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LAND USE APPLICATION SUMMARY 

Property Location: 201 South 6th Street (aka 650 South 3rd Avenue) 

Project Name:  Star Tribune Signage 

Prepared By: Janelle Widmeier, Senior City Planner, (612) 673-3156 

Applicant: Star Tribune Media Company 

Project Contact:  Carol Lansing, Faegre Baker Daniels LLP 

Request:  To install a projecting sign. 

Required Applications: 

Variance To increase the maximum allowed size of a projecting sign from 48 square 
feet to 172.3 square feet. 

SITE DATA 

Existing Zoning 
B4-2 Downtown Business District 
DP Downtown Parking Overlay District 

Lot Area 72,700 square feet 

Ward(s) 7 

Neighborhood(s) Downtown Minneapolis Neighborhood Association 

Designated Future 
Land Use Commercial 

Land Use Features Growth Center (Downtown) 

Small Area Plan(s) Not applicable. 

 

  

CPED STAFF REPORT 
Prepared for the Zoning Board of Adjustment 
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BACKGROUND 

SITE DESCRIPTION AND PRESENT USE. A 58-story office tower occupies the site.  The Star 
Tribune occupies 18 stories and 63,420 square feet of the building.  The property is addressed as 201 6th 
Street South.  The building address for the Star Tribune is 650 South 3rd Avenue. 

SURROUNDING PROPERTIES AND NEIGHBORHOOD. The site is located in the downtown 
core.  There is a mix of uses in the immediate area.    The sign would be located across the street from 
the open, green space in front of the Hennepin County Government Center. 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION. The Star Tribune has relocated their headquarters to the property of 
201 6th Street South in the Capella Tower.  Because they are an anchor tenant in the building, they are 
proposing to install a sign above the 3rd Avenue building entrance.   The face of the sign would be 172.3 
square feet in area and the sign would be located 22 feet above the adjacent grade.  It would also be 
internally illuminated.  The sign components consist of channel letters, the logo, and a wireway.  Because 
the sign would extend more than 24 inches from the building wall, the sign is classified as a projecting 
sign.  Projecting signs are limited to 48 square feet in area.  The applicant is requesting a variance to 
increase the maximum size.  

RELATED APPROVALS.  

Planning Case # Application Description Action 
BZZ-620 Variance to increase 

maximum size and 
height.  

Freestanding sign The BOA approved the sign 
on May 22, 2002. 

PUBLIC COMMENTS. As of writing this report, no correspondence from the neighborhood group 
has been received. Any correspondence received prior to the public meeting will be forwarded on to 
the Board of Adjustment for consideration.   

ANALYSIS 

VARIANCE 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development has analyzed the application for a 
variance to increase the maximum allowed size of a projecting sign from 48 square feet to 172.3 square 
feet based on the following findings: 

1. Practical difficulties exist in complying with the ordinance because of circumstances unique to the property. 
The unique circumstances were not created by persons presently having an interest in the property and are 
not based on economic considerations alone. 

Practical difficulties exist in complying with the ordinance due to circumstances unique to the 
property that were not created by the applicant.  The proposed sign would be attached to two 
support columns flanking the 3rd Avenue entrance vestibule projecting from a recess in the wall.  
The building wall to the left of the 3rd Avenue entrance is a curved curtain wall.  The applicant has 
explored attaching the sign to the curtain wall, but found that it could not structurally support a 
larger sign.  Placing it on the wall behind the entrance would have further limited visibility.  
Structural provisions needed to attach the sign to the columns require that the sign to project more 
than 6 inches from the columns.  Because the sign is considered a projecting sign, it is subject to a 

https://www.municode.com/library/mn/minneapolis/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=MICOOR_TIT20ZOCO_CH525ADEN_ARTIXVA_525.500REFI
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maximum size of 48 square feet.  However, it looks like a wall sign.  Wall signs in the downtown 
districts are allowed to be up to 120 square feet in area.  Because the sign would be attached to two 
columns, an exterior wireway is proposed that is included in the total sign area.  The applicant has 
noted that if this were a typical wall sign, the electrical components could be hidden in the wall or 
behind the sign face.  Needing to span the distance of the two columns to properly secure the sign 
to the building also contributes to needing an adjustment to the allowed sign area. 

2. The property owner or authorized applicant proposes to use the property in a reasonable manner that will 
be in keeping with the spirit and intent of the ordinance and the comprehensive plan. 

Regulations governing on-premise signs are established to allow effective signage appropriate to the 
planned character of each zoning district, to promote an attractive environment by minimizing visual 
clutter and confusion, to minimize adverse effects on nearby property, and to protect the public 
health, safety and welfare.  The B4 Downtown Business District is established to provide an 
environment for retail and office activities of citywide and regional significance. The district also 
allows entertainment, residential and public uses which complete the mixed use character of the 
area. The B4 District allows the highest density office development within the downtown area. The 
proposed sign would provide the primary identification for the Star Tribune, which occupies 18 
stories and 63,420 square feet of the Capella Tower.  It would be located above the 3rd Avenue 
building entrance.  The total sign area, including all components of the sign, would be 172.3 square 
feet.  Although it is classified as a projecting sign, it looks like a wall sign.  Because the sign primarily 
consists of channel letters, instead of a solid panel, the proposed size would not result in a sign that 
appears excessively large from the sidewalk level.  The sign is also consistent with the size and scale 
of a 58-story building.  The request is reasonable and in keeping with the spirit and intent of the 
ordinance and comprehensive plan. 

3. The proposed variance will not alter the essential character of the locality or be injurious to the use or 
enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. If granted, the proposed variance will not be detrimental to the 
health, safety, or welfare of the general public or of those utilizing the property or nearby properties. 

Granting the variance would not negatively alter the character of the area and would not be 
detrimental to the health, safety, or welfare of the general public or of those utilizing the property 
or nearby properties.  The site is located in the downtown core.   As the applicant has noted, there 
are other properties in the immediate that also have large signs.  Because the sign primarily consists 
of channel letters, instead of a solid panel, the proposed size would not result in a sign that appears 
excessively large from the sidewalk level.  The proposed sign is also consistent with the size and 
scale of a 58-story building.  The proposed sign would comply with all other applicable 
requirements.  

Additional Standards for Sign Adjustments 

In addition, the Planning Commission shall consider, but not be limited to, the following factors when 
considering an adjustment to the number, type, height, area, or location of allowed signs on property 
located in an OR2 or OR3 District or a commercial, downtown, or industrial district: 

1. The sign adjustment will not significantly increase or lead to sign clutter in the area or result in a sign that is 
inconsistent with the purpose of the zoning district in which the property is located. 

The B4 Downtown Business District is established to provide an environment for retail and office 
activities of citywide and regional significance. The district also allows entertainment, residential and 
public uses which complete the mixed use character of the area. The B4 District allows the highest 
density office development within the downtown area. The proposed sign would not contribute to 
sign clutter on the site.  The site has frontage on four streets.  The existing signage located on the 
site includes a monument sign near the corner of 2nd Avenue and 6th Street and two parking garage 

https://www.municode.com/library/mn/minneapolis/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=MICOOR_TIT20ZOCO_CH543EMSI_ARTVIISIAD_543.510APCR
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entrance signs attached to the building on the wall adjacent to 7th Street.  Approximately 800 square 
feet of sign area is allowed on the 3rd Avenue building façade.  No other signage is proposed on that 
side of the building.  The proposed sign is 172.3 square feet in area and would look like a wall sign.  
The sign proposal would also be consistent with the purpose of the B4 district and would not lead 
to sign clutter.   

2. The sign adjustment will allow a sign that relates in size, shape, materials, color, illumination and character 
to the function and architectural character of the building or property on which the sign will be located. 

The sign would relate in size, shape, material, color, illumination and character of the 58-story, glass 
and stone office building.  It would be located above a main building entrance, would look like a wall 
sign, and would be internally illuminated.   

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the Zoning 
Board of Adjustment adopt staff findings for the applications by Star Tribune Media Company for the 
property located at 201 South 6th Street: 

A. Variance to increase the maximum allowed sign area. 

Recommended motion: Approve the variance to increase the maximum allowed size of a 
projecting sign from 48 square feet to 172.3 square feet, subject to the following condition: 

1. Approval of the sign permit by the Department of Community Planning and Economic 
Development. 
 

ATTACHMENTS 

1. Written description and findings submitted by applicant 
2. Zoning map 
3. Survey/site plan 
4. Sign plans 
5. Renderings 
6. Building elevation 
7. Photos of building and other existing site signage 
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STAR TRIBUNE BUILDING 
350 S. 3RD AVENUE 

 
SIGN VARIANCE STATEMENT 

 
July 28, 2015 

 
 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 
The Star Tribune, our region’s largest newspaper, recently relocated its headquarters and 
newsroom to 650 3rd Avenue South.  The portion of the Capella Tower complex with this street 
address is now known as the “Star Tribune Building.”  In order to identify both the new 
headquarters location and building name, the Applicant is proposing to install a sign above the 
entrance to the building on 3rd Avenue. 
 
The proposed sign is the newspaper’s brand signature comprising its green star logo and name 
“Star Tribune.”  The logo and letters will be individual, brushed stainless steel elements mounted 
on a fabricated horizontal 8” high structural wireway.  The sign will be lit with low voltage white 
LED lighting.  The letters have translucent white acrylic faces.  A custom-colored digital print 
will be applied to the white acrylic face of the logo.  The finished display will be mounted onto 
the two existing vertical building columns that frame the 3rd Avenue entry vestibule. 
 
Although the sign will have the appearance of a flat wall sign, it will project more than 6” from 
the face of the columns, so it is classified as a projecting sign.  The maximum area for a 
projecting sign without a variance is 48 SF.  The area of the sign, determined by drawing an 
imaginary rectangle around the individual letter, logo and wireway elements is 173 SF.  A 
variance is being requested to increase the allowed area of a projecting sign from 48 SF to 173 
SF. 
 
 
VARIANCE FINDINGS 
 
(1)  Practical difficulties exist in complying with the ordinance because of circumstances unique 
to the property. The unique circumstances were not created by persons presently having an 
interest in the property and are not based on economic considerations alone.  
 
Practical difficulties exist in complying with the ordinance.  The design of the proposed sign is 
driven by the architectural design of the building.  The ground floor facade is substantially-
recessed at the 3rd Avenue entry.  A glass-enclosed entry vestibule extends out from the recessed 
building facade toward the public sidewalk.  Two large columns that support the cantilevered 
floors above the entry level frame the vestibule at the sidewalk.  The facade around and above 
the entry is glass curtain wall.  A sign spanning and attached to the columns directly above the 
entry vestibule is the logical and most appropriate location to signify the location of the entry and 
announce the name of the building and “anchor” tenant.  The existing glass curtain wall facades 
cannot structurally support the proposed sign.  Even if they could, the visibility of a wall sign 
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attached to the glass facade at ground level would be substantially impaired by the curvature and 
setback of that wall and a sign attached to the flat glass facade above the entry would exceed the 
28-foot height limit. 
 
The sign structure will be attached with structural fins to the I-beams within the columns.  In 
order to have sufficient room for installation access and maintenance, the sign structure must be 
separated from the columns by more than 6” (the back of the sign will be 11” from the column).  
It is this separation that changes the type of the sign for zoning code definitional purposes from a 
wall sign to a projecting sign.  Although a wall sign in the Downtown can be 120 SF as of right, 
projecting signs are limited to 48 SF. 
 
The width of the spacing between the columns is a determinant of the overall sign area because 
the width impacts the height of the letters and logo that will achieve an aesthetically pleasing and 
proportional representation of the Star Tribune brand signature.  The external wireway increases 
the overall sign area as well; for a typical wall sign, the electrical components could be 
incorporated into the wall or behind the sign face. 
 
These circumstances are unique to the property and were not created by the applicant. 
 
(2)  The property owner or authorized applicant proposes to use the property in a reasonable 
manner that will be in keeping with the spirit and intent of the ordinance and the comprehensive 
plan. 
 
The proposed 173 SF sign is a reasonable size for a main business sign for a headquarters 
building in the Downtown.  It is smaller than the 194 SF monument sign for the Ameriprise 
headquarters located a half block away at the corner of 3rd Avenue and 7th Street, the Thrivent 
building wall sign, which is over 1,000 SF, and the multiple wall signs of over 120 SF approved 
for the Wells Fargo buildings currently under construction.  Although sign area is determined by 
drawing an imaginary box around the outermost edges defined by the individual letters and logo 
elements and wireway, the sign will not actually be as impactful as a sign with a 173 SF sign 
cabinet.  If the wireway were not included, the area would be reduced to 153 SF.  If the star logo 
and “StarTribune” components were treated as two, adjacent signs, the combined area would be 
127 SF including the wireway and only 90 SF excluding the wireway. 
 
The site guided Commercial on the future land use map in the City’s comprehensive plan, the 
Minneapolis Plan for Sustainable Growth (MPSG).  General Commercial land use areas include 
a broad range of commercial uses.  The site is also associated with the Downtown Growth 
Center.  Policies associated with these land use features encourage application of zoning 
standards in a manner that promotes the viability of commercial uses and supports development 
with a concentration of jobs.  See MPSG Land Use Policies 1.4 and 1.15. 
 
The MPSG includes the following guidance specifically related to signs and relevant to this 
proposal.  
 
Urban Design Policy 10.20: Promote an attractive environment by minimizing visual clutter and 
confusion caused by a proliferation of signage. 
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Comment:  Other than addressing and other small auxiliary types of signs, the proposed 
sign will be the only sign on the 18-story, approximately 240-foot length of the 3rd 
Avenue facade, and only the fourth sign on the entire zoning lot.  The proposed sign will 
be the Star Tribune’s main identification sign on the building.   
 

Urban Design Policy 10.21: Unique areas and neighborhoods within the city should have a 
special set of sign standards to allow for effective signage appropriate to the planned character of 
each area/neighborhood. 

10.21.1 Supporting the regional draw of Downtown entertainment areas, larger scale 
signage shall be allowed in appropriate places (such as the Hennepin Avenue Downtown 
Entertainment Area and Nicollet Mall Overlay District). 
10.21.2 To promote street life and activity, signs should be located and sized to be 
viewed by people on foot (not vehicles) in order to preserve and encourage the pedestrian 
character of commercial areas that have traditional urban form. 

 
Comment:  The scale of the sign is appropriate for the very large building in the 
Downtown office core.  The height, size and orientation of the sign is oriented to the 
pedestrian realm.  The sign location and size demarcate the entry and identify the 
building as the Star Tribune headquarters. 
 

The size of the proposed sign is reasonable based on the scale of the building and the purpose of 
the sign to identify the Star Tribune headquarters building.  It will not create visual clutter.  
Granting the requested variances is in keeping with the spirit and intent of the ordinance and the 
comprehensive plan. 
 
(3)  The proposed variance will not alter the essential character of the locality or be injurious to 
the use or enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. If granted, the proposed variance will not 
be detrimental to the health, safety, or welfare of the general public or of those utilizing the 
property or nearby properties. 
 
As noted above, the proposed sign is similar to or smaller in size compared to other building and 
tenant identification signs on nearby blocks, so it will not alter the essential character or the area.  
The sign will not be detrimental to public health or safety because it will comply with all 
lighting, building code and sign permitting regulations.  The sign will not be injurious to the use 
and enjoyment of other property. 
 
SIGN ADJUSTMENT CRITERIA 
 
(1)  The sign adjustment will not significantly increase or lead to sign clutter in the area or result 
in a sign that is inconsistent with the purpose of the zoning district in which the property is 
located. 
 
The proposed sign will be the only business sign on the large, 3rd Avenue facade of the building, 
so it will not create sign clutter.  Larger scale signage is appropriate in the Downtown.  The sign 
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will appear as a wall sign, and its size is similar to or smaller than other signs for headquarter 
buildings in the Downtown. 
 
(2)  The sign adjustment will allow a sign that relates in size, shape, materials, color, 
illumination and character to the function and architectural character of the building or 
property on which the sign will be located. 
 
The size, shape and height of the proposed sign are in scale with the building.  The sign will be 
professionally installed with quality materials. 
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www.nordquistsign.com

945 Pierce Butler Route, St. Paul, MN 55104

612.823.7291     877.823.7291

These plans are the exclusive property of 
Walker Sign Holdings Inc. dba Nordquist 
Sign and are the result of the original work 
of its employees. They are submitted to 
your company for the sole purpose of your 
consideration of whether to purchase 
these plans or to purchase from
Walker Sign Holdings Inc. dba Nordquist 
Sign A sign manufactured according to 
these plans, distribution or exhibition of 
these plans to anyone other than 
employees of your company, or use of 
these plans to construct a sign similar to 
the one embodied herein, is expressly 
prohibited and will render the user liable
for damages. Copyright 2014 © Walker 
Sign Holdings Inc. All rights reserved.
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These plans are the exclusive property of 
Walker Sign Holdings Inc. dba Nordquist 
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your company for the sole purpose of your 
consideration of whether to purchase 
these plans or to purchase from
Walker Sign Holdings Inc. dba Nordquist 
Sign A sign manufactured according to 
these plans, distribution or exhibition of 
these plans to anyone other than 
employees of your company, or use of 
these plans to construct a sign similar to 
the one embodied herein, is expressly 
prohibited and will render the user liable
for damages. Copyright 2014 © Walker 
Sign Holdings Inc. All rights reserved.
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