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Through community engagement, the Com-
munity Development Division strives to better 
understand the values of the community—both 
business and residential—and reflect those val-
ues in its programs, projects, policies, and de-
velopment standards implemented throughout 
the year.

Throughout 2021, Community Development 
continued implementing the strategic plan 
adopted by the City Council in 2017. The stra-
tegic plan outlined the City Council’s vision for 
the City by 2040, but also the necessary goals 
and objectives required in achieving that vision. 
Through aggressive economic development 

and incentive programs, careful and articulate 
municipal planning, and appropriate regulatory 
control over permits and licenses, Community 
Development ensures alignment to the vision 
of the City as guided by our Comprehensive 
Plan. Community Development is charged with 
the overall land use planning and development 
activity within the City, specifically with the im-
plementation, administration, and enforcement 
of the City zoning code and respective state 
building codes, but also coordination of eco-
nomic development activities that both directly 
and indirectly act as catalysts for improving the 
overall quality of life, business vitality, and eco-
nomic performance of the City. 

COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT
Introduction

In 2021, as in 2020, Community Development 
took a major roll in the planning, coordinating, 
and implementation the new City Hall develop-
ment on 40th and Central. 

The Community Development Division per-
forms the following four core City functions:  

• Planning and Zoning – Long range planning 
and zoning administration and enforcement, 
development plan review, historic preserva-
tion, and corridor enhancement review. 

• Economic Development Department—Busi-
ness and workforce development, neighbor-
hood stabilization, acquisition and 

redevelopment.
• Housing Department—Audit duties associ-

ated with the HRA’s former ownership of 
Parkview Villa.

• Building Safety Department—Building, 
mechanical, and plumbing permitting and 
inspections, code compliance and enforce-
ment, as well as business licensing.

Each core function plays a fundamental role 
in achieving the City’s vision of ensuring and 
fostering a safe community; diverse, welcoming 
“small-town” feel; economic strength; excellent 
housing and neighborhoods; affordability; and 
strong infrastructure and public services. 
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Community Development Staff
Name Title Start Date End Date

Aaron Chirpich Community Development 
Director

April 2, 2019 ———

Minerva Hark City Planner March 8, 2021 ———

Mitchell Forney Community Dev. Coordinator June 6, 2019 ———

Ryan Smith Building Official Feb, 2019 ———

Alicia Howe Admin. Assistant Jan 28, 2021 ———

Planning and Zoning
About the Commission                                                             
The purpose of the Planning and Zoning Department is to 
promote the health, safety, and welfare of the community 
through administration of the Comprehensive Plan and 
Zoning Ordinances. Department staff works closely with 
the Planning Commission regarding Land Use Applica-
tions, Site Plan Reviews, and amending Zoning Ordinances 
as needed in the City of Columbia Heights. 

The seven members on the Planning Commission are 
appointed by the City Council to serve in an advisory role 
concerning land use and zoning items. See page 22 for the 
full 2021 list of members.    

2021 Planning Commission Highlights                                   
1. Completed a Site Plan Review for a proposed building 

addition at Minneapolis Saw, located at 831 40th Ave 
NE

2. Reviewed a Zoning Ordinance Amendment and Con-
ditional Use Permit to allow for the conditional use of 
a health or fitness club in the Limited Business District 
(Ordinance No. 1663) 

3. Reviewed a Minor Subdivision/Lot Line Adjustment for 
a property located at 1209 43rd Ave NE 

4. Reviewed the Proposed Acquisitions of 960 40th Ave 
NE and 1002 40th Ave NE and determined Compre-
hensive Plan Conformity 

5. Completed an Interim Use Permit for a Temporary 
Fireworks Sales Tent at 4005 Central Ave NE 

6. Reviewed and Denied a Site Plan Review 
for the construction of a patio 
addition with upper deck at 
Afandina Café, located 
at 4001 Univer-
sity Ave NE 

7. Reviewed a Variance to allow for an accessory struc-
ture (detached garage) in the front yard of the prop-
erty located at 3919 Reservoir Boulevard NE 

8. Reviewed a Preliminary Plat, Easement Vacations, and 
Planned Unit Development to allow for the construc-
tion of a 4-story, 62-unit affordable housing building 
that includes a remainder parcel for the potential 
future development of the SACA Food Shelf 

9. Reviewed a Conditional Use Permit to allow the 
conversion of a single-family home into a duplex with 
detached garage for the property located at 3927 
Hayes Street NE

10. Completed a Site Plan Review for the construction 
of a patio addition at La Casita Mexican Restaurant, 
located at 5085 Central Avenue NE 

11. Reviewed a Variance to allow for the construction of 
an attached garage in the front yard and encroach-
ments into the front yard setback for the property 
located at 4161 Polk Street NE 

12. Reviewed a Minor Subdivision to split an existing lot 
located at 4600 7th Street NE 

Other Duties                                               
The Planning and Zoning Division also facilitates man-
agement and enforcement of the City’s Zoning Code. 
This includes monitoring and correcting zoning violations 
throughout the City. It also involves administration of the 
City’s Sign Code, including the issuance and review of all 
Sing Permit applications in the City. Additionally, the City 
Planner works with residents who face issues associated 

with FEMA and/or floodplain overlay districts.

Rob Fiorendino, Chair

Mark Vargas, Vice Chair

Tom Kaiser, Secretary/
Treasurer

Stan Hoium

Eric Sahnow

Mike Novitsky

Clara Wolfe

John Murzyn Jr, Council 
Liaison

Minerva Hark, Staff Liaison

 

Marlaine Szurek, 
President

Connie Buesgens, 
Vice President

Gerry Herringer, 
Treasurer

Amáda Márquez 
Simula

Nick Novitsky

Kt Jacobs

John Murzyn Jr. 

2021 Planning Commission 2021 Economic Development Authority
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About the EDA                                                              
The Economic Development Department is charged 
with promoting economic development, redevel-
opment, housing and neighborhood stabilization in 
Columbia Heights.  
 
The Economic Development Department is respon-
sible for coordination of the EDA, which is the only 
City commission to have its own budget and spending 
authority. EDA members include the City Council and 
two appointed members. See page 22 for full 2021 list 
of members. The EDA considers the following goals 
when making decisions:
1. Enhance the City’s image and enhance community 

pride by actively promoting the many positive 
aspects of Columbia Heights.

2. Actively celebrate success in the community 
through press releases, website publications and 
other means.

3. Focus on reinvestment for Central Avenue that 
will contribute to long-term community stability 
through an increased tax base and business vitality.

4. Establish and manage a comprehensive housing 
program that will help increase values, manage and 
reduce the number of single family rental proper-
ties, generate a wider range of price point options 
and encourage reinvestment.

5. Continue to invest and reinvest in City infrastruc-
ture as a means to promote growth and shape the 
community.

6. Sustain and reinvest in residential neighborhoods.
7. Implement the goals and objectives of the Com-

prehensive Plan.

Environmental Remediation                                                             
In December of 2021, the EDA completed the environ-
mental remediation of the property located at 3930 
University Ave NE. The property was purchased by 
the City in 2019 through tax forfeiture and conveyed 
the property to the EDA shortly after acquisition. 

The site was previously used as a warehouse by Root 
Electric Company. In March of 2010, the main building 
burned down in a fire and the lot sat vacant and in 
disrepair until the purchase by the EDA. During the 
remediation, the site was cleared and a dump site 
containing asbestos along with 665 tons of soil were 
removed. The remediation was conducted to prepare 
the site, which borders other City owned sites, for 
future redevelopment.

Facade Improvement Grant Program                                                              
In a collaborative effort with the Police Department 
and the City, the EDA administered the Façade 
Improvement Grant Program for a third year in 2021. 
The purpose of this grant program is to encourage 
businesses and commercial property owners within 
commercial corridors to revitalize, rehabilitate, and 
restore exterior store fronts, but also for the CHPD 
to provide monitored surveillance along the City’s 
commercial corridors to reduce crime, as well as 
increase business vitality and economic performance 
of businesses. The grant program is setup to reimburse 
businesses or commercial property owners for eligible 
improvements up to 50% of the total project cost; for 
a maximum reimbursement of $5,000. Moreover, if 
determined by the Police Department that an exte-
rior surveillance system is warranted, the EDA would 
install surveillance equipment to monitor adjacent 
businesses and properties, as well as parks and open 
spaces and City rights-of-way.

Due to the economic impacts of the pandemic, inter-
est in the program was limited in 2021. In total, the 
EDA received and approved two grant applications 
throughout the year. This program leveraged approx-
imately $4,850 in private reinvestment and paid out 
$4,850 in public funds in 2021.

Building Safety Department                                                            
The Building Safety Department ensures the health, 
safety, and welfare of the citizens and visitors of 
Columbia Heights through reviewing both residential 
and commercial construction plans and inspecting 
new construction to ensure compliance with State 
Building and Construction codes. The Building Safety 
Department is also responsible for issuing and moni-
toring business licenses. The Building Official serves as 
department manager for this core functional area.

Building Inspection Data                                                     
Approximately 1,578 inspections were conducted.

Permits Issued                                                               
There were 1,220 building permits issued. Large con-
struction projects included:
• New construction of assisted living and memory 

care facility - Westgate of Columbia Heights (3850 
Jefferson St NE)

• Construction of addition - Minneapolis Saw Com-
pany (831 40th Ave NE)

• New construction of mixed-use building including 
multi-family and new city hall - Alatus, LLC (3989 
Central Ave NE)

Permits Issued 2016-2021
Building, Mechanical, Plumbing 
2016 1,458

2017 1,434

2018 1,108

2019 1,125

2020 1,139

2021 1,220

Permit Valuations 
Building, Mechanical, Plumbing 
2016 $35,252,845

2017 $36,189,715

2018 $9,095,404

2019 $14,753,109

2020 $27,470,181

2021 $57,734,841

Economic Development Authority Building, Mechanical, Plumbing Permits
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Housing Department                                                            
The original purpose of the Housing Department was 
to coordinate the City’s Housing and Redevelopment 
Authority (HRA) and oversee the operation and manage-
ment of a U.S. Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
supported multifamily rental housing facility known as 
Parkview Villa North and South. On Sept 28, 2015, the 
HRA officially sold Parkview Villa North and South to 
Aeon, a non-profit housing organization. 
Since Parkview Villa North and South were the last 
two properties owned by the HRA, the HRA adopted 
amended operational bylaws in 2016 to no longer hold 
regularly scheduled meetings. However, because of 
ongoing audit and reporting requirements mandated by 
HUD and the outstanding Promissory Note with the sale 
of Parkview Villa North and South, the HRA is required 
to remain an entity even though it no longer owns or 
operates any property.

The HRA is currently comprised of five members, which 
include the five City Council Members. In 2021, HRA 
Commissioners included John Murzyn, Jr. (Chair), Nick 
Novitsky (Vice Chair), Connie Buesgens (Trea- surer), 
Amáda Márquez Simula and Kt Jacobs. 
HRA meetings are no longer regularly scheduled and are 
only held if necessary. HRA staff continues to oversee 
the necessary reporting and auditing requirements set 
by HUD for Parkview Villa North and South.

Noberg Homes Assisted Living Building                                                     
In 2021, Noberg Homes completed the planning pro-
cess for and began construction of a new assisted living 
apartment building. Located at 3850 Jefferson, the new 
apartment building brought 29 new units to the City 
including a mix of memory care and traditional assisted 
living units.

Business Licensing                                                                          

License Type 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Beer/Liquor 21 20 18 18 20

Contractor 252 247 238 235 153

Other 63 60 80 54 76

Total 336 329 336 307 247

Housing and Business

In fall, 2020, the City of Columbia Heights sold the land 
it owned at Central and 40th to the City’s development 
partner Alatus. Alatus hired Doran Construction to build 
a mixed-use development project that includes 266 
apartments, a café space, and a new City Hall at 3989 
Central Ave. Construction continued throughout 2021 
and is expected to be finished in early 2023.

Construction work in 2021 focused on the completion of 
the foundation, and the framing of the entire structure. 

More Details and Background
The Columbia Heights City Council voted 5-0 in Sep-
tember, 2019, to authorize the establishment of a new, 
20,000 square-foot City Hall as part of a vertical mixed-
use development at 3989 Central Ave.

The City Hall will be owned by the City, like a condo, 
though it will be part of a larger private development. 
The City has partnered with the Leo A Daly LLC archi-
tecture firm to help design the facility. Locating a new 
City Hall within the Alatus development has the potential 
to save the City more than $6 million when compared to 
the preferred stand-alone option that had been consid-
ered near Murzyn Hall on Huset Park West. City officials 
conducted a public hearing detailing the two sites in the 
fall of 2019.

Plans to build a new City Hall have been brewing for 
several years. The condition of the existing building is 
such that necessary renovations were expected to cost 
upwards of $6-8 million over the next decade.

For preliminary site plans, cost-comparisons, condi-
tion reports, and further details, visit www.columbia-
heightsmn.gov/newcityhall.

City Hall, Apartment Complex Mixed-Use Development at 
Central and 40th Moved Forward After Bank Building Razed 

Above: The new 3989 mixed-use development in progress. Below left: Demolition of the old bank building. Below right: Ribbon cutting on new construction site, Nov 12, 2020.Above: The new 3989 mixed-use development in progress. Below left: Demolition of the old bank building. Below right: Ribbon cutting on new construction site, Nov 12, 2020.


