consistent enforcement of the sign 
regulations set forth herein under the zoning authority of the city. 

5. Definitions: The following words and terms, when used in this section, 
shall have the following meanings, unless the context clearly indicates 
otherwise: 

OFF PREMISES SIGN: A sign which directs the attention of the 
public to a business, activity, or product sold or offered at a 
location not on the same premises where such business sign is 
located. For purposes of this section, easements and other 
appurtenances shall be considered to be outside such platted 
parcel of land and any sign located or proposed to be located in an 
easement or other appurtenance shall be considered an off 
premises sign. Real estate and construction signs shall not 
constitute an off premises sign provided the sign is located on the 
property being sold or construction occurring. 
 
ON PREMISES MESSAGE: Identifies or advertises an 
establishment, person, activity, goods, products or services 
located on the premises where the sign is installed. 
 

D. General Provisions: 

5. Unauthorized Signs: The following signs are unauthorized signs: 

a. All off premises signs, except real estate and construction signs 
provided they meet the sign regulations of the zoning district in 
which the sign is located. 

6. Setbacks: Signs shall conform to building yard regulations for the 
zoning district in which the signs are located, except as otherwise 
specified in this section. 

   Residential    B-1    B-2    B-3    Industrial    

Front yard lot line    5'    10'    0'    10'    10'    

Side yard lot line    5'    10'    0'    10'    10'    

Rear yard lot line    5'    10'    0'    10'    10'    

Rear yard lot line abutting R district    n/a    10'    10'    10'    20'    

E. Specific Regulations By Zoning District: Total site signage for a residential 
zoned property is eight (8) square feet, unless otherwise allowed in this section. 

1. Signs Allowed By Permit: 
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c. Business Districts: Within business zoning districts, signs are 
allowed by permit as follows (nonresidential property located in a 
flood fringe district (FF) shall follow the sign regulations for its 
underlying zoning district classification): 

Business 
Zoning 

Districts    

Maximum 
Sign 

Area Of 
Single Sign    

Maximum 
Sign 

Height    
Total Area 

Of All Signs    

Limited 
business district 
B-1    

100 sq. ft. per 
surface    

15'    1 sq. ft. per front foot of property 
abutting a public right of way 50' or 
more in width    

General 
business district 
B-2    

100 sq. ft. per 
surface    

20'    2 sq. ft. per front foot of lot abutting a 
public right of way 50' or more in width    

Noncentral 
business district 
B-3    

300 sq. ft. per 
surface    

30'    3 sq. ft. per front foot of lot (narrowest 
footage on a corner lot) abutting a public 
right of way 50' or more in width not to 
exceed 1,200 sq. ft.    

 

Findings of Fact: The following findings of fact are presented by Staff for consideration 
by the Planning Commission: 

1) Current Zoning: 

o Subject Property: B-3 Noncentral Business District 

o Surrounding Properties: B-3 Noncentral Business District for all 
immediately adjacent properties. Properties located across Haven Road to 
the east are zoned I-2 Industrial District (Heavy). The nearest 
residentially-zoned property is about 700 feet to the west across 
Riverwood Drive. 

2) Current Land Use: 

o Subject Property: Commercial (office) 

o Surrounding Properties: An office building to the east, a bowling alley to 
the west, a vacant commercial lot to the north and Highway 10 to the 
south. 

3) Lot size: Approx. 145’ x 180’ (0.62 acres) 

4) Sewer/Water: The property is served with stubs for City sewer/water but neither 
property is currently connected. There is a private well and septic system on the 
property that is shared by both buildings (the sewer was found compliant in 2013 
when the property was transferred). 
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5) Natural Features: 

Floodplain: The property is not within an identified floodplain. 

Bluff/Steep Slopes: The property is relatively flat and does not contain any bluffs 
or steep slopes. 

Wetlands: There do not appear to be any wetlands on the property. 

6) Will the granting of the variance be in harmony with the general purposes and 
intent of the Zoning and/or Subdivision Ordinance? 

The City’s subdivision ordinance does not apply to this application. 

The general purposes and intent of the Zoning Ordinance, as expressed in the 
listing of permitted accessory uses in the B-3 district and in the purpose 
statement of the sign ordinance, is to allow signs for commercial businesses. 
However, the sign ordinance clearly notes that off premise signs are not allowed 
anywhere in the City with only an exception for real estate and construction-
related signs. 

7) Will the granting of the variance be consistent with the City of Little Falls’ 
Comprehensive Plan? 

The Comprehensive Plan does not directly address signage. 

8) Is the proposed use of the property reasonable? 

Off Premise sign request: The requested variance would allow for the 
construction of signs which are intended to advertise a business very near to the 
property on which they would be located. It is generally reasonable for a 
business to want to advertise itself near the road from which it is accessed and 
the second requested off-premise is reasonable in that it is seeking to direct traffic 
coming off of Haven Road to the correct building. 

Side yard setback request: The requested variance is reasonable in that in order 
to make a sign visible that would direct people to the Riitters Thompson & Olson 
building, it would need to be placed on the east side of the existing driveway 
leading to that building, which only has about 6-8 feet of space before the east 
property line. A sign on the west side would be at least partially blocked by 
parked cars and various equipment already located on the west side. 

9) Is the plight of the landowner due to circumstances unique to the property not 
created by the landowner? 

The lot on which the Riitters Thompson & Olson building sits appears to have 
been created in or before 2000 – prior to the annexation of the property into the 
City of Little Falls. At the time it was created, it became essentially land-locked in 
that it does not have direct access to a public road (it abuts Highway 10, but is 
not accessible from Highway 10). If the lot had been created to have frontage on 
Haven Road, it might have been able to place the proposed signs on its own 
property and thus they would not have been considered off-premise signs. The 
layout of the driveway and buildings on these lots – all constructed prior to 
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ownership by Riitters Thompson & Olson – have contributed to the need for all 
requested variances. 

10) Will the variance, if granted, alter the essential character of the locality? 

The use of the property would remain commercial in character and would not 
change anything in that regard. The presence of an off-premise sign could be 
seen as out of character with the remainder of the City in that off-premise signs 
are not allowed anywhere else. 

11) Are economic considerations the only reason the applicant cannot meet the strict 
requirements of the ordinance? 

See #9 above for non-economic considerations. 

12) Could the practical difficulty be alleviated by a feasible method other than a 
variance (taking into account economic considerations)? 

Off Premise sign request: It would seem possible to place one or more signs on 
the Riitters Thompson & Olson property and avoid the need for off-premise 
signs. Current sign regulations would allow for the construction of up to a 300 sq 
ft, 30 ft tall sign on their own property which could be visible to motorists 
traveling south on Haven Road, but not likely north due to the obstruction of 
Highway 10. A shorter sign could be placed just a few feet further back than 
currently proposed so that it was not an off-premise sign, although this would 
require eliminating an existing parking spot. The property has already been 
permitted for a sign that is attached to the building and could have additional 
signs permitted within its square footage limit (about 600 sq ft allowed in total on 
the property). 

Side yard setback request: It does not appear that a sign that would be close to 
the ground and easily visible to motorists that have come off of Haven Road 
could be placed that would avoid the need for a side yard setback variance. 
There is a parking area, a power pole, a satellite dish and other obstructions on 
the west side of the driveway. 

 

Board of Adjustment Direction: The Board of Adjustment may approve the variance 
request, deny the request, or table the request if the Board should need additional 
information from the applicant.  If the Board should approve or deny the request, the 
Board should state the findings which support either of these actions. 
 
 
Staff Comments: As the Planning Commission/Board of Adjustment considers this 
application, Staff would make the following comments: 

1. This application could arguably be considered a request for a “use variance”. A 
use variance is a request to allow a use that is not otherwise permitted within a 
zoning district and these are prohibited in state law (although recent MN 
Supreme Court decisions have arguably clouded this a bit). The City could either 
view this as a request for a sign that is otherwise allowed, but is simply 
requesting a variance from the locational requirements (i.e. not a “use variance”) 
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or it could view it as a request for a type of sign that is not permitted anywhere 
in the city (i.e. it is a prohibited use that would constitute a “use variance”). 

2. Staff has discussed with the applicants that a potentially better way of 
addressing this issue in the long-run is via an amendment to the ordinance that 
would allow for off-premise signs in certain limited circumstances such as theirs 
(where they are putting such sign within a short distance of their own property). 
However, it was also discussed that such an amendment would need to be 
reviewed by the Planning Commission and City Council and requires 
consideration of public input. The applicants (Riitters Thompson & Olson) had 
requested such a change at the July 7 meeting of the City Council and after 
discussion involving the City Attorney, the Council indicated it did not want to 
amend the ordinance at that time. The minutes from that meeting read: 

a. Off Premises Sign Ordinance Amendment Request, Riitters 
Thompson & Olson CPA – Public Works Director Kimman and 
Rocky Thompson of Riitters Thompson & Olson CPA, reviewed a 
request that the City Council reconsider an off premise amendment to 
the sign ordinance so that their business may place a sign on along 
Haven Road to direct traffic to their building located at 16403 Haven 
Road. Following discussions between the applicant, Council and City 
Attorney, it was the consensus of the City Council to not amend the 
sign ordinance. 

3. Staff has not received any comments from the public regarding this application 
at the writing of this report. Any received before the meeting will be presented to 
the Planning Commission/Board of Adjustment at the hearing. 
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STAFF REPORT 
 
Application: Stormwater Management Ordinance Update 

Applicant: City of Little Falls 
 
Background Information:  

� Proposal: The City Engineer has asked that the attached draft updates ot the 
stormwater management ordinance be placed on the agenda for an initial discussion. 
The intent at this point is to bring proposed amendments to a public hearing in 
December. 

 

Planning Commission Action: No action is needed at this time. It is for discussion 
purposes only. 














