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M E M O R A N D U M  

TO:  City Planning Commission, Committee of the Whole 

FROM: Mei-Ling Anderson, City Planner, (612) 673-5342 

DATE: May 22, 2014 

SUBJECT:  Commons at Penn, 2201-2221 Golden Valley Rd. & 1823 Penn Ave. N. 
 

The proposed development is a four-story, mixed-use building at the southwest corner of Penn Avenue 
North and Golden Valley Road. The subject site contains a total of five parcels which are zoned C1 
Neighborhood Commercial District. The Minneapolis Plan for Sustainable Growth identifies the site as 
urban neighborhood on the future land use map. The site is located along Penn Avenue North, which is 
a Community Corridor. 

The applicant is proposing to construct a building with 45 residential units, offices and programming 
space for Building Blocks Non-profit, Inc., a fitness area, and commercial space along Penn Avenue that 
would potentially contain a clinic serving the community. 

Based on staff’s preliminary review, the following land use applications have been identified: 

• Conditional use permit to allow a community center in the C1 Neighborhood Commercial 
District. 

• Conditional use permit to increase the maximum allowed height for a mixed-use building in the 
C1 Neighborhood Commercial District from the greater of three stories or 42 feet to four 
stories, or 50 feet. 

• Variance to reduce the minimum distance between the habitable space of a dwelling and an open 
parking space from 6 feet to 4.5 feet. 

• Variance to reduce the minimum front yard setback adjacent to Queen Avenue North, for the 
first 25 feet from the south property line, from 20 feet to 16 feet. 

• Variance to reduce the minimum front yard setback adjacent to Penn Avenue North, for the 
first 25 feet from the south property line, from 20 feet to 1.5 feet. 

• Variance to reduce the minimum bicycle parking requirement for non-residential uses from nine 
to five spaces. 

• Variance to increase the percentage of required parking spaces that may be satisfied by 
providing compact spaces from 25 percent to approximately 42 percent. This applies to the 
non-residential surface parking area. 

• Depending on the height of the mechanical equipment, a variance of the screening requirements 
for mechanical equipment or a variance of the maximum allowed fence height in a required front 
yard may be needed.  

• Site plan review for a four-story, mixed-use building with 45 dwelling units. 

The applicant submitted the land use application for this project on May 5, 2014 but a public hearing has 
not yet been scheduled. The applications required for this project are subject to change, depending on 
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the additional information that the applicant submits. Staff would like feedback from the Commission on 
the following, in addition to feedback on the identified applications: 

• Exterior building materials 
• Window distribution 
• Demarcation of the primary entrance at the northeast corner of the site 

 



Commons@Penn 
Statement of Proposed Use and Description of Project 

 
 
Executive Summary 

 
Minnesota-based non-profit developer Building Blocks, led by former NBA star Devean George, is 
investing in the north Minneapolis community with a hallmark building at the corner of Penn 
Avenue North and Golden Valley Road, known as Commons @ Penn Avenue (C@P). This four-
story, mixed use transit-oriented development is a fusion of affordable workforce housing, 
commercial/retail opportunities and community spaces supported by a backbone of active 
engagement and programming that strengthens community in an underutilized market. The 
34,000+ square foot, 45-unit building features multiple common spaces, a transit waiting area 
for commuters, and views to Minneapolis skyline to the east, among many other amenities. The 
total development cost is $10.4 million, of which 95% has been secured through financing 
commitments from public funding sources, and the approval of bond and tax credit financing. 
The development is fully supported by the Minneapolis City Council, the Hennepin County Board 
of Commissioners and the local neighborhood group.  
 
Project Description 

 
Housing 
Commons @ Penn includes 45 units of multi-family rental housing in a mix of one, two and three 
bedroom units; 75% of the units will be two and three bedroom units to meet strong market 
demand for homes accommodating families with children. Each unit features have hard surface 
flooring, full sized kitchen appliances, access to two laundry rooms, and standard nine foot 
ceilings. The upper floors feature views of the downtown Minneapolis skyline to the east and the 
Golden Valley area to the west. The building will have underground parking for the tenants and 
on-grade parking for the commercial/retail tenants.   
 
Amenities for residents include covered and secure parking, a large, on-site fitness center, tot lot 
with adjacent exercize bikes for parents, an integrated bus shelter, a picnic area, both outdoor 
and indoor secure bike parking, large program space in the building, and on site retail.  The first 
floor common and retail spaces are all designed with large windows opening up onto the street, 
to engage people to come in as well as to provide safety to the street.  
 
Non-housing space 
C@P includes 4,500 square feet of commercial space on the first floor. Some of the commercial 
space will be occupied by Building Blocks administrative and program space.  This will be part of 
a community service facility per IRS Section 42 and, as such, the capital cost of constructing the 
space has been included in the tax credit basis. Although the operating costs for the space will be 
separate from the residential, and rents will be charged, the financing creates top-quality, low-
cost space for Building Blocks. This allows them to keep their overhead costs low so that more of 
their resources can be used for much needed programming. 



 
The balance of the commercial space includes a medical clinic.  NorthPoint Health & Wellness 
Center intends to open a satellite clinic at C@P featuring integrative medicine to the community.  
The commercial space will be completely separately funded therefore none of the construction 
costs for this space are included in the Residential portion of the budget. 
 
The combination of uses--housing and commercial--directly meets the needs of the community: 
housing and support services for tenants, retail spaces to activate the street and provide goods 
and services as well as jobs to the community, and resources for individuals to start small 
businesses.   
 





















May 1, 2014  ::

Commons at Penn Avenue  -  North & South Elevations

Building Blocks MN  ::

North Elevation

South Elevation



May 1, 2014  ::

Commons at Penn Avenue  - East & West Elevations & Perspective View Looking Northeast

Building Blocks MN  ::

Commons at Penn Avenue - East & West Elevations & Perspective View Looking Northeast

East Elevation

Perspective View Looking Northeast

West Elevation



May 1, 2014  ::

Commons at Penn Avenue  - Perspective View Looking Southeast

Building Blocks MN  ::

Perspective View Looking Southeast



May 1, 2014  ::

Commons at Penn Avenue  - Perspective View Looking Northwest

Building Blocks MN  ::

Commons

May 1, 2014 ::

s at Penn Avenue - Perspective View Looking Northwest

Building Blocks MN ::

Perspective View Looking Northwest
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