
 

 

 
NORTH BRANCH 
⎯⎯⎯Minnesota⎯⎯⎯ 

 

PLANNING COMMISSION 
REGULAR AGENDA 
TUESDAY, JUNE 2, 2026 @ 6:30 PM 
CITY HALL, 6408 ELM STREET, NORTH 
BRANCH, MN 55056 

Nathan Ehalt 
Chair 

 
Steve Cich 

Commissioner 
 

Ross Otto 
Commissioner 

 
Kelly Maurer 

Commissioner   
1. CALL TO ORDER  

2. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE  

3. ROLL CALL  

4. PUBLIC COMMENT 
Provides an opportunity for the public to address the Council on items that are not on the Agenda. Please raise 
your hand to be recognized. Please state your name and address for the record. This section is for the express 
purpose of addressing concerns of City services and operations. It shall not be used to clarify individual’s views 
for political purposes. 

5. AGENDA APPROVAL  
 a. Approve Agenda ACTION 

6. CONSENT AGENDA 
All matters listed under Consent Agenda are considered routine and/or non-controversial and will be approved by 
one motion. There will be no separate discussion of these items unless a Councilmember or citizen so requests, in 
which case the item will be removed from the Consent Agenda and considered in its normal sequence on the 
Agenda.  

 a. Approval of May 5, 2026 Planning Commission meeting minutes ACTION 

7. PUBLIC HEARINGS  
 a. Zoning Text Amendment - Residential Interior Side Setbacks ACTION 
 b. Zoning Text Amendment - R-3 Maximum Density ACTION 
 c. Zoning Text Amendment - Design Standards ACTION 

8. REPORTS  
 a. Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) INFO 
 b. Central Business District - Zoning Boundaries INFO 
 c. Flink Ave - Flex Business Zone INFO 
 d. Comprehensive Plan Update INFO 
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Planning Commission REGULAR MEETING Tuesday, June 2, 2026 
 

North Branch City  6/2/2026 
 

9. NEXT MEETING - July 7, 2026 - 6:30PM  

10. ADJOURNMENT  
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NORTH BRANCH 
⎯⎯⎯Minnesota⎯⎯⎯ 

 

PLANNING COMMISSION 
REGULAR AGENDA 
TUESDAY, MAY 5, 2026 @ 6:30 PM 
CITY HALL, 6408 ELM STREET, NORTH 
BRANCH, MN 55056 

Nathan Ehalt 
Chair 

 
Steve Cich 

Commissioner 
 

Ross Otto 
Commissioner 

 
Kelly Maurer 

Commissioner 
   

MINUTES OF THE PROCEEDINGS OF THE CITY COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF NORTH 
BRANCH IN THE COUNTY OF CHISAGO AND IN THE STATE OF MINNESOTA 

 
REGULAR MEETING 

 
Tuesday, May 5, 2026  

1. CALL TO ORDER  

Chair Nathan Ehalt called the Planning Commission Meeting to order at 6:30 PM. 

2. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE  

City Staff led the Pledge of Allegiance. 

3. ROLL CALL   
Present: Commissioner Steve Cich, Commissioner Ross Otto, Commissioner Nate Ehalt, 

Commissioner Kelly Maurer, Liason Patrick Meacham 
Absent:  
Remote:  
Others Present:  
Notes:  

4. PUBLIC COMMENT 
Provides an opportunity for the public to address the Council on items that are not on the Agenda. Please raise 
your hand to be recognized. Please state your name and address for the record. This section is for the express 
purpose of addressing concerns of City services and operations. It shall not be used to clarify individual’s views 
for political purposes. 

5. AGENDA APPROVAL  
 a. Approve Agenda ACTION  

RESULT: Passed 
MOVER: Steve Cich 
SECONDER: Kelly Maurer 
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AYES: Steve Cich, Ross Otto, Nate Ehalt, Kelly Maurer 
ABSENT:  
NOTES:  

6. CONSENT AGENDA 
All matters listed under Consent Agenda are considered routine and/or non-controversial and will be approved by 
one motion. There will be no separate discussion of these items unless a Councilmember or citizen so requests, in 
which case the item will be removed from the Consent Agenda and considered in its normal sequence on the 
Agenda.  

 a. Approval of April 7, 2026 Planning Commission minutes ACTION  
RESULT: Passed 
MOVER: Kelly Maurer 
SECONDER: Steve Cich 
AYES: Steve Cich, Ross Otto, Nate Ehalt, Kelly Maurer 
ABSENT:  
NOTES:  

7. PUBLIC HEARINGS  
 a. Sherwood Pines 2nd Addition - Preliminary Plat and Variance ACTION 

City Planner Ryan Saltis presented Sherwood Pine 2nd Addition-Preliminary Plat and Variance.  Make 
Properties LLC. (Applicant) has submitted a request for Preliminary Plat and Variance approval for a 
new residential subdivision known as Sherwood Pines Second Addition, located generally to the east of 
417th Street and Flink Avenue. The variance request is due to the inability to meet the required 300-foot 
lot depths for Lots 1-4 of Block 1 and Lots 1-3 of Block 2 based on the unique parcel boundaries and 
engineering standards for the internal roadway. 
 
The undeveloped Subject Property consists of approximately 30.11 acres and is guided and zoned for 
Rural-Residential. The Preliminary Plat proposes the creation of 17 single- family residential lots (each 
exceeding 1 acre in lot size), organized into 2 blocks and 1 outlot. The development includes new public 
roadway infrastructure, stormwater management features, and individual well and septic systems. Access 
to the subdivision is provided via Flink Ave and includes an internal roadway and cul-de-sac.   
 

The applicant has submitted a complete application, including preliminary plat drawings, grading and 
erosion control plans, utility plans, and stormwater management documentation.  

Analysis of Issue(s) 
 
1.    Land Use & Zoning 
The Subject Property is guided LURR, per the Comprehensive Plan, and zoned RR – Rural 
Residential.  The Subject Property is guided for low-density residential development under the City’s 
Comprehensive Plan and is consistent with the RR – Rural Residential zoning district.   The proposed 
subdivision aligns with the City’s long-term land use vision by providing large-lot single-family 
development. The density of approximately 0.60 gross units per acre is consistent with rural residential 
expectations.   The proposed subdivision layout, density, and lot configuration are consistent with the 
Comprehensive Plan and zoning district requirements.  Land Use and Zoning standards are satisfied. 
 
2.    Proposed Preliminary Plat 
 
The Preliminary Plat proposes 17 residential lots ranging in size from approximately 1.1 acres to 2.38 
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acres, as illustrated on the Site Plan.   The subdivision is designed around a new internal public roadway 
system, consisting of approximately 2,050 linear feet of bituminous roadway with a cul-de-sac.  
 
Each lot includes:  
•    Designated building pads 
•    Primary and secondary septic areas (5,000 sq ft each)  
•    Drainage and Utility Easements  
 
The layout provides efficient circulation while maintaining rural lot characteristics. A stormwater 
infiltration basin is centrally located to manage runoff.  
 
3.    Plat Standards  
 
Lots created by plat are required to meet minimum lot area, width, and depth requirements as established 
by City Code for the applicable zoning district.   City Code requires a minimum lot depth of 300 feet and 
a minimum lot width of 110 feet within the Rural Residential (RR) zoning district. Based on the review 
of the proposed preliminary plat, all lots meet or exceed the minimum lot width requirement. However, 
several lots do not meet the minimum required depth of 300 feet. A variance application has been 
submitted and is analyzed in Section 4: Variance – Lot Depths of this report. All lots exceed the required 
area of 1 acre buildable.  
 
4.    Variance – Lot Depths 
 
A variance from the required lot depths of 300 feet includes Lots 1 through 4 of Block 1 and Lots 1 
through 3 of Block 2, with proposed depths ranging from approximately 177 feet to 278 feet. All 
remaining lots comply with the minimum depth requirement. 
 
The purpose of the reduction of lot depths is in part due to other city regulations and imperative design 
decisions, such as the placement of the new internal roadway lining up directly with the existing 417th St 
across from Flink Ave. Additionally, engineering requirements for road sizes and Right-Of-Way widths 
would prevent lots on both sides of the proposed road due to the unique shape of the property and only 
having 521 feet of frontage along Flink Ave. City staff would support the decision to grant a reduction in 
lot depths in this scenario.  
 
In considering all requests for variances, appeals, amendments, or conditional use permits, the planning 
agency and the city council shall make a finding of fact. Its judgment shall be based upon, but not limited 
to, the following factors:  
1.    Relationship to the city's comprehensive plan; 
2.    The geographical area involved; 
3.    The character of the surrounding area; 
4.    The availability and design capacities of existing or proposed utilities; 
5.    Whether such a request will tend to or actually depreciate the surrounding area; 
6.    Whether the request will place an undue financial burden on the city; 
7.    Whether the request will impair an adequate supply of light and air to adjacent property; 
8.    Whether the request will unreasonably increase the congestion in the public right-of-way; 
9.    Whether the request will increase the danger of fire or endanger the public safety; 
10.    Whether the request is consistent with the spirit and intent of this division. 
 
Sec 66-65 Conditions On Approval 
 
(a)    The planning commission and the city council may not permit, as a variance, any use that is not 
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permitted under this division for property in the zone where the affected person's land is located. 
A  variance is a modification or variation of the provisions of this zoning code as applied to a specific 
piece of property. 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: 
 
a.    The property owner proposes to use the property in a reasonable manner not permitted by the 
zoning ordinance; 
b.    The plight of the landowner is due to circumstances unique to the property not created by the 
landowner; and 
c.    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. 

 
5.    Engineering – Public Streets, Utilities, and Stormwater 
 
The Preliminary Plat proposes a new public street designed to City of North Branch standards, including 
pavement width, right-of-way dedication, and implementation of a cul-de-sac. All streets will be 
dedicated to the City upon Final Plat approval. 
 
Lots will be served by a private well and septic system as the parcel boundary is located outside the city’s 
designated Urban Service Area. Stormwater management is addressed through drainage easements and 
an onsite infiltration basin located on Outlot A. All public improvements are subject to review and 
approval by the City Engineer and will require a Development Agreement. The Engineering report for 
this project is attached to this report.  
 
The developer of the site is expected to enter into a Development Agreement with the City to meet these 
standards and specifications for the new Right-Of-Way.    
 
6. Environmental Features and Site Constraints 
 
The subject site is a former evergreen tree farm, and extensive tree clearing will be required.   ..The Tree 
Preservation Plan for Sherwood Pines 2nd Addition identifies areas of existing woodland to be preserved 
and areas to be cleared to accommodate development, including building pads, septic areas, roads, and 
grading. The plan designates specific tree save areas, tree removal areas, and existing off-site tree areas, 
with construction limits clearly shown to guide where disturbance can occur. Tree removal is primarily 
concentrated within proposed lot areas, building envelopes, road alignments, and septic locations, while 
preservation areas are generally located around the site perimeter and in less disturbed interior sections. 
In total, the plan indicates approximately 13.15 acres (572,942 sq. ft.) of trees to be preserved and 6.07 
acres (264,356 sq. ft.) to be removed, out of a total wooded area of 19.22 acres. This reflects a majority 
of the existing tree cover being retained, with clearing focused on necessary development areas. 
The plan also incorporates topographic contours, wetland areas (Outlot A), and delineates building and 
septic locations, ensuring that tree removal is coordinated with site constraints. Overall, the document 
demonstrates an effort to balance site development with preservation of significant wooded areas, though 
substantial clearing will still be required to establish lots and infrastructure. 
Overall, the proposed development meets City standards related to landscaping, buffering, and 
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preservation of existing natural features. 
 
The Public Hearing opened at 6:40 PM. 
 
There was a question regarding if it made a difference where the house is put on the lot, or if the houses 
have to be on one side, so there's room for another mound system if needed?  City Planner Ryan Saltis 
responded that there is still a need for setbacks.  Typically, we see separate site surveys come in for each 
individual lot at the time of the building permit application.  We review it to make sure that these 
setbacks and then the septic area is approved by our building department. 
 
There was a question regarding how many driveways are going to be able to come out to Flink?  City 
Planner Ryan Saltis responded that there will be 3, because one is a shared driveway between two lots. 
 
The Public Hearing closed at 6:46 PM. 
 
Motion to recommend approval to the City Council for the Preliminary Plat for Sherwood Pines 2nd 
Addition, based on a preliminary review of the submitted plans. 
 
RESULT: Passed 
MOVER: Steve Cich 
SECONDER: Kelly Maurer 
AYES: Steve Cich, Ross Otto, Nate Ehalt, Kelly Maurer 
ABSENT:  
NOTES:  
 
Motion to recommend approval to the City Council, approving the Variance to reduce lot depths for 
Sherwood Pines 2nd Addition. 
 
RESULT: Passed 
MOVER: Steve Cich 
SECONDER: Ross Otto 
AYES: Steve Cich, Ross Otto, Nate Ehalt, Kelly Maurer 
ABSENT:  
NOTES:  
 
  

 b. Rezoning and Comprehensive Plan Amendment - PID 11.00458.00 ACTION 

City Planner Ryan Saltis presented the Rezoning and Comprehensive Plan Amendment — PID 
11.00458.00.  A request has been proposed for a Comprehensive Plan/Map Amendment and Rezoning 
from Rural Residential (RR) to Agricultural District (AG) at PID 11.00458.00. The applicant, Johnathon 
Sanders, intends to rezone the parcel from RR to AG to operate a Farm Winery on the property. The 
parcel is currently zoned RR – Rural Residential, where crop production is permitted; however, a Farm 
Winery is not an allowed use. Farm Wineries are permitted within the AG – Agricultural zoning district. 
A Rezoning and Comprehensive Plan Amendment from RR to AG would allow the winery use by right 
and enable the project to proceed. The applicants have also indicated plans to construct a barn 
(Agricultural Building) to support a vineyard and wine production activities. Agricultural structures of 
this type are permitted in the AG district; however, in the RR district, such a building would not be 
allowed without a principal residential structure on the property. 
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At the April 7th Planning Commission Meeting, City staff and the prospective applicant presented two 
options for consideration. The first is to amend the permitted uses table to allow Farm Wineries as a 
Conditional Use within the RR district. This approach would require both a text amendment and 
subsequent review and approval of a Conditional Use Permit, including the establishment of specific 
standards for such operations. The second option is to rezone the parcel to AG, which would allow the 
winery use by right and enable the project to proceed more immediately. Planning Commission members 
preferred to have the applicant move forward with a Comprehensive Plan Amendment and Rezoning. 
 
Analysis of Issue(s) 
 
1.    Land Use & Zoning 
 
The 16-acre vacant parcel located at PID 11.00458.00 is currently zoned Rural Residential (RR) and is 
surrounded entirely by Rural Residential properties. The intent of this request is to rezone to Agricultural 
(AG) and reguide the Land Use of this parcel as Agricultural (LUAG). The parcel is located east of North 
Branch off of HWY 95, in which all properties directly off of this roadway are currently zoned RR – 
Rural Residential. The subject property is just south of land designated as AG, designated in white on the 
above zoning map excerpt.  
 
Properties immediately adjacent to the north and east of the site have historically been used for farming 
and agriculture. The proposed rezoning of this 16-acre parcel seems to fit the surrounding area and uses, 
while being over the 10-acre minimum for AG-zoned properties.  The proposed comprehensive plan 
amendment would remove the area guided as Rural Residential by approximately 16 acres and increase 
the guided area as Agricultural by the same amount. When considering comprehensive plan amendments, 
it is important to consider the overall mix of uses, compatibility of uses, and future development potential 
before and after the change.  
 
2.    Comprehensive Plan Compatibility 
 
Analysis of the Rural Residential (RR) and Agricultural District (AG) are provided below. Comments 
from city staff are italicized and bolded:  
 
DIVISION 9 RR RURAL RESIDENTIAL DISTRICT        
 
Sec 66-447 Purpose 
 
The purpose of the RR rural residential district is:  
a.    To prevent scattered non-farm uses from developing improperly. 
b.    To allow suitable areas of the city to be retained and utilized in open space and/or agricultural uses. 
c.    To promote orderly development and secure economy in government expenditures for public utilities 
and service. 
 
Sec 66-384 Purpose 
 
The purpose of the AG agricultural district is to preserve, promote, maintain, and enhance the use of land 
for agricultural purposes and to protect such land from encroachment by non-agricultural uses. 
The use of the parcel is intended to initially be a Farm Winery with crop plantings and an Ag building for 
wine production. A single-family residence is proposed for a future phase and fits the purpose of both the 
RR Rural Residential District and AG Agricultural District. These zoning districts are similar in purpose; 
the permitted uses for each district differ. Based on the Zoning District Use Table, Agricultural zoned 
parcels show more permitted uses than parcels zoned Rural Residential. Permitted uses in Agricultural 
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Zoned parcels that are not permitted in Rural Residential include the following: 
 
•    Ag building accessory structures 
•    Farm Wineries 
 
Approving the rezoning of the parcel would allow the above operations on this site and should be 
considered by the Planning Commission. 
 
After reviewing minimum lot depths, lot widths, and lot sizes, the parcel would meet the requirements for 
rezoning to AG.  
 
The Land Use & Growth section of the 2018 North Branch Comprehensive Plan addresses distinctions 
between zoning districts and gives direction for land uses. The Agriculture and Rural Residential District 
from the Land Use & Growth section of the Comprehensive Plan is described below:  
 

Agriculture (AG1 and AG2)  
 

Over one-third of the city’s land area (37.6%) is currently used for agricultural purposes. Housing 
densities are low, and this zoning is characterized by active farms, hobby farms and homes on large 
lots. The Northeast corner of the city is the historic river bottom of the St. Croix River and is framed 
by the historic river bluff line. Soils are well-suited for sod farming and the production of produce. By 
maintaining a low density of development, it is the City’s intent to preserve and protect the many 
natural resources found in this part of North Branch, including lakes, streams, wetlands and 
woodlands. 

 
Rural Residential (RR)  

 
Rural Residential makes up 9,961 acres or 43% of the total acreage in the City of North 
Branch.     This land use is largely characterized by single-family residences set on larger lot sizes to 
accommodate onsite sewage treatment systems. Some of these areas are located within the city’s 
designated Urban Service Area, and no new development is allowed within this zoning district 
without connecting to municipal services. Areas located outside of the Urban Service Area must meet 
a minimum buildable acre standard so as to ensure that there is sufficient land area with the 
appropriate soil separation to support both a primary and a future secondary onsite sewage treatment 
system. 
 

The Planning Commission should examine these distinctions between zoning districts when considering 
the rezoning of the subject parcel from RR Rural Residential to AG Agricultural. The parcel and existing 
uses shall be considered whether or not they fit into the definition and guided land use of the Agricultural 
District. 
 
Sec 66-64 Findings of Fact 
 
In considering all requests for variances, appeals, amendments or conditional use permits, the planning 
agency and the city council shall make a finding of fact. Its judgment shall be based upon, but not limited 
to, the following factors: 
 
1.    Relationship to the city's comprehensive plan; 
2.    The geographical area involved; 
3.    The character of the surrounding area; 
4.    The availability and design capacities of existing or proposed utilities; 
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5.    Whether such a request will tend to or actually depreciate the surrounding area; 
6.    Whether the request will place an undue financial burden on the city; 
7.    Whether the request will impair an adequate supply of light and air to adjacent property; 
8.    Whether the request will unreasonably increase the congestion in the public right-of-way; 
9.    Whether the request will increase the danger of fire or endanger the public safety. 
10.    Whether the request is consistent with the spirit and intent of this division. 
 
Public Hearing opened at 6:55 PM. 
 
Public Hearing closed at 6:56 PM. 
 
Motion to approve the proposed comprehensive plan map amendment to regard the subjet property, from 
the land use rural residential to land use agricultural with conditions of finding of fact and approve the 
rezoning of the subject property itself from rural residential to agricultural with the conditions and 
findings of fact prese 
 
  

 c. Westside Commons 3rd Addition - Preliminary Plat ACTION 

City Planner Ryan Saltis presented the Westside Commons 3rd Addition - Preliminary Plat.  GS2 LLC, 
with Westwood Professional Services acting as the applicant, has submitted a request for a Preliminary 
Plat for Westside Commons 3rd Addition. The subject property is located at the south-west corner of 
Highway 95 and Falcon Ave and is legally described as Outlot A, Westside Commons 2nd Addition.  
The purpose of the proposed plat is to subdivide the existing outlot to accommodate future development, 
including a senior living facility and associated infrastructure improvements. The Preliminary Plat 
includes the creation of one buildable lot, public right-of-way, and outlots for drainage and future 
development.   
 
The subject site contains approximately 27.9 acres and is guided for B-Business within the City’s 
Comprehensive Plan.  
 
Issue(s) to Consider 
 
1.    Land Use and Zoning 
2.    Proposed Preliminary Plat 
3.    Plat Standards  
4.    Engineering and Infrastructure 
 
Analysis of Issue(s) 
 
1.    Land Use & Zoning 
 
The Subject Property is guided LUB – Land Use Business per the Comprehensive Plan, and zoned B – 
Business. 
 
Senior Communities for Independent or Assisted Living is a Permitted Use in the B-Business Zoning 
District. This is consistent with the nearby Boka Haven development. The proposed preliminary plat 
supports the development of a senior living facility and associated site improvements, which is consistent 
with the City’s Comprehensive Plan and the evolving character of the Highway 95 corridor.  
 
Staff finds the proposed plat to be generally consistent with the City’s land use guidance and 
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development objectives for this area.   
 
2.    Proposed Preliminary Plat 
 
The Preliminary Plat for Westside Commons 3rd Addition proposes the following:   
•    Creation of Lot 1, Block 1, intended for a future senior living facility (building footprint shown on 
plan)  
•    Dedication of public right-of-way for the 386th Street extension 
•    Creation of Outlot A for drainage and stormwater management 
•    Creation of Outlot B for future development 
•    Dedication of drainage and utility easements throughout the site 
 
The layout provides a logical configuration that supports both the proposed development and future 
expansion of the surrounding area. The plat also ensures connectivity to existing roadways and utilities.  
 
3.    Plat Standards  
 
Lots created by plat are required to meet minimum lot area, width, and depth requirements as established 
by City Code for the applicable zoning district.  
 
Based on review of the Preliminary Plat: 
•    The proposed lot exceeds minimum area requirements for the B – Business Zoning District 
•    Lot dimensions appear adequate to support the intended development  
•    Out lots are appropriately designated for drainage and future use  
 
Staff finds that the Preliminary Plat generally meets the applicable subdivision standards of the City 
Code. 
 
4.    Engineering and Infrastructure  
 
Streets & Access 
 
The development includes the construction of the 386th Street extension, which will provide primary 
access to the site.  
 
Key roadway elements include:  
 
•    Approximately 85-foot right-of-way with a 49-foot face-to-face roadway section 
•    Typical urban street section including curb and gutter, boulevard, and sidewalk 
•    A temporary cul-de-sac is proposed to accommodate phased development 
 
This extension improves connectivity and supports future development in the Westside Commons area. 
 
Utilities 
 
•    12-inch water main extension along 386th Street 
•    Sanitary sewer extensions, including approximately 350 linear feet of 10-inch sanitary sewer 
•    Hydrants and gate valves are placed throughout the site 
 
Utility plans will be subject to detailed review during final engineering.  
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Stormwater & Drainage 
 
Stormwater Management is addressed through:  
 
•    Construction of proposed stormwater pond 
•    Installation of storm sewer infrastructure, including: 

• 24-inch storm sewer lines 
• Catch basins and manholes 

 

•    Designated drainage out lots and easements 
 
Detailed stormwater calculations and final design will be reviewed during final plat and site plan 
approval.  
 
Grading & Erosion Control 
 
The plans include erosion control measures such as:  
 
•    Silt fence and inlet protection 
•    Construction entrance to prevent tracking  
•    Erosion control blanket and temporary stabilization measures 
 
All erosion control measures must be installed prior to construction and maintained throughout 
development.  
 
Public Hearing opened at 7:04 PM. 
 
Trent Olson asked how this was originally zoned.  Community Development Director Nate Sondrol 
answered that it is zoned business, and it's guided for high-density residential.   
 
Public Hearing closed at 7:07 PM. 
 
Motion to recommend approval to the City Council approving the preliminary plat for West Side 
Commons, 3rd edition.   
 
RESULT: Passed 
MOVER: Ross Otto 
SECONDER: Kelly Maurer 
AYES: Steve Cich, Ross Otto, Nate Ehalt, Kelly Maurer 
ABSENT:  
NOTES:  

8. REPORTS  
 a. Side Setbacks in Residential Zoning Districts INFO 

City Planner Ryan Saltis presented Side Setbacks in Residential Zoning Districts.  City staff has prepared 
this report to facilitate discussion regarding a potential amendment to the Zoning Code to increase 
minimum interior side yard setbacks from 6 feet to 10 feet in zoning districts where a 6-foot setback is 
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currently permitted. 
 
As shown in the City’s Dimensional and Design Standards Table, several residential zoning districts—
including portions of R-1, R-2, and R-3 districts currently allow 6-foot interior side setbacks, particularly 
for single-family and certain attached housing types. 
 
At this time, no formal application or ordinance is under consideration. This report is intended to provide 
an overview of potential impacts, benefits, and challenges to assist the Planning Commission in 
determining whether further study or direction is warranted. 
 
The potential amendment would increase the minimum interior side yard setback to 10 feet, aligning 
these districts more closely with others that already require larger setbacks. The following sections 
outline key considerations when analyzing impacts to residents, developers/builders, and the city. Cost 
considerations are also analyzed further.  
 
Impacts to Residents 
 
Potential Benefits: 
•    Increased Privacy: Additional distance between homes may reduce noise and visual impacts between 
neighboring properties.  
•    Improved Access & Maintenance: Larger side yards provide more space for maintenance, drainage, 
and utility access.  
•    Enhanced Light and Air: Greater spacing can improve natural light and ventilation between 
structures.  
•    Fire Safety: Increased separation may improve fire protection and emergency response access.  
 
Potential Challenges: 
•    Reduced Buildable Area: Particularly on smaller lots, increased setbacks may limit home size or 
placement options.  
•    Existing Development Pattern: Established neighborhoods with narrower spacing may not reflect the 
proposed standard.  
•    Nonconformities: Existing homes built under the 6-foot standard would likely become legal 
nonconforming structures. 
 
Impacts to Developers & Builders 
 
Potential Benefits: 
•    Marketability: Wider spacing between homes may appeal to buyers seeking lower-density residential 
character.  
•    Consistency: Standardizing setbacks across districts may simplify zoning interpretation and 
development review.  
 
Potential Challenges: 
•    Reduced Lot Yield: Larger setbacks may decrease the number of buildable lots or require larger lot 
sizes.  
•    Design Limitations: Standard building plans may need modification to fit within narrower building 
envelopes.  
•    Plat Revisions: Concept plans or undeveloped subdivisions designed with 6-foot setbacks may require 
redesign. 
 
Impacts to the City 
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Potential Benefits 
•    Community Character: Increased setbacks may support a more open and spacious residential 
environment.  
•    Stormwater & Drainage: Additional pervious area between structures may improve drainage 
conditions.  
•    Infrastructure Coordination: Greater spacing may reduce conflicts with utilities and easements.  
 
Potential Challenges 
•    Housing Affordability: Larger setbacks may increase development costs, which could impact housing 
prices.  
•    Land Use Efficiency: Reduced density may affect efficient use of land and infrastructure.  
•    Administrative Considerations: Managing nonconformities and transition standards may require 
additional staff review. 
 
Cost Considerations 
 
Developers: 
•    Increased cost per unit due to reduced density  
•    Potential redesign costs for site layouts and building plans  
 
Homeowners: 
•    Possible increase in home prices  
•    Potential long-term value benefits associated with increased spacing  
 
City: 
•    Possible reduction in tax base efficiency on a per-acre basis  
•    Limited direct fiscal impact, but potential increase in administrative review complexity 
 
Planning Considerations 
 
•    The current zoning table reflects a mix of 6-foot and 10-foot side setbacks, depending on district and 
housing type .  
•    The 6-foot standard is most commonly associated with more compact residential development 
patterns.  
•    Consideration may be given to:  

•     Whether a uniform standard is appropriate across all districts  
•     Whether different standards should apply based on lot size or zoning district  
•     How to address existing platted lots and nonconformities 

 
Summary 
 
Increasing side yard setbacks from 6 feet to 10 feet presents a range of potential benefits related to 
privacy, safety, and neighborhood character, while also introducing considerations related to housing 
density, cost, and development flexibility. Larger setbacks may contribute to a more open development 
pattern and improved long-term livability, particularly in lower-density residential areas. However, the 
change could also reduce buildable area on individual lots, potentially impacting lot layout efficiency and 
limiting design options on narrower parcels. 
 
Additionally, the amendment may have broader implications on housing affordability by increasing land 
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costs per unit and reducing overall development yield in affected districts. The existing mix of setback 
standards across zoning districts reflects differing development intensities, and modifying these standards 
may alter how those districts function over time. Consideration should also be given to how such a 
change would apply to existing platted lots and whether flexibility or exemptions may be appropriate. 
Overall, the potential amendment involves balancing community character objectives with practical 
development considerations, and further direction from the Planning Commission would help determine 
whether additional analysis or ordinance drafting is warranted. 
 
The discussion included potential impacts on residents, developers, builders, and the city, as well as the 
need for standardization across all districts.  Commissioner Ross Otto expressed concerns about the 
impact on existing homes and the ability to build garages and other structures.  Chair Nate Ehalt 
emphasized the need for objective data and the potential impact on legal non-conforming uses and 
insurance. The commissioners discussed the importance of balancing long-term planning goals with 
practical development realities and the need for further research and data collection. 

 b. Maximum Density - R3 Zoning INFO 

City Planner Ryan Saltis presented Maximum Density - R3 Zoning.   City staff has been asked to 
evaluate a potential text amendment to the City Code that would establish a maximum base density 
within the R-3 High Density Residential zoning district. Currently, the Dimensional and Design 
Standards Table identifies the R-3 district as allowing “6+ units per acre” with no defined upper limit. 
The proposed amendment would revise this standard to a defined density range of 6 to 18 units per acre.  
 
This report is intended to outline potential impacts, benefits, and considerations of establishing a 
maximum density cap. No formal action is requested at this time; this is for discussion and policy 
direction only.  
 
The R-3 zoning district is intended to accommodate higher-density residential development, including 
town homes, apartments, and multi-family housing.  
 
As shown in the Dimensional and Design Standards Table, R-3 districts already include development 
controls such as:  
•    Maximum building height of up to 3 stories or 50 feet 
•    Impervious surface limits up to 70-75% depending on housing type 
•    Minimum lot size and building coverage limitations 
•    Setbacks and design requirements 
 
While these standards regulate building form and site design, the absence of a maximum density allows 
for potentially high unit concentrations if other standards are met.  
 
Proposed Amendment 
 
Current Standard: 
•    Max Base Density: 6+ units per acre (no cap) 
 
Proposed Standard:  
•    Maximum Base Density: 6 to 18 units per acre 
 
This would introduce a clear upper limit on residential density within the R-3 district.  
 
The following analysis outlines the potential impacts of establishing a maximum density of 18 units per 
acre within the R-3 zoning district. This amendment would influence how residential developments are 
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designed and how they function within the community. The impacts are evaluated from multiple 
perspectives, including residents, developers, infrastructure, and overall land use planning, to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of the potential benefits and challenges associated with implementing a 
defined density cap.  
 
Impacts to Residents 
 
Potential Benefits: 
•    Greater predictability in neighborhood character and intensity 
•    Reduced concerns related to overcrowding, parking demand, and traffic congestion 
•    Improved compatibility with adjacent lower-density zoning districts 
 
Potential Challenges: 
•    May limit availability of diverse and more affordable housing types 
•    Could reduce opportunities for compact, walkable development patterns 
•    Potential upward pressure on housing costs due to constrained supply 
 
Impacts to Developers 
  
Potential Benefits: 
•    Provides clear expectations and certainty for project planning  
•    Aligns density with infrastructure and site design constraints 
•    May reduce community opposition by limiting perceived over development 
 
Potential Challenges: 
•    Reduced flexibility in site design and yield optimization 
•    Lower overall unit counts may impact project feasibility and return on investment 
•    Could discourage higher-density or mixed-use style developments 
 
Infrastructure and Service Impacts 
 
Potential Benefits 
•    Helps ensure density levels remain consistent with available infrastructure capacity 
•    Reduces strain on utilities, roadways, and public services 
•    Easier long-term planning for schools, parks, and emergency services 
 
Potential Challenges 
•    Lower densities may result in less efficient use of existing infrastructure 
•    Could increase per-unit cost of infrastructure expansion or maintenance 
 
Cost Considerations 
 
Developers: 
•    Fewer units per acre may increase per-unit land and development costs 
•    Potential need for higher sale or rental prices to offset reduced density 
 
City: 
•    Lower densities may reduce tax base potential per acre 
•    Lower residential density may reduce overall demand on public infrastructure systems; however, it 
may also decrease cost efficiency as infrastructure serves fewer households 
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Planning Considerations 
 
•    A maximum density aligns R-3 zoning with common planning practices that define both minimum 
and maximum thresholds  
•    Helps reinforce transitions between zoning districts 
•    Supports long-term comprehensive planning goals if density targets are defined 
 
However: 
•    May limit the City’s ability to accommodate future housing demand 
•    Could reduce flexibility in responding to market conditions 
 
Key Policy Considerations 
 
When evaluating this amendment, decision-makers may wish to consider:  
•    Whether 18 units per acre appropriately reflects the desired intensity of R-3 zoning 
•    If different density caps should apply to different housing types (apartments vs. townhomes)  
•    How this change aligns with the City’s Comprehensive Plan and housing goals 
•    Whether additional design standards could achieve similar outcomes without limiting density 
 
Chair Nate Ehalt and Commissioner Steve Cich discussed the historical context of the density cap, 
mentioning that it was previously 18 plus seven.  Commissioner Steve Cich suggested that 25 units could 
be a reasonable number, considering the height restrictions and the desire to keep a rural look.  Chair 
Nate Ehalt raised concerns about the compatibility of higher-density areas with lower-density rural or 
single-family home areas. 

 c. Design Standards INFO 

City Planner Ryan Saltis presented the Design Standard and Building Material Requirements 
review.  City staff has been directed by the Planning Commission, Economic Development Authority 
(EDA), and City Council to evaluate the City’s existing design standards under Section 66-943 of City 
Code. This review intends to determine whether current regulations are overly restrictive and whether 
modifications could improve development flexibility, reduce construction costs, and enhance the City’s 
competitiveness for commercial and industrial investment. 
 
The City of North Branch currently utilizes a three-zone design overlay system that establishes varying 
exterior building material requirements based on visibility and location within the community. These 
standards are intended to promote architectural quality, ensure cohesive design, and protect long-term 
property values.  Recently, the City has taken steps to modernize these standards. Most notably, Insulated 
Metal Panels were added as a permitted Class II material through Ordinance No. 397-25, reflecting a 
shift toward accommodating newer construction materials while maintaining design intent. 
This report provides a comprehensive review of existing standards, summarizes how North Branch 
compares to surrounding communities, and outlines potential options for amending material percentage 
requirements and zoning applicability. This item is for discussion and policy direction only. No formal 
action is requested at this time. 
 
Potential Amendment Options 
 
Based on the analysis, several potential modifications could be considered:  
 
Material Percentage Adjustments 
 
•    Reduce Zone 1 requirement from 65% to approximately 50% Class 1 Materials 
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•    Reduce Zone 2 requirement from 50% 
•    Maintain flexibility in Zone 3 
 
Façade-Based Standards 
 
•    Focus higher-quality material requirements on street-facing facades only  
•    Allow greater flexibility on side and rear elevations 
 
Expanded Material Allowances 
 
•    Continue allowing modern materials such as insulated metal panels 
•    Shift focus toward design quality rather than strict material classifications 
 
Design Overlay Zone Modifications 
 
•    Simplify or reevaluate the current three zone structure 
 
Cost and Development Considerations 
 
Developers 
 
•    Reduced material requirements may lower construction costs 
•    Increased flexibility may improve project feasibility 
•    Could encourage a broader range of commercial and industrial development 
 
City 
 
•    Increased development activity may expand tax base 
•    More flexible standards may improve competitiveness with neighboring cities 
•    Lower material standards could result in long-term maintenance concerns if not carefully balanced 
 
The City’s current design standards have been effective in promoting quality development but may 
benefit from targeted updates to improve flexibility and reduce development costs. Recent amendments, 
including the addition of insulated metal panels, demonstrate a shift toward modernization.  Adjustments 
to material percentage requirements, increased flexibility for non-visible façades, and potential revisions 
to the design overlay zones could help the City remain competitive while maintaining its desired 
architectural character. 
 
Commissioner Steve Cich proposed reducing material requirements to 50% for street-facing sides and 
maintaining flexibility for non-street-facing sides.  Commissioners Cich and Otto discussed the potential 
impact of reducing material requirements on the overall design and competitiveness of buildings. Chair 
Ehalt and Commissioner Cich discussed the appropriateness of the current design standards zones, 
particularly along the I-35 and Highway 95 corridors.  Chair Ehalt suggested that the zones may need to 
be re-evaluated to ensure they are appropriate for the specific areas they cover. Chair Ehalt and 
Commissioner Cich discussed the potential impact of changing the zones on the overall design and 
competitiveness of buildings. 

 d. Accessory Dwelling Units (ADU's) INFO 

City Planner Ryan Saltis presented the Accessory Dwelling Units (ADU's).  At the April 7 Planning 
Commission meeting, a resident raised the possibility of adopting regulations to allow Accessory 
Dwelling Units (ADU’s) as an additional housing option within residential zoning districts. ADU’s are 
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smaller, secondary residential units located on the same lot as a principal dwelling and may be either 
attached or detached.  ADU’s have gained increased attention as a planning tool to expand housing 
supply without large-scale development, support multi-generational living arrangements, and provide 
supplemental income opportunities for homeowners. 
 
Currently, the North Branch City Code does not explicitly permit ADU’s in residential zoning districts. 
As a result, the establishment of a secondary dwelling unit on a single parcel would require code 
interpretation or approval of a variance. 
 
Nearby jurisdictions, including Chisago County, Minnesota, and Isanti County, Minnesota, allow ADU’s 
(often referred to as “Accessory Apartments” or “Guest Houses”) under specific conditions, typically 
within agricultural or rural zoning districts. These ordinances provide a useful framework for evaluating 
how ADU’s could be regulated within the City of North Branch.  This item is presented for informational 
purposes only, and no action is requested at this time. Planning Commission members are asked to 
review the attached ordinances from Chisago and Isanti Counties in advance of a more detailed 
discussion at the June Planning Commission meeting. That discussion will focus on whether the City 
should consider incorporating ADU regulations into its zoning code and how such regulations may be 
structured. 
 
As the Planning Commission reviews the concept of allowing Accessory Dwelling Units (ADU’s), 
several policy and implementation considerations should be evaluated. These considerations are intended 
to guide future discussion on how ADU’s could be incorporated into the City of North Branch zoning 
code in a manner that balances housing flexibility with neighborhood compatibility. 

 e. Comprehensive Plan Update INFO 

City Planner Ryan Saltis gave a Comprehensive Plan Update.    Staff will be taking a deeper dive into the 
Comprehensive Plan and revising the language we discussed at the last meeting, along with making some 
minor tweaks to wording, numbers, and possibly updating some data depending on how in-depth we 
decide to go. Since a full comp plan review is planned in a couple of years, we’re also weighing what’s 
worth addressing now versus later. 
 

The main topics from the last meeting were housing, transportation, utilities, and public safety. Housing 
and land use are likely the biggest areas where the planning commission may want to review and provide 
suggestions.  If you read through the update and notice anything you think should be changed right away, 
feel free to send us your suggestions. The City is shooting to have a draft available to the City Council 
for their review and ultimate approval at the 2nd meeting in June.   

9. NEXT MEETING - June 2, 2026; 6:30 P.M  

10. ADJOURNMENT  

The Planning Commission Meeting was adjourned at 8:58PM. 
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PLANNING COMMISSION STAFF REPORT 
Meeting Date:  6/2/2026 
Prepared by:  Ryan Saltis, City Planner 

 
 
Planning Commission Action 
 
Motion to recommend/deny approval to the City Council:  
 

• Text Amendment to City Code Sec. 66-210 Design Standards Chart amending minimum interior side 
yard setbacks from six (6) feet to ten (10) feet within applicable residential zoning districts.  
 

Overview / Background 

City staff has prepared this report to facilitate discussion regarding a potential amendment to the Zoning Code 
to increase minimum interior side yard setbacks from 6 feet to 10 feet in zoning districts where a 6-foot setback 
is currently permitted. As shown in the City’s Dimensional and Design Standards Table, several residential 
zoning districts—including portions of R-1, R-2, and R-3 districts currently allow 6-foot interior side setbacks, 
particularly for single-family and certain attached housing types. 

This topic was discussed at the May 5, 2026 Planning Commission Meeting. During the discussion, Planning 
Commission members reviewed the potential impacts of increasing minimum interior side yard setbacks from 6 
feet to 10 feet and provided initial feedback regarding neighborhood character, buildable area, and impacts to 
existing properties.  

Staff is seeking official motion whether to recommend/deny approval of the text amendment.  

Issues to Consider 
 

• Text Amendment to City Code Sec. 66-210  - Residential Interior Side Yard Setbacks  
 
Analysis  

The potential amendment would increase the minimum interior side yard setback from 6 to 10 feet, aligning 
these districts more closely with others that already require larger setbacks. The City’s current Design 
Standards Chart establishes varying minimum interior side yard setback requirements depending on zoning 
district and housing type. Several residential zoning districts currently permit six (6) foot side yard setbacks for 
single-family and attached residential dwellings. 

The proposed text amendment would revise the minimum interior side yard setback requirement from six (6) 
feet to ten (10) feet within applicable residential zoning districts. 

The proposed amendment is intended to:  
• Increase spacing between residential structures 
• Improve privacy and access between homes 
• Enhance consistency between zoning districts 
• Support neighborhood character and lower-density development patterns 

 
The following chart is an excerpt from the City’s Dimensional and Design Standards Table. The full table is 
attached to this report. The text amendment proposes to change all residential zoning district interior setbacks 
from 6 feet to 10 feet.  
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The following sections outline key considerations when analyzing impacts to residents, developers/builders, 
and the city. Cost considerations are also analyzed further.  

Impacts to Residents 

Potential Benefits: 

• Increased Privacy: Additional distance between homes may reduce noise and visual impacts between 
neighboring properties.  

• Improved Access & Maintenance: Larger side yards provide more space for maintenance, drainage, 
and utility access.  

• Enhanced Light and Air: Greater spacing can improve natural light and ventilation between structures.  
• Fire Safety: Increased separation may improve fire protection and emergency response access.  

Potential Challenges: 

• Reduced Buildable Area: Particularly on smaller lots, increased setbacks may limit home size or 
placement options.  

• Existing Development Pattern: Established neighborhoods with narrower spacing may not reflect the 
proposed standard.  

• Nonconformities: Existing homes built under the 6-foot standard would likely become legal 
nonconforming structures. 

• Additions: Future additions or expansions to an existing principal structure may be required to meet the 
proposed 10-foot setback requirement rather than the existing 6-foot standard, which could limit the 
ability for some homeowners to expand their homes on narrower lots. 

Impacts to Developers & Builders 

Potential Benefits: 

• Marketability: Wider spacing between homes may appeal to buyers seeking lower-density residential 
character.  

• Consistency: Standardizing setbacks across districts may simplify zoning interpretation and 
development review.  

Potential Challenges: 

• Reduced Lot Yield: Larger setbacks may decrease the number of buildable lots or require larger lot 
sizes.  

• Design Limitations: Standard building plans may need modification to fit within narrower building 
envelopes.  

• Plat Revisions: Concept plans or undeveloped subdivisions designed with 6-foot setbacks may require 
redesign. 
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Impacts to the City 

Potential Benefits 

• Community Character: Increased setbacks may support a more open and spacious residential 
environment.  

• Stormwater & Drainage: Additional pervious area between structures may improve drainage conditions.  
• Infrastructure Coordination: Greater spacing may reduce conflicts with utilities and easements.  

Potential Challenges 

• Housing Affordability: Larger setbacks may increase development costs, which could impact housing 
prices.  

• Land Use Efficiency: Reduced density may affect efficient use of land and infrastructure.  
• Administrative Considerations: Managing nonconformities and transition standards may require 

additional staff review. 

Cost Considerations 

Developers: 

• Increased cost per unit due to reduced density  
• Potential redesign costs for site layouts and building plans  

Homeowners: 

• Possible increase in home prices  
• Potential long-term value benefits associated with increased spacing  

City: 

• Possible reduction in tax base efficiency on a per-acre basis  
• Limited direct fiscal impact, but potential increase in administrative review complexity 

Planning Considerations 

• The current zoning table reflects a mix of 6-foot and 10-foot side setbacks, depending on district and 
housing type .  

• The 6-foot standard is most commonly associated with more compact residential development patterns.  
• Consideration may be given to:  

o Whether a uniform standard is appropriate across all districts  
o Whether different standards should apply based on lot size or zoning district  
o How to address existing platted lots and nonconformities 
o How existing homes are impacted and limited when looking to expand home 

Summary 

Increasing side yard setbacks from 6 feet to 10 feet presents a range of potential benefits related to privacy, 
safety, and neighborhood character, while also introducing considerations related to housing density, cost, and 
development flexibility. Larger setbacks may contribute to a more open development pattern and improved 
long-term livability, particularly in lower-density residential areas. However, the change could also reduce 
buildable area on individual lots, potentially impacting lot layout efficiency and limiting design options on 
narrower parcels. 
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Additionally, the amendment may have broader implications on housing affordability by increasing land costs 
per unit and reducing overall development yield in affected districts. The existing mix of setback standards 
across zoning districts reflects differing development intensities, and modifying these standards may alter how 
those districts function over time. Consideration should also be given to how such a change would apply to 
existing platted lots and whether flexibility or exemptions may be appropriate. 

Overall, the potential amendment involves balancing community character objectives with practical 
development considerations.  

Planning Commission Action 

1. Motion to recommend approval/denial of the proposed text amendment to City Code Sec. 66-210 
amending minimum interior side yard setbacks from six (6) feet to ten (10) feet within applicable 
residential zoning districts.   
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Dimensional & Design Standards Table

Use
R-1     

single 
family

R-1, 2 
family 

dwellings
, per unit

R-2,       
single 
family

R-2, 2 
family 

dwellings
, per unit

R-2,              
3-6 

attached 
units, per 

townhouse

R-3,           
2 family 

dwellings, 
per unit

R-3            
3-6 

attached  
units - per 
townhouse

R-3: 7+ 
attached units 

and 
condominium
s (see below 

for apartment 
standards)H

R -3 
detached 

single 
family 

RR AG Public CBD B1 BN I1 I2 Flood 
plain

Shore-
land

Front yard setback- interior - 
in ft - at lot line or ROW 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 40 50 30 0

15, 50 
outside 
USA

15
20, 50 

outside of 
USA

20, 50 
outside 
of USA

Lot Width - corner - in ft at 
front set-back line 80 50 80 50 150 50 150 150 50 110 300 NA 25

50, 300 
outside 
of USA

50
100, 300 
outside of 

USA

100, 300 
outside 
of USA

Lot Width - in ft - at front 
set-back line 80 50 80 50 150 50 150 150 50 110 300 NA 25

50, 300 
outside 
of USA

50
100, 300 
outside of 

USA

100, 300 
outside 
of USA

Ditch easement - in ft 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45

Rear yard setback- interior 
lot - in ft 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 50 30 0

15, 50 
outside 
USA

15
20, 50 

outside of 
USA

20, 50 
outside 
of USA

Rear-yard setback corner lot 
- in ft 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 30 15 15 50 15 0

15, 50 
outside 
USA

15
20, 50 

outside of 
USA

20, 50 
outside 
of USA

Side set-back- interior lot - 
in ft 6

6', 0' for 
attached 
portion of 
unit

6

6', 0' for 
attached 
portion of 
unit

6', 0' for 
attached 
portion of 
unit

6', 0' for 
attached 
portion of 
unit

6', 0' for 
attached 
portion of 
unit

10 6 10 50 6 0

10, 0 if 
attached, 

50 
outside 
USA

10
20, 50 

outside of 
USA

20, 50 
outside 
of USA

Side setback- corner - in ft 30 30 30 20 30 30 20 30 30 30 50 30 0
15, 50 
outside 
USA

15
20, 50 

outside of 
USA

20, 50 
outside 
of USA

Lot Depth - minimum in ft 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 300 500 NA 100
100, 300 
outside 
of USA

100
100, 300 
outside of 

USA

100, 300 
outside 
of USA

Minimum Lot Size - sq ft 12,000 7,500 12,000 6,500 2,000 6,500 2,000

Not more than 
35% of the lot 

shall be 
covered by all 

buildings.  

6,500 1 acre 
buildable

10 
acres NA 2,500

5,000 in 
USA, 10 

acres 
outside 
USA

5,000

10,000, 10 
acres 

outside of 
USA

10,000, 
10 acres 
outside 
of USA

Maximum base density 1-4 units 
per acre

1-4 units 
per acre

1-6 units 
per acre

1-6 units 
per acre

1-6 units 
per acre

6+ units 
per acre

6+ units 
per acre

6+ units per 
acre

6+ units per 
acre

1 house per 
buildable acre

1 SF 
home NA NA NA NA NA NA

Minimum Principal 
building size sq ft - main 

floor, per dwelling C
800 800 800 800 800 800 800 800 800 800 800 NA ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Apartment -Miniumum sq ft
Efficiency/studio NA NA NA NA 400 NA 400 400 NA NA NA NA 400 400 NA NA NA

1 bedroom NA NA NA NA 800 NA 800 650 NA NA NA NA 650 650 NA NA NA
2 bedroom NA NA NA NA 800 NA 800 750 NA NA NA NA 750 750 NA NA NA
3 bedroom NA NA NA NA 800 NA 800 850 NA NA NA NA 850 850 NA NA NA

Principal Structure - Min 
WidthJ - in ft 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 NA NA NA ~ ~ ~

See 
Divisio

n 18

See 
Divisio

n 19
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Garage - sq ft 400 B 400 B 400 B 400 B 400 B 400 B
if provided, 

200 E
~ 400 400 B 400 B NA ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Wetland natural buffer 
/structure setback 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20

Building height - in ft 35 A 35 A 35 A 35 A 35 A 35 A 35 A 3 stories or 50' 
A 35A 35 A 35 A 75 A 50 A 50 A 50 A 75 A 75 A

Impervious surface - 
maximum 50% 50% 50% 50% 50% 50% 70% 75% 70% 50% 50% NA na 90% 90% 90% 90%

Floor elevation (lowest) 
    

3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 NA 3 3 3 3 3
Floor elevation (lowest)  - 
100 yr flood - in ft 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 NA 2 2 2 2 2

Foundation Requirements Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C YesC Yes C Yes C NA Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C

Driveway Surfacing Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D NA NA Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D

Landscape Requirements Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E NA Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E

Sign Requirement Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F NA Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F

Off-Street Parking 
Requirements Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G NA Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G

All buildings shall comply with State of MN Building Code.  PRovisions for decks shall be shown on original plans when a sliding glass door, patio door, etc. is installed.  
Provisions for decks must be shown on original plans when a sliding glass door, patio, door, etc. are to be installed

B.  Rear or side yard or attached garage required.  

E.  See Article 10- Landscaping Requirements; except Ag, see Section 66-390.  
F.  See Article 6 - Sign requirements
G.  See Article 7 - Off Street Parking Requirements.  
H.  Setbacks measured from outside walls or the edge of private condo spaces including ground level decks and yard spaces.

D.  Residential - See Section 66-855.  All zoning districts: shall be concrete or bituminous, unless stated otherwise.  
C.  Foundation Requirements -Permanent full perimeter footings; with foundation walls of concrete, concrete block, wood or any other approved material or method.  Decks and porches are allowed on pier type footings.  

A.  Height Exceptions - building height limits shall not apply to belfries, cupolas, domes, spires, monuments, airway beacons, radio towers, flag poles, chimneys or flues; nor to elevators, watertanks, poles, towers and other structures for 
essential services; nor to similar structures extending above the roof of any building and not occupying more than 25 percent of the area of such roof.  
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PLANNING COMMISSION STAFF REPORT 
Meeting Date:  6/2/2026 
Prepared by:  Ryan Saltis, City Planner 

 
 
Planning Commission Action  
 
Motion to recommend/deny approval to the City Council:  
 

• Zoning Text Amendment to the Design Standards Chart in City Code Section 66-210 to amend the 
Maximum Base Density for R-3 zoned properties.  

 
Overview / Background 

At the May 5, 2026 Planning Commission Meeting, the Planning Commission discussed the potential for a text 
amendment to the City Code that would establish a maximum base density within the R-3 High Density 
Residential zoning district.  

Currently, the Dimensional and Design Standards Table identifies the R-3 district as allowing “6+ units per 
acre” with no defined upper limit. The proposed amendment would revise this standard to establish a defined 
density range of 6 to 18 units per acre. 

During the May 5th discussion, concerns were expressed that establishing a maximum density cap of 18 units 
per acre may significantly impact the financial feasibility of future apartment and multi-family developments 
within the City. Discussion included how reducing potential unit counts could further tighten development 
margins due to increasing land costs, construction costs, infrastructure costs, and financing challenges 
associated with higher-density residential development. It was noted that many multi-family developments rely 
on increased unit counts to spread development costs across additional units in order to remain financially 
viable. Overall, the Planning Commission suggested that capping the maximum number at 18 units might be 
too low but would be open to other max density caps.  

The Planning Commission discussed the importance of balancing neighborhood compatibility and 
infrastructure considerations with the City’s long-term housing supply, housing diversity, and economic 
development goals. 

The R-3 zoning district is intended to accommodate higher-density residential development, including 
apartments, townhomes, and other multi-family housing types. Existing standards within the zoning district 
already regulate development intensity through controls such as: 

• Maximum building height of up to three (3) stories or 50 feet 
• Impervious surface limitations 
• Minimum lot area requirements 
• Setbacks and building coverage limitations 
• Parking requirements 
• Landscaping and site design standards 

While these standards regulate building form and site layout, the current code does not establish a maximum 
residential density threshold if all other standards are met. 

Proposed Amendment 
 
Current Standard 

• Maximum Base Density: 6+ units per acre (No maximum cap) 
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Proposed Standard 
• Maximum Base Density: 6 to 18 units per acre 

 
Analysis  
 
The following chart is an excerpt from the City’s Dimensional and Design Standards Table. The full table is 
attached to this report. The text amendment proposes to change all R-3 Max Base Densities from “6+ units per 
acre” to “6-18 units per acre”.  
 

 
 
The following analysis outlines the potential impacts of establishing a maximum density of 18 units per acre 
within the R-3 zoning district. This amendment would influence how residential developments are designed 
and how they function within the community. The impacts are evaluated from multiple perspectives, including 
residents, developers, infrastructure, and overall land use planning, to provide a comprehensive understanding 
of the potential benefits and challenges associated with implementing a defined density cap.  

Impacts to Residents 

Potential Benefits: 

• Greater predictability in neighborhood character and intensity 
• Reduced concerns related to overcrowding, parking demand, and traffic congestion 
• Improved compatibility with adjacent lower-density zoning districts 

Potential Challenges: 

• May limit availability of diverse and more affordable housing types 
• Could reduce opportunities for compact, walkable development patterns 
• Potential upward pressure on housing costs due to constrained supply 

Impacts to Developers  

Potential Benefits: 

• Provides clear expectations and certainty for project planning  
• Aligns density with infrastructure and site design constraints 
• May reduce community opposition by limiting perceived overdevelopment 

Potential Challenges: 

• Reduced flexibility in site design and yield optimization 
• Lower overall unit counts may impact project feasibility and return on investment 
• Could discourage higher-density or mixed-use style developments 

Infrastructure and Service Impacts 

Potential Benefits 

• Helps ensure density levels remain consistent with available infrastructure capacity 
• Reduces strain on utilities, roadways, and public services 
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• Easier long-term planning for schools, parks, and emergency services 

Potential Challenges 

• Lower densities may result in less efficient use of existing infrastructure 
• Could increase per-unit cost of infrastructure expansion or maintenance 

Cost Considerations 

Developers: 

• Fewer units per acre may increase per-unit land and development costs 
• Potential need for higher sale or rental prices to offset reduced density 

City: 

• Lower densities may reduce tax base potential per acre 
• Lower residential density may reduce overall demand on public infrastructure systems; however, it may 

also decrease cost efficiency as infrastructure serves fewer households 

Planning Considerations 

• A maximum density aligns R-3 zoning with common planning practices that define both minimum and 
maximum thresholds  

• Helps reinforce transitions between zoning districts 
• Supports long-term comprehensive planning goals if density targets are defined 

However: 

• May limit the City’s ability to accommodate future housing demand 
• Could reduce flexibility in responding to market conditions 

Key Policy Considerations 

When evaluating this amendment, decision-makers may wish to consider:  

• Whether 18 units per acre appropriately reflects the desired intensity of R-3 zoning 
• If different density caps should apply to different housing types (apartments vs. townhomes)  
• How this change aligns with the City’s Comprehensive Plan and housing goals 
• Whether additional design standards could achieve similar outcomes without limiting density 

Summary 

The proposed text amendment would establish a maximum residential density of 18 units per acre within the 
R-3 High Density Residential zoning district. The amendment is intended to provide additional predictability 
and control regarding residential development intensity within the City.  

Discussion at the May 5, 2026 Planning Commission Meeting identified concerns from both Planning 
Commissioners and developers regarding the potential impact the proposed density cap could have on 
development feasibility, housing supply, and future apartment construction in North Branch. Specifically, 
concerns were raised that reducing allowable density may further constrain already challenging development 
economics associated with higher-density residential projects.  
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While a maximum density cap may assist with neighborhood compatibility and infrastructure planning, it may 
also reduce development flexibility and limit the City’s ability to accommodate future housing demand  and 
housing diversity goals.  

Planning Commission Action 

Motion to recommend/deny approval to the City Council:  
 

• Zoning Text Amendment to the Design Standards Chart in City Code Section 66-210 to amend the 
Maximum Base Density from “6+ units per acre” to “6-18 units per acre” for R-3 zoned properties.   
 

• Recommend approval with modifications 
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Dimensional & Design Standards Table

Use
R-1     

single 
family

R-1, 2 
family 

dwellings
, per unit

R-2,       
single 
family

R-2, 2 
family 

dwellings
, per unit

R-2,              
3-6 

attached 
units, per 

townhouse

R-3,           
2 family 

dwellings, 
per unit

R-3            
3-6 

attached  
units - per 
townhouse

R-3: 7+ 
attached units 

and 
condominium
s (see below 

for apartment 
standards)H

R -3 
detached 

single 
family 

RR AG Public CBD B1 BN I1 I2 Flood 
plain

Shore-
land

Front yard setback- interior - 
in ft - at lot line or ROW 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 40 50 30 0

15, 50 
outside 
USA

15
20, 50 

outside of 
USA

20, 50 
outside 
of USA

Lot Width - corner - in ft at 
front set-back line 80 50 80 50 150 50 150 150 50 110 300 NA 25

50, 300 
outside 
of USA

50
100, 300 
outside of 

USA

100, 300 
outside 
of USA

Lot Width - in ft - at front 
set-back line 80 50 80 50 150 50 150 150 50 110 300 NA 25

50, 300 
outside 
of USA

50
100, 300 
outside of 

USA

100, 300 
outside 
of USA

Ditch easement - in ft 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45 45

Rear yard setback- interior 
lot - in ft 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 50 30 0

15, 50 
outside 
USA

15
20, 50 

outside of 
USA

20, 50 
outside 
of USA

Rear-yard setback corner lot 
- in ft 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 30 15 15 50 15 0

15, 50 
outside 
USA

15
20, 50 

outside of 
USA

20, 50 
outside 
of USA

Side set-back- interior lot - 
in ft 6

6', 0' for 
attached 
portion of 
unit

6

6', 0' for 
attached 
portion of 
unit

6', 0' for 
attached 
portion of 
unit

6', 0' for 
attached 
portion of 
unit

6', 0' for 
attached 
portion of 
unit

10 6 10 50 6 0

10, 0 if 
attached, 

50 
outside 
USA

10
20, 50 

outside of 
USA

20, 50 
outside 
of USA

Side setback- corner - in ft 30 30 30 20 30 30 20 30 30 30 50 30 0
15, 50 
outside 
USA

15
20, 50 

outside of 
USA

20, 50 
outside 
of USA

Lot Depth - minimum in ft 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 300 500 NA 100
100, 300 
outside 
of USA

100
100, 300 
outside of 

USA

100, 300 
outside 
of USA

Minimum Lot Size - sq ft 12,000 7,500 12,000 6,500 2,000 6,500 2,000

Not more than 
35% of the lot 

shall be 
covered by all 

buildings.  

6,500 1 acre 
buildable

10 
acres NA 2,500

5,000 in 
USA, 10 

acres 
outside 
USA

5,000

10,000, 10 
acres 

outside of 
USA

10,000, 
10 acres 
outside 
of USA

Maximum base density 1-4 units 
per acre

1-4 units 
per acre

1-6 units 
per acre

1-6 units 
per acre

1-6 units 
per acre

6+ units 
per acre

6+ units 
per acre

6+ units per 
acre

6+ units per 
acre

1 house per 
buildable acre

1 SF 
home NA NA NA NA NA NA

Minimum Principal 
building size sq ft - main 

floor, per dwelling C
800 800 800 800 800 800 800 800 800 800 800 NA ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Apartment -Miniumum sq ft
Efficiency/studio NA NA NA NA 400 NA 400 400 NA NA NA NA 400 400 NA NA NA

1 bedroom NA NA NA NA 800 NA 800 650 NA NA NA NA 650 650 NA NA NA
2 bedroom NA NA NA NA 800 NA 800 750 NA NA NA NA 750 750 NA NA NA
3 bedroom NA NA NA NA 800 NA 800 850 NA NA NA NA 850 850 NA NA NA

Principal Structure - Min 
WidthJ - in ft 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 NA NA NA ~ ~ ~

See 
Divisio

n 18

See 
Divisio

n 19
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Garage - sq ft 400 B 400 B 400 B 400 B 400 B 400 B
if provided, 

200 E
~ 400 400 B 400 B NA ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Wetland natural buffer 
/structure setback 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20

Building height - in ft 35 A 35 A 35 A 35 A 35 A 35 A 35 A 3 stories or 50' 
A 35A 35 A 35 A 75 A 50 A 50 A 50 A 75 A 75 A

Impervious surface - 
maximum 50% 50% 50% 50% 50% 50% 70% 75% 70% 50% 50% NA na 90% 90% 90% 90%

Floor elevation (lowest) 
    

3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 NA 3 3 3 3 3
Floor elevation (lowest)  - 
100 yr flood - in ft 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 NA 2 2 2 2 2

Foundation Requirements Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C YesC Yes C Yes C NA Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C Yes C

Driveway Surfacing Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D NA NA Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D Yes D

Landscape Requirements Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E NA Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E Yes E

Sign Requirement Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F NA Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F Yes F

Off-Street Parking 
Requirements Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G NA Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G Yes G

All buildings shall comply with State of MN Building Code.  PRovisions for decks shall be shown on original plans when a sliding glass door, patio door, etc. is installed.  
Provisions for decks must be shown on original plans when a sliding glass door, patio, door, etc. are to be installed

B.  Rear or side yard or attached garage required.  

E.  See Article 10- Landscaping Requirements; except Ag, see Section 66-390.  
F.  See Article 6 - Sign requirements
G.  See Article 7 - Off Street Parking Requirements.  
H.  Setbacks measured from outside walls or the edge of private condo spaces including ground level decks and yard spaces.

D.  Residential - See Section 66-855.  All zoning districts: shall be concrete or bituminous, unless stated otherwise.  
C.  Foundation Requirements -Permanent full perimeter footings; with foundation walls of concrete, concrete block, wood or any other approved material or method.  Decks and porches are allowed on pier type footings.  

A.  Height Exceptions - building height limits shall not apply to belfries, cupolas, domes, spires, monuments, airway beacons, radio towers, flag poles, chimneys or flues; nor to elevators, watertanks, poles, towers and other structures for 
essential services; nor to similar structures extending above the roof of any building and not occupying more than 25 percent of the area of such roof.  
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PLANNING COMMISSION STAFF REPORT 
Meeting Date:  6/2/2026 
Prepared by:  Ryan Saltis, City Planner 

 
 
Planning Commission Action  
 
Motion to recommend/deny approval to the City Council: 
 

• Zoning Text Amendment to City Code Section 66-943 relating to development design standards and 
amendments to the design overlay district map 

 
 
Overview / Background 

City staff has been directed by the Planning Commission, Economic Development Authority (EDA), and City 
Council to evaluate the City’s existing design standards under Section 66-943 of City Code. The intent of this 
review is to determine whether current regulations are overly restrictive and whether modifications could 
improve development flexibility, reduce construction costs, and enhance the City’s competitiveness for 
commercial and industrial investment. 

The City of North Branch currently utilizes a three-zone design overlay system that establishes varying exterior 
building material requirements based on visibility and location within the community. These standards are 
intended to promote architectural quality, ensure cohesive design, and protect long-term property values. 

Recently, the City has taken steps to modernize these standards. Most notably, Insulated Metal Panels were 
added as a permitted Class II material through Ordinance No. 397-25, reflecting a shift toward accommodating 
newer construction materials while maintaining design intent. 

This item was previously discussed by the Planning Commission at the May 5th, 2026 Planning Commission 
Meeting. Discussion at that meeting generally focused on potential modifications to the Design Standards Map 
and whether portions of the community currently located within Design Zone 1 should instead be placed within 
Design Zone 2. Areas specifically discussed included properties located along Flink Avenue and portions of the 
I-35 corridor where commissioners discussed whether the current Zone 1 standards may be more restrictive 
than necessary for the type of commercial and industrial development anticipated in those areas. 

The Planning Commission also discussed whether additional ordinance language should be considered to 
focus higher architectural standards on portions of buildings most visible to the public and neighboring 
residential areas.  

Specifically, commissioners discussed: 

• Applying enhanced design standards primarily to street-facing building facades 
• Requiring building elevations immediately adjacent to residentially zoned or guided properties to meet 

higher design standards 
• Allowing greater flexibility on rear or non-visible building elevations 

No formal direction or recommendation was made by the Planning Commission regarding these concepts. 
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Analysis  
 
Existing Standards 
 

Design standards apply to:  
 

• Commercial, Central Business, and Industrial Zoning Districts 
 

Design standards do not apply to:  
 

• Agricultural (AG) 
• Rural Residential (RR) 
• Park/Open Space districts 

 
Design Overlay Zones 
 
 Zone 1 – Primary Corridors & Gateways 
 

• Minimum 65% Class 1 materials 
• Highest Architectural Standards 
• Applies to high-visibility corridors such as I-35, Highway 95, and Main Street 

 
Zone 2 – Transitional Areas 
 

• Minimum 50% Class 1 materials 
• Moderate flexibility in design 
• Serves as a transition between high-visibility and industrial areas 

 
Zone 3 – Industrial / Low Visibility Areas 
 

• No minimum material percentage requirements 
• Requires use of at least two materials or colors on visible façades 
• Greater flexibility for industrial and rear-facing development 

 
Potential Design Standards Map Modifications  
 
During the May 5th Planning Commission discussion, commissioners reviewed whether portions of the existing 
Design Standards Map should be adjusted to better reflect current development patterns and future land use 
expectations. Discussion primarily focused on areas along Flink Avenue and portions of the I-35 corridor that 
are currently within Design Zone 1. 
 
Potential amendments discussed included:  
 

• Reclassifying select commercially or industrially guided areas from Zone 1 to Zone 2 
• Reducing the extent of Zone 1 requirements in areas less visible from primary community gateways  
• Maintaining Zone 1 standards within the Highway 95 corridor, downtown core, and highly visible 

gateway areas. 
• Expanding flexibility for industrial style developments while maintaining overall architectural quality 

 
Potential Façade-Based Standards: 
 
The Planning Commission also discussed whether the ordinance should place greater emphasis on specific 
building elevations rather than applying uniform standards to all sides of a structure.  
 
Examples of potential ordinance language concepts could include:  
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Street Facing Elevations 
 

• Building elevations facing a public street shall be required to meet the applicable Class 1 material 
percentage requirements for the applicable design zone.  

• Side or rear elevations not visible from a public street may be permitted to have reduced Class 1 
material percentages or additional flexibility in material selection 

 
Residential Adjacency Standards 
 

• Building elevations immediately adjacent to residential zoning districts or residentially guided properties 
shall be required to meet the applicable Class 1 material standards regardless of visibility.  

• Additional landscaping, screening, or architectural treatments may be required when commercial or 
industrial buildings abut residential uses.  

 
Visibility-Based Standards 
 

• Elevations visible from Interstate 35, Highway 95, Main Street, or other designated gateway corridors 
shall be subject to enhanced architectural standards. 

• Rear elevations screened from public view or adjacent industrial properties may be permitted greater 
material flexibility.  

 
The following analysis evaluates the City’s current design standards and the potential impacts of modifying 
material percentage requirements and zoning structure. This review considers impacts to development 
feasibility, community character, and long-term planning goals. 

 
Overall Evaluation 
 
North Branch’s design standards are generally consistent with surrounding communities in intent; 
however, the City’s material percentage requirements—particularly in Zone 1—are slightly more 
restrictive than many comparable cities. While these standards support high-quality development, they 
may also contribute to increased construction costs and reduced development flexibility. 
 
Comparison to Surrounding Cities 
 
A review of neighboring communities indicates several common themes: 
 

• Most cities require high-quality materials on street-facing facades, but allow flexibility elsewhere 
• Typical requirements range from 50% to 75% high-quality materials 
• Many cities allow modern materials such as metal panels when integrated into the design 
• Greater emphasis is placed on architectural articulation and overall appearance, rather than 

strict percentage requirements 
 

Impacts of Current Standards 
 
Benefits 
 

• Promotes consistent architectural quality throughout the City 
• Enhances key corridors and gateway areas 
• Supports long-term property values and community aesthetics 
• Encourages durable, long-lasting materials 

 
Challenges 
 

• Higher material requirements may increase construction costs 
• Limits flexibility for developers, particularly for industrial and commercial projects 
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• May discourage smaller-scale or cost-sensitive developments 
• Requires periodic amendments to accommodate new materials 

 
Potential Amendment Options 
 
Based on the analysis, several potential modifications could be considered:  
 

Material Percentage Adjustments 
 

• Reduce Zone 1 requirement from 65% to approximately 50% Class 1 Materials 
• Reduce Zone 2 requirement from 50% 
• Maintain flexibility in Zone 3 

 
Façade-Based Standards 
 

• Focus higher-quality material requirements on street-facing facades only  
• Allow greater flexibility on side and rear elevations 

 
Expanded Material Allowances 
 

• Continue allowing modern materials such as insulated metal panels 
• Shift focus toward design quality rather than strict material classifications 

 
Design Overlay Zone Modifications 
 

• Simplify or reevaluate the current three zone structure 
 
Cost and Development Considerations 
 

Developers 
 

• Reduced material requirements may lower construction costs 
• Increased flexibility may improve project feasibility 
• Could encourage a broader range of commercial and industrial development 

 
City 
 

• Increased development activity may expand tax base 
• More flexible standards may improve competitiveness with neighboring cities 
• Lower material standards could result in long-term maintenance concerns if not carefully 

balanced 
 
Text Amendment Options: 
 
The proposed amendments (underlined below) would revise the City's Design Standards regulations to focus 
architectural and building material requirements on street-facing building elevations and facades adjacent to 
residentially zoned properties, while providing greater flexibility for side and rear elevations not visible from 
public roadways. Additional amendments may include modifying the Design Standards Map by transitioning 
select properties along Flink Avenue and portions of the I-35 corridor from Zone 1 to Zone 2 to better align 
design requirements with development patterns and economic development objectives. 
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(k)  Street-Facing Facades 
 

1. For purposes of this section, a street-facing façade shall mean any building elevation visible from 
and oriented toward a public street, public roadway, Interstate 35, Highway 95, Main Street, or other 
designated gateway corridors identified by the Design Standards Map. 

2. Street-facing facades shall comply with the minimum exterior building material requirements 
applicable to the Design Standards Zone in which the property is located.  

3. Building elevations not visible from a public street may utilize any combination of approved Class I 
and Class II materials, provided the overall architectural character of the building remains 
consistent and cohesive.  

4. Corner lots shall be considered to have two street-facing facades and both elevations shall comply 
with the applicable material standards.  

 
(l)  Residential Adjacency Standards 
 

1. Any parcel subject to the provisions of this Section that immediately abuts a residential zoning 
district shall comply with the minimum exterior building material requirements of the applicable 
Design Standards Zone on all sides of the building, regardless of visibility from a public roadway.  

 
(m) Design Standards Map Adjustments 
 

The City Council may periodically amend the Design Standards Map to reflect changing development 
patterns, gateway corridors, land use transitions, and economic development objectives. In evaluating 
amendments to the map, consideration shall be given to roadway visibility, corridor prominence, 
adjacent land uses, and the overall character of the area. 
 

(n) Visibility-Based Building Materials 
 

Where a building contains facades that are visible from Interstate 35, Highway 95, Main Street, or other 
designated gateway corridors, the Planning Commission and City Council may require enhanced 
architectural treatment on those facades regardless of the minimum standards otherwise applicable 
within the Design Standards Zone. 

 

Summary 

The City’s current design standards have been effective in promoting quality development but may benefit from 
targeted updates to improve flexibility and reduce development costs. Recent amendments, including the 
addition of insulated metal panels, demonstrate a shift toward modernization. 

Potential updates discussed by the Planning Commission include reevaluating portions of the Design 
Standards Map, focusing higher architectural standards on street-facing and residentially adjacent elevations, 
and providing greater flexibility on non-visible building facades. These concepts could help the City remain 
competitive while maintaining its desired architectural character. 

 

Planning Commission Action 

Staff recommends that the Planning Commission review the discussion items presented within this report and 
provide formal direction regarding potential amendments to Section 66-943 of City Code related to design 
standards and building material requirements. 

Potential motions for consideration may include: 
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• Motion directing staff to draft ordinance amendments modifying the Design Standards Map, including 
evaluating portions of Flink Avenue and the I-35 corridor for transition from Zone 1 to Zone 2 

• Motion directing staff to prepare façade-based design standards focused on street-facing elevations 
• Motion directing staff to prepare additional standards requiring enhanced building materials for 

elevations adjacent to residentially zoned or guided properties 
• Motion directing staff to maintain the existing design standards with no additional amendments 
• Motion providing alternative direction as determined appropriate by the Planning Commission 
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Sec 66-943 Design Standards 

a) The zones set forth in this Section are defined in the design overlay district map on record with 
the City Clerk. 

b) Architectural Standards. The requirements contained within this Division shall not apply to any 
structure in the Agricultural, Rural Residential or Park/Open Space districts. It shall apply to all 
structures used for commercial purposes in Single-Family Residential, Medium Density 
Residential, and High Density Residential, all structures in the Central Business, Commercial, 
and Industrial Districts. 

These standards are intended to ensure coordinated design of new and existing building exteriors, 
including additions and accessory structures, in order to prevent visual disharmony; minimize 
adverse impacts on adjacent properties from buildings which detract from the character and 
appearance of the district; and aid in improving the overall economic viability of the district. These 
standards are further intended to prevent use of materials that are unsightly, subject to rapid 
deterioration or which contribute to depreciation of property values or cause urban blight. It is not 
the intent of this Section to unduly restrict design freedom when reviewing and approving project 
architecture in relationship to the proposed land use, site characteristics and interior building 
layout. While the City of North Branch has not established a theme or particular style of 
architecture that must be adhered to, a general goal of creating a professional appearance with 
architectural appeal associated with a small city atmosphere is desired within the City of North 
Branch. 

(1)  Architectural plans shall be prepared by an architect or other qualified person (as 
determined by the Zoning Administrator) and shall show the following: 

(a)  Elevations of all sides of the building.  

(b)  Type and color of exterior building materials.  

(c)  Typical floor plans.  

(d)  Dimensions of all structures.  

(e)  The location of trash containers and of exterior electrical, heating, 
ventilation, and air conditioning equipment.  

(f)  Utility plans including water, sanitary sewer, and storm sewer.  

(g)  Additional plans deemed necessary by the Zoning Administrator. 

(2)  Exterior building materials shall be subject to Zoning Administrator approval and 
the following: 

(a)  Zone 1: Structures must provide a cohesive architectural appearance 
reflecting its functional purpose and must be composed of at least sixty-five 
percent (65%) Class I materials; not more than thirty-five percent (35%) 
percent Class II materials. 
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(b)  Zone 2: Structures must provide a cohesive architectural appearance 
reflecting its functional purpose and must be composed of at least fifty 
percent (50%) Class I materials; not more than thirty-five percent (50%) 
percent Class II materials. 

(c)  Zone 3: Structures must provide a cohesive architectural appearance 
reflecting its functional purpose. Structures in this zone are not subject to 
material composition requirements by Class. All other design standards in 
this Section apply unless otherwise listed. 

(d)  Classes of materials. For the purposes of this subdivision, exterior 
materials shall be divided into Class I and Class II categories as follows: 

1. Class I consisting of: 

i.  Brick,  

ii.  Natural stone (or similar appearing, high quality manufactured 
stone),  

iii.  Glass curtain wall,  

iv.  Copper,  

v.  Other comparable or superior materials, or  

vi.  New materials that meet the intent of the preamble above. 

2. Class II consisting of: 

i.  Specialty concrete block such as burnished, textured or rock face, 

ii.  Architecturally precast concrete panels having an exposed 
aggregate, light sandblast, acid etch, form liner, smooth as cast, 
tooled, natural stone veneer, brick face and/or cast stone type 
finish,  

iii.  Masonry stucco,  

iv.  Fiber-cement exterior siding,  

v.  Other comparable or superior materials,  

vi.  New materials that meet the intent of the preamble above. vii. 
Exterior finish installation system (EFIS),  

viii.  Opaque panels,  

ix.  Ornamental metal,  
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x.  Smooth concrete block,  

xi.  Scored concrete block,  

xii.  Smooth concrete tilt-up panels,  

xiii.  Glazed block,  

xiv.  Glass block,  

xv.  Ceramic,  

xvi.  Other comparable or superior materials, or  

xvii.  New materials that meet the intent of the preamble above. 

(e)  A distinctly different color of brick may be considered as a second Class I 
material, however, minor blended color combinations shall not be 
considered as a separate material. 

(f)  Buildings may be constructed primarily of one (1) specific Class I material 
provided that the design fits the purpose of the building and is obviously 
superior to the general intent of this Division to provide visual interest, 
variation in detailing, and eliminate long wall sections without windows. 

(g)  Buildings constructed in Zone 3 shall have a minimum of two 
complementary color tones or two materials incorporated on all sides of the 
building. This can be completed through wainscoting, columns, pilasters, 
or other ornamentation as determined by the Zoning Administrator. 

(h)  Garish or bright accent colors for awnings, trim, banding, walls, entries or 
any portion of the building shall be minimized, but in no case shall such 
coloring exceed five percent (5%) of each wall area. 

(i)  In Zones 1 and 2 exposed roof materials shall be similar to, or an 
architectural equivalent of a high quality asphalt shingle (300# or better), 
wood shingle, standing seam metal roof, or better. 

(j)  In Zone 3, roof materials shall be of a finished material and all fasteners 
and connectors shall be the same color as the roof material. 

(3)  The overall architectural character shall have a consistent architectural expression 
on all sides of the building and be compatible with its surroundings. 

(4)  Windows or simulated windows shall be used on the ground level of any wall 
parallel to or nearly parallel to a street. 
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(5)  All structures, including parking ramps shall be designed to be architecturally 
integrated into the overall site and be made of comparable materials and 
decorative elements. 

(6)  All façade treatments shall be maintained so as to not be unsightly in appearance 
or in a state of disrepair, nor shall harmful health or safety conditions be present 
for the life of the project. 

(7)  Prohibited Exterior Materials in Zone 1 and 2: 

(a)  Vinyl Siding.  

(b)  Metal Siding, except as provided above.  

(c)  Formed Metal Panels with exposed fasteners.  

(d)  Pre-engineered post-frame structures with agricultural grade metal wall 
and roof panels, commonly called “pole barns” are not permitted. 

(8)  Prohibited Exterior Materials in Zone 3: 

(a)  Unfinished steel on walls or roofs. 

(b)  Unfinished aluminum on walls or roofs. 

(c) Reflective materials. 

(9)  Exceptions – The following exceptions to the exterior building material 
requirements may apply: 

(a)  The use is an essential service as defined by this Division; or  

(b)  The applicant shall have the burden of demonstrating that: 

1.  The proposed building maintains the quality in design and materials 
intended by this Division,  

2.  The proposed building design and materials are compatible and in 
harmony with other structures within the district,  

3.  The justification for deviation from the requirements of this section 
shall not be based on economic considerations. 

(c)  Sides of a building which are not visible from any public road may use any 
combination of Class I or II materials, if approved by the Planning 
Commission and City Council. The applicant must be able to demonstrate 
that said side of building is not visible from any public road. 
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(d)  Garage doors, window trim, flashing, accent items and the like, shall not 
constitute required materials that make up the exterior finish of a building 
for the purposes of this section. 

(e)  Building Additions. Properties zoned I - Industrial and I2 - Heavy Industrial 
may be excepted from the minimum exterior building material standards for 
additions onto existing buildings. This exception only applies to additions 
of not more than 75 percent of the gross floor area of the initial principal 
building constructed on the property. The type and percent composition of 
the material(s) on the new addition(s) must be equal to or greater than the 
material(s) on the existing principal building. Additions exceeding 75 
percent are required to meet the minimum exterior material standards for 
that Zone. In this case, the property owner may opt to satisfy the minimum 
standards on both the addition(s) and existing building. This exception does 
not apply to new secondary buildings and accessory structures on the 
property, if permitted by zoning. 
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PLANNING COMMISSION STAFF REPORT 
Meeting Date:  6/2/2026 
Prepared by:  Ryan Saltis, City Planner 

 
 
Report  
 
Discussion of Potential Text Amendment – Accessory Dwelling Units (ADU’s)  
 
Overview / Background 

At the April 7 Planning Commission meeting, a resident raised the possibility of adopting regulations to allow 
Accessory Dwelling Units (ADU’s) as an additional housing option within residential zoning districts. ADU’s 
are smaller, secondary residential units located on the same lot as a principal dwelling and may be either 
attached or detached. The topic of Accessory Dwelling Units (ADU’s) was also discussed at the May 5, 2026 
Planning Commission meeting. During that discussion, Planning Commission members expressed interest in 
further evaluating the potential impacts, benefits, and regulatory considerations associated with allowing ADU’s 
within the City of North Branch. 

ADU’s have gained increased attention as a planning tool to expand housing supply without large-scale 
development, support multi-generational living arrangements, and provide supplemental income opportunities 
for homeowners. 

Currently, the North Branch City Code does not explicitly permit ADU’s in residential zoning districts. As a 
result, the establishment of a secondary dwelling unit on a single parcel would require code interpretation or 
approval of a variance. 

Nearby jurisdictions, including Chisago County, Minnesota and Isanti County, Minnesota, allow ADU’s (often 
referred to as “Accessory Apartments” or “Guest Houses”) under specific conditions, typically within agricultural 
or rural zoning districts. These ordinances provide a useful framework for evaluating how ADU’s could be 
regulated within the City of North Branch. 

City staff is requesting that Planning Commission members review and analyze the questions and policy 
considerations identified within this report to provide staff with direction on how a potential ordinance 
amendment could be drafted. Planning Commission members are also encouraged to review the attached 
Chisago County and Isanti County ADU ordinances and identify provisions, standards, or processes they 
support or oppose. Feedback from the Planning Commission will assist staff in determining appropriate zoning 
districts, approval processes, development standards, and operational requirements that may be incorporated 
into a future ADU ordinance for consideration. 
 
Things to consider  
 
As the Planning Commission reviews the concept of allowing Accessory Dwelling Units (ADU’s), several policy 
and implementation considerations should be evaluated. These considerations are intended to guide future 
discussion on how ADU’s could be incorporated into the City of North Branch zoning code in a manner that 
balances housing flexibility with neighborhood compatibility. 
 
Zoning Districts 
 

• Should ADU’s be permitted in all residential districts or limited to specific zoning classifications (ex: RR 
or R-1)  
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Approval Process 
 

• Should ADU’s be permitted administratively or require a Conditional Use Permit (CUP) to allow for 
case-by-case review?  

 
Unit Type and Location 
 

• Should both attached and detached ADU’s be allowed? 
• Should restrictions be placed on placement? (rear yard only?)  

 
Size Limitations 
 

• Should ADU’s be limited by square footage (ex: 800-1,200 square feet) or as a percentage of the 
principal dwelling?  

 
Owner Occupancy Requirements 
 

• Should either the primary dwelling or ADU be owner-occupied to maintain property oversight and 
neighborhood character?  

 
Parking Requirements 
 

• Should additional off-street parking be required for ADU’s?  
 
Utilities and Infrastructure 
 

• Are existing water, sewer, and stormwater systems adequate to support increased density?  
 
Design and Compatibility Standards 
 

• Should ADU’s be required to match the architectural style or materials of the principal dwelling? 
 
Number of Units 
 

• Should there be a limit of one ADU per parcel?  
 
Enforcement and Administration 
 

• What level of staff resources would be required to administer and enforce ADU regulations?  
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4.10  Accessory Dwelling Units  

A.   An accessory dwelling unit is a detached or possibly attached structure adhering to principal 
structure setbacks or an attached accessory use with a dedicated separate entrance from the 
principal structure as defined in Section 3. An internal stairwell may be connected to the 
dedicated separate entrance.   

B. An accessory dwelling unit is only permitted on parcels with an established principal dwelling. 

C.      An accessory dwelling unit shall not exceed seven hundred eighty (780) square feet or larger 
measured at the foundation/footprint.  

D.  The maximum footprint of the accessory dwelling unit shall not exceed the principal dwelling 
footprint.   

E. The accessory dwelling unit must be compatible in materials and appearance to the principal 
dwelling.   

F. Dedicated on-site parking to meet the needs generated by the accessory dwelling unit is 
required.   

G. The accessory dwelling unit shall meet the residential standards of this Ordinance including but 
not limited to building requirements in Section 4.07.  

H. Accessory dwelling units are permitted in the AG and RR Districts. Accessory dwelling units shall 
require a Conditional Use Permit in the AP, UFR, and RVC Districts.  

I.  Accessory dwelling units shall be prohibited in the CLI and PAT Districts.  Land containing both a 
principal dwelling and an accessory dwelling unit cannot be subdivided unless both dwellings 
and the land adhere to all specified dimensional standards.  

J. At least one (1) of the dwellings on the property must be owner occupied.   

K. Accessory dwelling units are not permitted on land which has been developed with a duplex or 
townhome.   
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PLANNING COMMISSION STAFF REPORT 
Meeting Date:  6/2/2026 
Prepared by:  Ryan Saltis, City Planner 

 
 
Recommended Planning Commission Action 
 

1. Motion to recommend discussion and direction regarding potential amendments to the Central 
Business District (CBD) zoning boundaries within the downtown area.  

2. Motion to direct City Staff to prepare potential zoning amendment options, including evaluation of 
rezoning to an existing zoning district or creation of a new transitional zoning district.   
 

 
Overview / Background 
 
The City of North Branch has begun evaluating the long-term future of several properties currently zoned 
Central Business District (CBD) within the downtown area. The discussion area generally includes properties 
located between approximately 2nd Avenue and 4th Avenue extending from Maple Street south toward Elm 
Street, as outlined in pink on the attached zoning map excerpt.  

The CBD zoning district was originally established to support a traditional downtown development pattern 
consisting of commercial storefronts, offices, retail services, mixed-use buildings, and pedestrian-oriented 
activity. Over time, portions of the identified area have transitioned toward predominantly residential land uses 
with limited commercial redevelopment activity occurring on several blocks.  

As part of ongoing zoning and code discussions, the City is evaluating whether the existing CBD zoning district 
remains appropriate for these properties or whether portions of the area should transition into another zoning 
classification better aligned with existing land use patterns and future redevelopment goals. A previous 
discussion chart prepared for zoning topics identified the possibility of removing a section of properties from 
the CBD district between 4th Avenue and Maple Street extending to Elm Street.  

Potential options discussed include:  

• Maintaining the current CBD zoning district 
• Rezoning portions of the area into an existing residential zoning district such as R-2 or R-3 
• Creating an entirely new zoning district intended to serve as a transitional downtown residential or 

mixed-use district.  

This discussion is intended to gather Planning Commission feedback prior to any formal zoning alignment 
process.  

 
Issue(s) to Consider 
 
1. Existing Land Use & Zoning 
2. Existing CBD District Purpose 
3. Potential Rezoning to Existing Residential Districts 
4. Potential Creation of a New Transitional Zoning District 
5. Comprehensive Plan Compatibility 
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Analysis of Issue(s) 
 
1. Existing Land Use & Zoning 
 
The Subject Properties are currently zoned CBD – Central Business District. The outlined area primarily 
contains a mixture of:  
 

• Single-Family Homes 
• Duplexes and smaller multifamily structures 
• Older residential lots 
• Limited commercial activity 
• Properties adjacent to the downtown core 

 
Subject Properties Map: 
 

 
 
Several of the properties within the identified area have historically functioned more as residential 
neighborhoods than active downtown commercial properties. While the zoning remains CBD, portions of the 
district no longer reflect traditional downtown development patterns.  
 
The current CBD district permits a wide range of commercial, service, office, and mixed-use activities intended 
to support a downtown core. However, the existing development pattern in portions of the outlined area 
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consists largely of residential structures and uses that may be more compatible with residential or transitional 
zoning districts.  
 
The Planning Commission should consider whether the current zoning accurately reflects:  
 

• Existing Land Uses 
• Future Redevelopment Goals 
• Housing Needs 
• Downtown Commercial Expansion Opportunities 

 
2. Existing CBD District Purpose 
 
Section 66-503 of North Branch City Code states the purpose of the CBD commercial business district is: 
 

a) To provide for high intensity commercial activity within a compact central area stressing the pedestrian 
function and interaction of people and businesses; and 

b) To provide a local retail, service and civic center for the community 
 
While portions of the downtown core continue to function in this manner, several of the outlined blocks have 
evolved into lower-intensity residential areas over time.  
 
The Planning Commission should consider whether the intent and purpose of the CBD zoning district continue 
to align with the existing development pattern and future vision for this portion of downtown.  
 
3. Potential Rezoning to Existing Residential Districts 
 
One option would be rezoning portions or all of the area into an existing zoning district such as:  
 

• R-2 Medium Density Residential 
• R-3 High Density Residential 

 
Potential Benefits: 
 

• Better alignment between zoning and existing residential uses 
• Reduction in nonconforming residential structures 
• Increased predictability for homeowners and developers 
• Additional housing opportunities near downtown services 
• Encouragement of residential reinvestment 

 
Potential Concerns:  
 

• Reduction of future commercial redevelopment opportunities 
• Potential weakening of the downtown commercial core 
• Increased residential density impacts on parking and traffic 
• Potential conflicts with nearby commercial operations 

 
An additional consideration when evaluating rezoning of the subject area is the potential creation of 
nonconforming lots and structures. Many of the existing parcels within the downtown area were originally 
platted with smaller lot dimensions that what is currently required within modern residential zoning districts.  
 
Rezoning portions of the CBD district into an existing residential zoning district may result in parcels becoming 
nonconforming with respect to:  
 

• Minimum lot area 
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• Lot Width 
• Setbacks 
• Parking Requirements 
• Building Placement Standards 

 
While legal nonconforming lots and structures are permitted to continue under the City Code, creation of 
additional nonconformities may impact future redevelopment flexibility, additions to existing structures, lot 
combinations, and property investments.  
 
The Planning Commission should consider whether maintaining future commercial flexibility is more important 
than aligning zoning with current residential land use patterns.  
 
4. Potential Creation of a New Transitional Zoning District 
 
Another option would be creation of a new zoning district specifically intended for downtown transition areas. 
This district could function as a buffer between the downtown commercial core and surrounding residential 
neighborhoods.  
Potential characteristics of a new district could include:  
 

• Residential and limited commercial uses 
• Townhomes, apartments, and upper-story residential units 
• Small-scale office or neighborhood commercial uses 
• Flexible parking standards 
• Downtown-compatible design standards 
• Reduced commercial intensity compared to the CBD district 

 
Potential Benefits: 
 

• Preserves redevelopment flexibility  
• Encourages mixed-use reinvestment 
• Creates a gradual transition between downtown and residential neighborhoods 
• Maintains some commercial opportunities while supporting housing growth 

 
Potential Concerns: 
 

• Requires development of an entirely new zoning district 
• Additional ordinance drafting and administration 
• Potential uncertainty during implementation 
• Need for carefully crafted use standards and design requirements 

 
The Planning Commission should consider whether a transitional district would better achieve the City’s long-
term redevelopment goals than the existing CBD zoning district.  
 
In considering amendments to zoning districts and zoning maps, the Planning Commission and City Council 
shall evaluate, including but not limited to, the following:  
 

1. Relationship to the City’s Comprehensive Plan;  
2. The geographical area involved;  
3. The character of the surrounding area;  
4. Existing and future land use patterns;  
5. Whether the amendment would depreciate surrounding properties;  
6. Whether the amendment would place an undue burden on City services or infrastructure;  
7. Whether the amendment supports orderly development patterns;  
8. Whether the amendment is consistent with the spirit and intent of the zoning ordinance;  
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9. Long-term redevelopment opportunities within the downtown core;  
10. Compatibility between residential and commercial land uses. 

 
5. Comprehensive Plan Compatibility 
 
The Planning Commission should consider whether the current CBD boundaries continue to align with the 
long-term vision identified within the Comprehensive Plan below:  
 

“The Central Business District is a unique classification intended to provide for a planned, unified 
development of the City’s historical downtown area. This zoning classification makes up 43 acres or 
.18% of the total acreage in the City of North Branch. Permitted uses include service based businesses, 
office uses, retail uses, apartments and hotel uses, among other things, in close proximity to one 
another to promote pedestrian movement between businesses. The area offers a mix of street and lot 
parking, with the parking lots being located behind buildings at various locations throughout the 
district. The existing land use is primarily commercial buildings, many of which are vacant and in need 
of rehabilitation. The area is dotted with existing single family homes which were intended to be 
phased out of use and converted to commercial uses over time. The area is adjacent to TH95, with 
sidewalks that provide pedestrian passage, but pedestrian movement across TH95 is difficult and poses 
a significant challenge to the goal of this area being an inviting public space offering a “range of retail 
and civic experiences” as hoped by the authors of the 2009 Comprehensive Plan.” 

 
Important considerations include:  
 

• Downtown economic development goals  
• Housing availability near downtown services 
• Neighborhood compatibility  
• Preservation of traditional downtown character 
• Long-term redevelopment potential  
• Infrastructure and parking impacts 

 
The City should also evaluate whether portions of the district are likely to redevelop commercially in the future 
or whether residential and mixed-use redevelopment is more realistic based on current market conditions.  
 
Planning Commission Action 
 

1. Motion to recommend discussion and direction regarding potential amendments to the Central 
Business District (CBD) zoning boundaries within the downtown area. 
 

2. Motion to direct City Staff to prepare potential zoning amendment options, including evaluation of 
rezoning to an existing zoning district or creation of a new transitional zoning district. 
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PLANNING COMMISSION STAFF REPORT 
Meeting Date:  6/2/2026 
Prepared by:  Ryan Saltis, City Planner 

 
 
Recommended Planning Commission Action 
 

1. Motion to recommend discussion and direction regarding the potential creation of a new Flex zoning 
district within the Flink Ave / Interstate 35 corridor currently zoned B-Business. 

2. Motion to direct City Staff to prepare potential zoning amendment options, including evaluation of 
permitted light industrial uses, development standards, and district boundaries for a future Flex Zoning 
District.  

 
Overview / Background 
 
The City of North Branch has begun evaluating the long-term future of several properties currently zoned B-
Business located generally along the corridor east of Flink Ave and west of Interstate 35, starting north of 
392nd St.  
 
The B-Business zoning district was originally established to accommodate commercial development including 
retail, office, restaurant, and highway-oriented business uses. Over time, portions of the corridor have evolved 
into a mixture of commercial, contractor, service-oriented, and undeveloped properties with increasing interest 
from businesses seeking flexible commercial and light industrial development opportunities.  
 
As part of ongoing zoning and economic development discussions, the City is evaluating whether the existing 
B-Business zoning district remains appropriate for this corridor or whether creation of a new “Flex” zoning 
district would better support future development patterns and business needs.  
 
Potential uses discussed for a future Flex District may include:  
 

• Contractor shops and offices 
• Showroom / Warehouse combinations 
• Light industrial operations 
• Warehousing and storage 
• Equipment sales and service 
• Small-scale manufacturing  
• Trade businesses 
• Commercial service operations 
• Flex commercial-industrial buildings 

 
The intent of a Flex district would be to bridge the gap between traditional commercial zoning and heavier 
industrial zoning while maintaining development standards appropriate for a highly visible interstate corridor.  
 
Potential options include:  
 

• Maintaining the current B-Business zoning district 
• Rezoning portions of the corridor into an existing industrial zoning district 
• Creating an entirely new Flex zoning district intended to accommodate commercial and light industrial 

uses 
 
This discussion is intended to gather Planning Commission feedback prior to any formal zoning ordinance 
amendment process.  
 
 

Page 57 of 88



Issue(s) to Consider 
 
1. Existing Land Use & Zoning 
2. Existing B-Business District Purpose 
3. Economic Development Opportunities 
4. Potential Creation of a Flex Zoning District 
5. Interstate Corridor Appearance & Compatibility 
6. Traffic, Infrastructure & Operational Impacts 
7. Comprehensive Plan Compatibility  
 
Analysis of Issue(s) 
 
1. Existing Land Use & Zoning 

 
The Subject Properties are currently zoned B-Business. The outlined area primarily contains a mixture of:  
 
• Commercial properties 
• Highway-oriented businesses 
• Contractor and service businesses 
• Undeveloped parcels 
• Storage and operational business activities 
 
Subject Properties Map:  
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Several of the properties within the identified corridor already function similarly to flexible commercial of 
employment-oriented areas rather than traditional retail-focused commercial districts.  
 
The current B-Business district primarily emphasizes commercial retail and service uses. However, portions of 
the corridor have experienced increasing demand for businesses requiring warehouse space, contractor 
storage, fleet operations, light assembly, and mixed office/shop uses that may not fit cleanly with existing 
zoning classifications.  
 
The Planning Commission should consider whether the current zoning accurately reflects:  
 

• Existing land use patterns 
• Interstate corridor development trends 
• Future employment opportunities 
• Economic development goals 
• Demand for flex-space development 

 
2. Existing B-Business District Purpose 
 
The purpose of the B-Business district is generally intended to accommodate commercial development 
including retail, office, service, and highway business activities.  
 
While portions of the corridor continue to function in this manner, several properties have transitioned toward 
service-oriented and operational business uses that may require greater flexibility than currently permitted 
under the district regulations.  
 
The Planning Commission should consider whether the existing B-Business district continues to align with the 
long-term vision for the Interstate 35 corridor or whether a separate zoning classification may better support 
evolving development patterns.  
 
3. Economic Development Opportunities 
 
A Flex zoning district may improve the City’s ability to attract and retain businesses that do not fit within 
traditional retail commercial zoning but still provide significant employment and tax base benefits.  
 
Potential benefits include:  
 

• Increased employment opportunities 
• Expanded commercial-industrial tax base 
• Accommodation of modern business models 
• Greater flexibility for redevelopment 
• Support for contractor and trade businesses 
• Additional investment along the I-35 corridor 

 
Many businesses seek flexible building types combining office, showroom, storage, and operational space 
within a single development. Existing zoning districts may not adequately accommodate these uses.  
 
Potential concerns include:  
 

• Increased truck and fleet traffic 
• Outdoor storage impacts 
• Reduced retail-oriented development opportunities 
• Potential conflicts between commercial and operational uses 
• Need for stronger buffering and performance standards 
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The Planning Commission should consider whether providing additional flexibility within this corridor would 
strengthen the City’s long-term economic development strategy.  
 
4. Potential Creation of a Flex Zoning District 
 
Another option would be the creation of a new zoning district specifically intended for business flex and light 
industrial uses. 
 
Potential characteristics of a new district could include:  
 

• Contractor shops and offices 
• Warehouse/showroom combinations 
• Limited light manufacturing  
• Indoor storage and distribution 
• Commercial service operations 
• Limited screened outdoor storage 
• Flexible building layouts 
• Interstate-oriented employment uses 

 
Potential Benefits:  
 

• Preserves economic development flexibility  
• Encourages reinvestment and redevelopment  
• Creates opportunities for employment growth 
• Provides zoning clarity and predictability for businesses 
• Bridges the gap between commercial and industrial zoning 

 
Potential Concerns:  
 

• Requires development of an entirely new zoning district 
• Additional Ordinance drafting and administration 
• Potential uncertainty during implementation 
• Need for carefully crafted operational standards 
• Need for buffering and screening requirements 

 
The Planning Commission should consider whether a Flex district would better achieve the City’s long-term 
redevelopment and employment goals than the existing B-Business district.  
 
In considering amendments to zoning districts and zoning maps, the Planning Commission and City Council 
shall evaluate, including but not limited to the following:  
 

1. Relationship to the City’s Comprehensive Plan 
2. The geographical area involved 
3. The character of the surrounding area 
4. Existing and future land use patterns 
5. Whether the amendment would depreciate surrounding properties 
6. Whether the amendment would place an undue burden on City services or infrastructure 
7. Whether the amendment supports orderly development patterns 
8. Whether the amendment is consistent with the spirit and intent of the zoning ordinance 
9. Long-term economic development opportunities 
10. Compatibility between commercial and light industrial land uses 

 
 
 

Page 60 of 88



5. Interstate Corridor Appearance and Compatibility 
 
The Interstate 35 corridor serves as a highly visible gateway into the City of North Branch. As a result, corridor 
appearance and development quality remain important considerations.  
 
Potential standards that may need to be evaluated include:  
 

• Architectural design requirements 
• Enhanced landscaping  
• Outdoor storage screening  
• Building material standards 
• Lighting limitations 
• Noise and operational performance standards 

 
The Planning Commission should consider how a Flex district can balance business flexibility while maintaining 
a high-quality corridor appearance.  
 
6. Traffic, Infrastructure & Operational Impacts 
 
Flex and light industrial uses may generate different traffic patterns than traditional commercial development 
including:  
 

• Increased truck traffic  
• Fleet vehicle storage 
• Delivery operations 
• Employee shift traffic 

 
The City may need to evaluate whether future roadway, access, or infrastructure improvements would be 
necessary if the district is implemented.  
 
The Planning Commission should also consider whether operational impacts such as outdoor storage, loading 
activities, and noise should be limited through district performance standards.  
 
7. Comprehensive Plan Compatibility  
 
The Planning Commission should consider whether creation of a Flex zoning district aligns with the long-term 
vision identified within the Comprehensive Plan related to:  
 

• Economic development 
• Employment growth 
• Interstate corridor development 
• Commercial tax base expansion 
• Land use compatibility  
• Highway-oriented business development 

 
Important considerations include:  
 

• Long-term redevelopment potential 
• Corridor appearance 
• Market demand for flex-space development 
• Infrastructure capacity 
• Compatibility with surrounding uses 
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The City should also evaluate whether portions of the corridor are more likely to redevelop as flexible 
employment-oriented uses rather than traditional retail commercial developments based on current market 
conditions and regional development trends.  
 
Planning Commission Action 
 

1. Motion to recommend discussion regarding the potential creation of a new Flex zoning district within the 
Interstate 35 corridor currently zoned B-Business. 

2. Motion to direct City Staff to prepare potential zoning amendment options, including evaluation of 
permitted light industrial uses, development standards, and district boundaries for a future Flex zoning 
district.  
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City of North Branch 

Staff Report 
 

Prepared By: Nathan Sondrol, Community Development Director 

Presenter: Nathan Sondrol, Community Development Director, Matthew Hill, City 
Administrator 

Date: 05/28/2026 

Board & Commission: Planning Commission 

Subject: Comprehensive Plan Update 

 
The Comprehensive Plan Steering Committee requests that the Planning Commission review 
two specific sections of the 2018 Comprehensive Plan: 

• Section 2: Values and Vision (all groups will review this section) 
• Section 3: Land Use and Growth 

Your focused review is vital as we move toward the final revision of the plan.  This should 
include a thorough overview of the current language, and listing any changes that the group feel 
necessary due to the changes and growth of the City.  
We are establishing the following timeline for the process: 
 
The committee met on February 18, March 18 and April 15 and discussed the following items: 
 
- Urban Service Area Boundary 
- Types of Housing/Demand 
- ADU's: Where are they acceptable and identified a Goal for placing regulations 
- Short Term Housing 
- Redevelop and Repurpose opportune areas 
- CBD is emphasized for only holding .18% of total land in city 
- Analyze planned transportation routes and review zoning accordingly 
- Update acreages, numbers, facts, data within Comp Plan 
- Ecological Preservation 
- Goal: Design Standards 
 
The next meeting is scheduled for Wednesday, May 20 at 6pm at City Hall. 
 

• April 15 2026: Housing, Transporation, Utilities, Public Safety - . 
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• May 20 2026: Presentation of the Comprehensive Plan review results to the Planning 
Commission for public hearing and consideration, and Council approval in June. 

Supporting documents are attached, including:Sections 2 and 3 of the Comprehensive Plan, and 
a link to the entire document 
- https://www.northbranchmn.gov/DocumentCenter/View/216/2018-Comprehensive-Plan-PDF 

• Summary of the feedback forms from the community questionnaires 

Staff are in the process of compiling comments and updates and will have them provided prior to the 
meeting. 

Requested Action 
To provide input on Sections 2 and 3 of the comprehensive plan 
 
Voting Requirements: 
 
Voting Options            Simple Majority 
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Comprehensive Plan Questionnaire: Key Patterns and 
Trends 

1. Community Strengths and Identity 

Across the early sections of the questionnaire (pages 2–3), respondents consistently highlight: 

● A strong sense of community pride and belonging. 
 

● The small-town feel and safety that make the area family-friendly. 
 

● Deep appreciation for natural spaces, recreation, and access to the outdoors. 
 

● Recognition that schools and local events form the heart of community identity. 
 

Trend: The community’s greatest strength lies in its cohesion and shared values. Schools, local 
partnerships, and volunteerism serve as anchors of civic pride and engagement. 

 

2. Transportation and Accessibility 

From the middle portion of the survey (around page 6), respondents discuss: 

● A strong desire for safe biking and walking routes, particularly for students and families. 
 

● Concerns about traffic flow near schools and main corridors. 
 

Trend: Participants want more walkable, connected routes—aligning with health, safety, and 
sustainability goals. There is clear community interest in making it easier to move around town 
without a car. 

 

3. Education and Workforce Alignment 

Later responses (pages 7–8) show widespread recognition of: 

● Education quality as a defining strength of the community. 
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● Calls for more career-connected learning, technical training, and real-world skills. 
 

● Alignment with the district’s goal of ensuring students graduate with a plan, not by 
chance. 
 

Trend: The community supports educational innovation—especially programs that bridge 
academics with career readiness and local workforce opportunities. 

 

4. Economic and Environmental Balance 

Responses from pages 9–10 highlight the desire to: 

● Support small businesses and encourage local job creation. 
 

● Promote sustainable growth that balances targeted industry development with 
environmental preservation. 
 

● Explore renewable energy and responsible land use; Maintain and protect natural 
resources and open spaces. 
 

Trend: Residents value a balanced approach—advancing economic opportunity while 
safeguarding the environment and rural character that define the community. 

 

5. Community Engagement and Governance 

The final sections (page 11 and beyond) emphasize: 

● Appreciation for transparent communication from local leaders. 
 

● Calls for inclusive planning that welcomes voices from all age groups, especially youth 
and families. 
 

● Recognition that civic collaboration is essential for moving forward. 
 

Trend: There is strong appetite for collaboration and communication—people want to be 
informed, involved, and part of shaping the community’s future. 
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