
 

 

June 19, 2023 

 

Peter Musty 

Capitol Area Architectural and Planning Board 

204 Administration Building 

50 Sherburne Avenue 

Saint Paul, Minnesota 55155 

 

 

Re: State of Minnesota 

 02FB0006 – Ford Building Demolition and Tunnel Enclosure 

 Commission No. 212220 

 

Dear Peter: 

 

As part of the Variance Application for the above-mentioned project, please find the response 

statements below intended to address V.1-A Statement Describing the Variance Requested, V.3 

Arguments for Variance, and V.4 Arguments for Variance to Design Standards.  

 

V.1-A Statement Describing the Variance Requested – Please provide a statement (below or attached) 

describing the precise nature and extent of the proposed variance and the reasons the variance is being 

requested. Please identify the specific zoning or design rule (provide rule number if possible*) for which a 

Variance is requested. Please describe the new/proposed element or condition that will be allowed by the 

Variance. Specify exact dimensions when possible. 

 

For the Ford Building Demolition and Tunnel Enclosure project, the State of Minnesota seeks a 

holistic variance to the form-based code as outlined by the G-1 Government District and 

Central Corridor Overlay District standards.  

 

The proposed project scope includes the demolition of the Ford Building, site and surface 

parking restoration, and construction of a new tunnel access structure to maintain service of 

the underground Capitol Complex tunnel system. While this project is limited to the scope 

outlined above, it is intended to be the initial phase of an overall site redevelopment plan for 

the current Ford Building and adjacent Lot C sites. As outlined in the Memo by Assistant 

Commissioner Wayne Waslaski and in previous updates made to the Capitol Area 

Architectural and Planning Board, it is necessary to demolish the Ford Building as it can no 

longer meet the needs of the today’s State workforce due to significant building deterioration, 

outdated or failing mechanical and electrical systems, and functional building deficiencies.  

 

The outcome of this specific project, a basic tunnel-access structure and landscaped green 

space, are intended to maintain functional use of the site while eliminating the security hazard 

that the Ford Building currently poses. As this outcome is an intermediary phase for the site, 

many of the building footprint and design requirements are not met by the small structure, as 

it is not intended to be a permanent, inhabited space. These guidelines are discussed further in 

subsequent sections of this memo. Furthermore, the planned green space in this project may 

not meet the full expectations of a formal park or plaza space as communicated by CAAPB 

advisors, as it is known there are plans for a forthcoming holistic green space study for the 

Capitol Complex.  
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Due to unknown outcomes of future planning efforts, it is best to restore the site to a 

reasonable and functional degree, to provide an appealing green space while not creating 

intricately planned spaces that may need to be modified or removed in the future. Restoration 

of the surface parking lots are minimal, intending to only restore areas of the site impacted by 

the building demolition and construction projects. Across the site, there is a planned net 

reduction of approximately six stalls. Many of the newly created stalls are intended to provide 

accessible parking for handicapped or disabled patrons.  

 

This project phase is a step towards aligning the site to the G1 Government District intent in 

providing for “the orderly growth of state government.” Furthermore, state employees that 

commute via light-rail or bus can utilize the tunnel access structure, catering to the transit-

oriented vision for University Avenue.  

 

V.3 Arguments for Variance – Subp. 3 Standards for review of variance requests. The Board may grant a 

variance to the application of any of its rules, except for its design standards and sign rules, only if it 

determines that all of the following criteria have been met (…and the CAAPB Board Members vote in favor of 

the Variance request). Please provide explanations as to how the proposed Variance meet these criteria: 

A. The property in question cannot be put to a reasonable use under the strict application of the rules. 

B. The plight of the landowner is due to circumstances unique to the property, and the circumstances 

were not created by the landowner. 

C. The proposed variance is keeping with the spirit and intent of…[The Zoning and Design Rules for 

the Minnesota State capitol Area, 2009]…and is consistent with the health, safety, comfort, morals, 

and welfare of the inhabitants of the Capitol area and the City of St. Paul. 

D. The proposed variance does not impair and adequate supply of light and air to adjacent property, nor 

does it alter the essential character of the surrounding area or unreasonably diminish property values 

within the surrounding area. 

E. The variance request, if granted, does not permit any use that is not permitted under the Rules for 

the property in the District where the affected land is located, nor does it alter or change the zoning 

District classification of the property. 

F. The request for variance is not based solely on the desire to increase the value or income potential of 

the land parcel. 

 

Reasonable use of the existing Ford Building has been discussed and studied at length, and it 

has been determined that it cannot be accomplished due to the reasons outlined earlier in this 

letter. With regards to the new tunnel access structure and landscaped areas, these entities 

could be designed to meet the standards outlined by the form-based code, however, the 

variance is requested to align with the intermediary nature of the building. Outside of variances 

needed in accordance with 2400.2405 Mixed and Non-Residential Design Standards for 

Frontage Types, the primary conflict with the proposed tunnel access structure is the overall 

height of the proposed building.  
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As it is purely a functional space intended to maintain access to the existing underground 

tunnel system, requiring a second level to meet the Central Corridor Overlay District standards 

would significantly deviate from the programmed intent of the building. An additional level 

would not provide a functional use for the State of Minnesota during this intermediary use of 

the site. The challenges of meeting the landscaping requirements for this zoning District have 

been outlined in the previous section of this memo.  

 

The Ford Building was originally constructed in 1914 by Ford Motor Companies as one of the 

original iterations of its vertical automobile assembly plant. Upon opening, it was almost 

immediately outdated as Henry Ford soon transitioned the company to its horizontal assembly 

process, requiring an entirely different building structure and model. Over the next forty years 

or so, the building transitioned through the hands of many different owners, operating 

primarily as an automobile showroom, until it was acquired by the federal government in the 

mid-1950s. The State of Minnesota eventually purchased the building in the 1970s, utilizing the 

building as primarily office space, until it was eventually vacated in 2004. Constructed as an 

assembly plant over one hundred years ago, the building and its structure was never intended 

to support the functional needs of an office workplace setting, especially that of a modern 

workplace environment of evolving technologies and ways of interacting. Moreover, the age of 

the building creates an incredibly difficult and expensive maintenance challenge as its structure 

and systems have extended far beyond their expected useful life.  

 

The incongruity of the demolition of the Ford Building with the spirit and intent set forth for 

the G1 Zoning District has been addressed at length in recent omnibus legislation and the 

Memo provided by Assistant Commissioner Wayne Waslaski. While the demolition of the 

structure does not align with the preservation and enhancement principles of the District, it 

does bring the site a step closer to providing for the future growth of state government in the 

Capitol Area, as well as advocating for the health and safety of State employees by eliminating 

the many physical risks associated with the Ford Building in its current state. Furthermore, the 

proposed green space, though minimally landscaped, does provide an improvement to the 

character of the neighborhood over the currently vacated building. Regarding the purpose and 

intent of the Central Corridor District, the proposed tunnel access structure is intended to serve 

State employees, allowing access to the complex from University Avenue for those utilizing 

public transportation. The net reduction of parking stalls on the site, furthermore, helps to 

bolster the vision for transit-oriented development.  

 

Demolition of the Ford Building and allowing a single-story tunnel access structure would 

significantly improve the light and air supply at and around the proposed site, specifically for 

Christ Lutheran Church to the east. Removing the vacated building provides better views of the 

church, while also providing a publicly accessible community asset in the proposed green 

space.  
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The project scope does not propose a use that is not permitted under the Rules for the property 

in the District where the affected land is located. Green space and the tunnel access structure 

are permitted uses in the G1 Government District. Surface parking is not a permitted use, 

however, the extent of modifications is limited to the area requiring restoration following 

demolition of the Ford Building. Moreover, the overall net reduction in stalls in favor of green 

space supports the overall use goals for the site and its District.  

 

The request for the variance does not increase the value or income potential for the Ford 

Building site. It is intended for the land to be maintained as state-owned and/or used in the 

current project proposal and in future developments.  

 

V.4 Arguments for Variance to Design Standards – Subp. 4. Variances to design standards. The Board 

may grant a variance to the application of the design standards in the Rules only if it determines that: 

A. Strict application of the design rules would prevent implementation of a design that, in terms of 

meeting the intent of the Rules, is equal to or superior to the design alternatives authorized by the 

Rules. 

B. The criteria in subpart 3 (See V-3 above), items B to F, have been met. 

 

The intent of this Variance Application is to seek a holistic building-wide approach to the form-

based code, rather than identifying a single variance for each condition. However, providing 

this statement acknowledges that there are specific design-criteria that are not met by the 

proposed scope, primarily resulting from the limited program, and building size restrictions.  

 

Where possible and applicable, the design team has proceeded with design elements to meet 

the requirements outlined by 2400.2405 Mixed and Non-Residential Design Standards for 

Frontage Types.  

• Brick has been chosen as the primary exterior building cladding, to align with the existing 

form and character of the neighborhood.  

• The height of the parapet walls have been increased to allow for formal screening of 

mechanical rooftop equipment.  

• Windows have been added along the south, University Avenue-facing façade to provide 

views and activation within the small tunnel access structure.  

• Vehicle access points to and from the site remain unchanged to the current existing 

conditions.  

• Canopy trees are proposed along the north and south sides of the landscaped area in 

keeping with the formal appearance and function on the Capitol Complex.  

 

Incongruities resulting from the limited program space and building size fall into the variances 

requested for the intermediary stage of the site development.  



 

Letter to Peter Musty 

Page 5 

 

 

 

 

 

This Variance Application should be reviewed in conjunction with the Memo provided by Assistant 

Commissioner Wayne Waslaski. Please let us know if any additional information or documentation 

is required for a complete review of this application.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Wold Architects and Engineers 

 
John McNamara | AIA, LEED AP 

Partner 

 

cc: Wayne Waslaski, State of Minnesota 

 Cindy Dillahunty, State of Minnesota 

Jake Wollensak, Wold Architects and Engineers 

Jordan Medeiros, Wold Architects and Engineers 
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