
 
 

 

Date: May 27, 2020 
To: Planning Commission 
From:    Steven Robertson, Senior Planner 
RE: Minor Amendment to PL 19-018 Essentia Health’s Vision Northland MU-I Planning Review, Related to Location 

of Proposed Transformer/Utility Yard 
 
On Wednesday, May 29, 2019, the Planning Commission approved PL 19-018, a Mixed Use Institutional (MU-I) Planning 
Review for Essentia Health’s Vision Northland project.  This new, approximately 940,000 square facility consisting of 18  
levels and 312 beds, was approved based upon information resulting from the Environmental Assessment Worksheet PL  
18-120. 
 
An element of the Vision Northland facility plan included an electrical transformer utility yard located on the west side  
of Fourth Avenue East, approximately half way between First and Second Streets.  A condition of the 2019 approval was  
that the transformer utility yard be set back 25 feet from the right of way of Fourth Avenue East, leaving room for  
screening/landscaping and vehicle bollards. The applicant is asking for a minor amendment to the approved PL 19-018  
MU-I Plan; specifically the applicant would like to move the transformer utility yard closer to the Fourth Avenue ROW  
line.  
 
At the August or September 2020 Planning Commission, the applicant will ask the Planning Commission to review a  
second MU-I Planning Review for a new 9 story, 1,000 space parking ramp/garage at the NW corner of Fourth Avenue  
East and First Street, directly across the street from the existing First Street Parking Ramp (a.k.a Medical Facility Parking  
Ramp). Because of this new proposed structure, which will essential be located around and above this transformer yard,  
the transformer yard will need to be moved slightly (25 feet) to the east to better fit in with proposed engineering and  
structural plans of the new parking ramp.  The new location will be adjacent to the Fourth Avenue East right of way, but  
will have better security and screening due to the width and strength of the proposed new parking ramp’s  
reinforced walls. 
 
The attached parking ramp illustrations (façade, etc) are for review only, and the Planning Commission’s approval of this  
minor amendment does not signify review or approval of any element of a future proposed parking ramp.  A new  
public hearing and planning review at the Planning Commission is required for approval of a new parking ramp. 
 
Staff are recommending that the Planning Commission approve the minor amendment to PL 19-018 MU-I Plan, with the  
condition that the project is constructed as shown in the plans and that this project is an integral part of a larger parking  
ramp. 
 
 
 
 



May 12, 2020

Steven Robertson, Senior Planner
City of Duluth
411 W 1st St., Room 160
Duluth, MN 55802

ESSENTIA HEALTH VISION NORTHLAND
PLANNING COMMISSION ACTION PL 19-018

On behalf of Essentia Health, LHB would like to request a modification to the location of the new utility yard associated with 
the Vision Northland Project and approved by Action of the City of Duluth Planning Commission under file number PL 19-018. 

Prior approved action: The utility yard was originally designed as a stand-alone utility yard with metal siding installed around 
the perimeter of the yard to obscure views of the yard from 1st street and 4th avenue east. The yard was located along the alley 
between 1st street and 2nd street, 25 feet from 4th avenue east right-of-way. The offset from 4th avenue east served two 
purposes:

1) Provide a measure of safety from out-of-control vehicles on 4th avenue east jumping the curb and crashing into the 
utility yard.

2) Permit a more appropriate use of street/avenue fronting property.

Requested modification: A new parking structure is now proposed for this property and the team proposes to integrate the 
utility yard into the design of the parking structure. This integration has the advantage of enhancing the visual screening of the 
utility yard from public right-of-way, utilizing the design of the parking structure to screen the utility yard. However, the 
previously approved location of the utility yard negatively impacts the functional efficiency of the proposed parking structure. 
We therefore propose, and seek approval, to adjust the location of the utility yard to be offset 2’ from 4th avenue east right-of-
way. We believe this modification is warranted and propose to accommodate the previous concerns as follows:

1) The physical structure of the parking structure will provide enhanced safety from out-of-control vehicles on 4th avenue 
east. Not only are several reinforced concrete columns located between the utility yard and 4th avenue east, an 18 
inch thick foundation/retaining wall will be built along the right-of-way. This wall will extend above both the utility yard 
elevation as well as the elevation of sidewalk and street along 4th avenue east, providing a barrier to any out-of-
control vehicles. 

2) Development of the site as a parking structure precludes any other use of the property between the utility yard and 
4th avenue east. Leaving the utility yard in it’s prior approved location creates a width of 23’ of unused space. We 
believe this space could be better utilized by adjusting the location of the utility yard and locating this 23’ to the west 
of the utility yard, which will improve the functionality and efficiency of the parking structure.

Thank you for your consideration of our request. Attached please find preliminary plans and sketches further our intent. 
Should you have any questions or concerns regarding this request, please feel free to contact me directly. We look forward to 
working with the Planning Commission further as we develop this project.
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