
  

 

  

 

 

ZONING CODE TEXT AMENDMENT 

Initiator: Council Member Frey 

Introduction Date:  August 4, 2017 

Prepared By: Jason Wittenberg, Planning Manager, (612) 673-2297 

Mei-Ling Smith, Senior City Planner, (612) 673-5342 

Specific Site: Citywide 

Ward:  Citywide 

Neighborhood:  Citywide 

Intent:   To amend regulations related to parking garages. 

APPLICABLE SECTION(S) OF THE ZONING CODE 

• Chapter 530, Site Plan Review 
• Chapter 549 Downtown Districts 
• Chapter 551 Overlay Districts 
 

The following chapters were also introduced. However, staff is not recommending changes to these chapters as 
part of this amendment and is therefore recommending returning them to the author. 

 
• Chapter 525, Administration and Enforcement 
• Chapter 527, Planned Unit Development 
• Chapter 536 Specific Development Standards 
• Chapter 541 Off-Street Parking and Loading  
• Chapter 548 Commercial Districts  
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BACKGROUND 

The proposed amendment would revise standards for principal and accessory parking garages. Some of the 
proposed standards are specific to downtown districts while other provisions are intended to limit the impacts of 
parking structures on a citywide basis.   

The proposed changes would allow more opportunities for public/district/shared parking in downtown districts 
while imposing new design and size restrictions on both principal and accessory parking garages and podiums in 
order to minimize their impact on the public realm. 

Since 2006, principal parking garages in downtown districts have only been allowed below grade unless they are 
integrated with a transit facility. Those restrictions were incorporated into the zoning code in response to the 
Downtown East/North Loop Master Plan, originally adopted in 2003.  The plan suggested that structured parking 
should be “built below or embedded within mixed-use development projects that feature active uses on all street 
frontages…” and that “future single-use parking ramps” should be prohibited. Proposed regulations would more 
closely align with this guidance.  

Note that regulations governed by the Site Plan Review ordinance include the built-in flexibility authorized 
through Alternative Compliance.  This allows the City to consider exceptions to any Site Plan Review requirement, 
subject to criteria that ensure compliance with the intent of the regulation.   

Proposed changes include the following: 

Downtown Districts 
• Eliminate the requirement that principal parking garages in downtown districts be below grade or 

integrated with a transit facility.   
• Clarify that parking or loading area cannot be counted toward compliance with a minimum floor area 

ratio (FAR) in the downtown districts. This would generally affect principal parking garages as accessory 
garages are not counted as floor area for the purpose of regulating either minimum or maximum FAR.  
Also, as noted below, the site plan review ordinance would limit the combined, above-grade floor area of 
all parking garages—principal and accessory—to no more than the gross floor area of all other uses on 
the lot in the downtown districts.       

• Retain the existing requirement that ground-floor parking must be separated from street frontages by 
commercial or residential uses.  

 
Site Plan Review 
• Require screening of parking garage lighting, along with the strengthened language related to screening 

of vehicles.  
• Above the first floor, limit the percentage of a street frontage that can consist of parking, regardless of 

whether the parking is principal or accessory, to no more than 30% of each frontage.  
• Require enclosure or screening of the top level of parking, as viewed from above.   
• Encourage flat floors and parking garage design features that facilitate future conversion of parking 

garages to other uses.  
• In site plan review chapter, but specific to downtown zoning districts:  limit the combined, above-grade 

floor area of all parking garages—principal and accessory—to no more than the gross floor area of all 
other uses on the lot.    

 
Overlay Districts  
• Prohibit parking garage frontage (on all floors) along Nicollet Mall.  
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PURPOSE 

What is the reason for the amendment? 

The amendment is intended to limit impacts of parking garages on both the public realm and nearby properties. 
The amendment would authorize above-grade, principal parking garages in downtown zoning districts. In 
conjunction with that flexibility, however, the amendment proposes citywide and downtown-specific standards 
intended limit the impacts of both principal and accessory.   

What problem is the amendment designed to solve? 

Current regulations in the downtown zoning districts may prevent sensible district parking strategies. Some areas 
of the city face perceived parking shortages that could be mitigated through construction of structures that serve 
district parking needs.  Further, there are concerns that the City’s existing regulations are not sufficient to address 
design concerns relate to both principal and accessory parking. While the zoning ordinance requires active 
functions on the ground-floor street frontages, floors above the first too often include designs that are inactive 
and visually obtrusive and that may discourage investment and redevelopment of adjacent properties.    The 
amendment proposes limits on parking garages facing street frontages and would prohibit parking garages facing 
Nicollet Mall. 

Proposed regulations would prevent construction of above-ground, standalone parking structures by requiring 
that that the combined, floor area of all above-grade parking structures not exceed the gross floor area of all non-
parking uses located on the same lot.  

On a citywide basis, current regulations have allowed parking structures that provide inactive spaces facing public 
streets and that negatively affect nearby properties.  The proposed amendment is intended to limit and mitigate 
those impacts.     

What public purpose will be served by the amendment?  

The proposed changes would make it more practical to construct public/district parking in downtown zoning 
districts while also imposing citywide standards that would limit the visibility of garages, vehicles parked in 
garages, and lighting spillover from parking garages. These regulations are intended to balance the desire to limit 
the intrusive characteristics of parking structures with the fact that construction of parking remains a feature of 
most new development that developers and lenders find to be critical for market success.    

What problems might the amendment create?  

CPED staff has consulted with stakeholders, including neighborhood groups, developers, and architects. While 
the goals of the ordinance are widely shared, some developers have expressed concerns about the potential for 
increased costs associated with constructing parking. If a large percentage of parking garage walls are 
covered/enclosed, the garage may require mechanical ventilation, which has both up-front and ongoing costs. 
Likewise, screening the top level of an above-ground parking garage will add costs.  In the downtown districts, 
additional flexibility related to the location of principal and accessory parking would offset the costs of improved 
design requirements.  

CPED staff has received strong feedback about whether it will be practical to convert parking garages to other 
uses in the future. The structural loading and floor-to-floor clearance requirements are substantially different for 
parking structures compared to many other uses.  Constructing a parking garage that would be readily convertible 
to non-parking uses may be cost-prohibitive and impractical.  CPED staff agrees with the contention that, should 
parking structures become unneeded in the future, those structures are more likely to be demolished and 
replaced than converted to commercial or residential uses.  Thus, CPED’s recommendation is to encourage rather 
than require parking garage features that would facilitate future conversion.    

Note that Public Works staff has indicated that the City does not currently contemplate construction of new 
public parking garages that would conflict with proposed restrictions.   

TIMELINESS 

Is the amendment timely? 
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Current regulations requiring below-grade construction of district parking may be inadvertently discouraging 
redevelopment of certain properties, including surface parking lots. Further, some recent development projects 
have included parking garages that blur the lines between principal and accessory garages.  Proposed regulations 
would treat the two garages more similarly in terms of design and limiting their impact on the public realm and 
nearby properties.  Further, while the City has welcomed recent development projects that have met many 
adopted goals and have added more residents and jobs, some of the benefits have been offset by obtrusive 
parking structures. In many instances, less-obtrusive options have existed but CPED staff and the City Planning 
Commission have not had the tools to mandate those alternatives.   

Is the amendment consistent with practices in surrounding areas? 

A number of cities have adopted regulations that are intended to limit the negative consequences of parking 
structures.  CPED staff has examined parking structure regulations in a number of peer cities, including Seattle, 
Denver, and Miami.  Of the ordinances studied by staff, Miami’s code includes some of the more restrictive 
regulations limiting parking garage frontage along public streets.     

Are there consequences in denying this amendment? 

If the amendment is denied, requirements would remain in place that required principal parking garages in 
downtown districts to be below ground or integrated into transit facility. As noted above, these regulations are a 
barrier to providing district parking solutions in areas with a perceived parking shortage and may prevent 
redevelopment of key properties, including surface parking lots.  Further, the zoning ordinance would continue to 
allow principal and accessory parking garages that provide inactive spaces along public streets and that negatively 
impact adjacent properties.    

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 

The comprehensive plan includes specific design guidance related to parking facilities: 

“Parking Facilities Certain areas of the city generate demand far beyond their immediate boundaries, and need to 
accommodate significant automobile traffic through the provision of parking facilities. While clearly a necessary 
element in an urban setting, parking facilities can have serious negative visual effects on their surroundings if not 
designed carefully. Any parking facility, regardless of whether it is a surface parking lot or a structured parking 
ramp, should be designed so as to blend in with its surroundings.” 

Regarding the City’s policy direction related to parking, generally, the comprehensive plan includes the following: 

 “The City is committed to a policy direction designed to reduce car use, and thereby moderate both vehicle traffic 
and demand for parking. This includes land use policies and parking strategies that encourage increased use of 
transit, walking, biking, and carpooling. To address parking and mobility issues comprehensively, these strategies 
need to address the supply, management, and demand for parking spaces.”  

The amendment will implement the following applicable policies of The Minneapolis Plan for Sustainable Growth: 

Urban Design Policy 10.18: Reduce the visual impact of automobile parking facilities. 

10.18.1 Require that parking lots meet or exceed the landscaping and screening requirements of the 
zoning code, especially along transit corridors, adjacent to residential areas, and areas of 
transition between land uses. 

10.18.2 Parking lots should maintain the existing street face in developed areas and establish them in 
undeveloped areas through the use of fencing, walls, landscaping or a combination thereof 
along property lines. 

10.18.3 Locate parking lots to the rear or interior of the site. 

10.18.4 Provide walkways within parking lots in order to guide pedestrians through the site. 

10.18.5 Design parking structures so sloping floors do not dominate the appearance of the walls. 

10.18.6 The ground floor of parking structures should be designed with active uses along the street 
walls except where frontage is needed to provide for vehicular and pedestrian access. 

http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/cped/planning/cped_comp_plan_2030
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10.18.7  Minimize the width of ingress and egress lanes along the public right of way in order to 
provide safe pedestrian access across large driveways. 

10.18.8   Encourage appropriate land uses to share parking lots to reduce the size and visual impact of 
parking facilities. 

Land Use Policy 1.3: Ensure that development plans incorporate appropriate transportation access and 
facilities, particularly for bicycle, pedestrian, and transit. 

1.3.3  Encourage above-ground structured parking facilities to incorporate development that 
provides active uses on the ground floor.  

 
Urban Design Policy 10.11: Seek new commercial development that is attractive, functional and adds 
value to the physical environment. 

10.11.2  Ensure that new commercial developments maximize compatibility with surrounding 
neighborhoods 

10.11.3  Continue to curb the inefficient use of land by regulating minimum height, setbacks, build-to-
lines and parking through master planning methods and zoning code regulations.   

 

As noted above, the Downtown East/North Loop Master Plan suggests that structured parking should be “built 
below or embedded within mixed-use development projects that feature active uses on all street frontages…” and 
that “future single-use parking ramps” should be prohibited. Proposed regulations would more closely align with 
this guidance.  

Additional City policies would suggest follow-up actions could include requiring elements such as electric vehicle 
charging stations in parking garages. Such a regulation requires additional research to ensure proper 
implementation. In addition, the City is in the process of rewriting the comprehensive plan.  Adoption of a new 
citywide plan may result in revisiting parking garage regulations within the next several years.   

Although not a City-adopted land use plan, the Downtown 2025 Plan includes policies that CPED staff finds to be 
consistent with the objectives of this zoning code amendment. Major initiatives include doubling the downtown 
residential population, transforming Nicollet into a “must see” destination, and creating a compelling downtown 
experience.      

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the City Planning 
Commission and City Council adopt staff findings to amend Title 20 of the Minneapolis Code of Ordinances, as 
follows, and further recommends that Chapters 520, 525, 527, 536, 541, and 548 be returned to the author: 

A. Text amendment. 

Recommended motion: Approve the text amendment to amend amending regulations related to 
parking garages. 

Chapter 530 related to the Zoning Code: Site Plan Review 
Chapter 549 related to the Zoning Code: Downtown Districts 
Chapter 551 related to the Zoning Code: Overlay Districts 
 

ATTACHMENTS 

1. Ordinance amending Chapter 530 related to the Zoning Code: Site Plan Review 
2. Ordinance amending Chapter 549 related to the Zoning Code: Downtown Districts 
3. Ordinance amending Chapter 530 related to the Zoning Code: Overlay Districts  
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