


                                   BOARD OF ZONING APPEALS MINUTES
A regular meeting of the Farmington Board of Zoning Appeals was held on Tuesday, August 18, 2026 in Council Chambers, 23600 Liberty, Farmington, Michigan.  Notice of the meeting was posted in compliance with Public Act 1976.
Chairperson Bertin called the meeting to order at 7:00 p.m.
ROLL CALL:  
· PRESENT:  Aren, Bertin, Bridges, Pastue, Saunders
· OTHERS PRESENT:  Building Official Jeff Bowdell, City Attorney Beth Saarella

MINUTES OF PREVIOUS SPECIAL MEETING OF MAY  28, 2025 postponed due to failure of recording equipment.
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS PLANNING COMMISSION MEETINGS were received and filed and available for review at www.farmgov.com
ELECTION OF OFFICERS  postponed until a quorum of the Board is present.
APPEAL OF: 		Benedetto Tiseo, Applicant  
                                           19815 Farmington Road  
                                           Livonia, MI  48152

				Thibault Enterprises,  Owner 
                                            21021 Kelly Road
                                            Eastpointe, MI  48021

                                            33224 Grand River Avenue, Location 
                                            Farmington, MI  48336

1. Owner/applicant requests:  A variance to section 35.104.A.4 Building Height, the existing grade of the property which slopes downward from west to east has more than 4 feet of fall.  The proposed, allowable four (4) story structure will exceed the allowable height of 45 feet by 3.85 feet on the east end of the building.  The overall average height increase is 1’11’ and as proposed is not in compliance with the City of Farmington Zoning ordinance requiring the variance.

2. Further, the building has a parapet wall that screens rooftop equipment.  Section 35-42 limits the parapet wall height to six (6) feet.  The requested- proposed elevation has the parapet wall at a height of seven (7) feet; thus, they are requesting a one (1) foot variance to this zoning ordinance section.
Chairperson Bertin introduced this item and turned it over to staff.
Case Presentation:  
Building Official Bowdell stated there’s an overall height and a parapet. I think the first item we want to ask Mr. Tisseo again is that, Mr. Tisseo, it takes three affirmative votes of the Board to grant a variance or deny a variance.  And there’s only four members, which means you’d need three of four.  Normally, if there was a full complement of members, it would be three of five.  So, the first question is, do you want to proceed?
Applicant Tiseo applied in the affirmative. 
Chairperson Bertin stated Mr. Tisseo can explain which variances when he does his appeal.
Bowdell replied you are correct, Mr. Chairman, the variances are twofold which is a height variance, that’s kind of caused by the terrain of Grand River.  I think everybody was kind of shocked that there’s that much grade difference walking down a flat sidewalk.  There was quite a bit of grade difference when the survey came in.  And the second variance request is one for the parapet wall, which is allowed to be six feet tall.  There are portions of this new drawing that have changed from the last meeting.  There are portions of this that are over the six foot that would require a variance.  And I’ll let the Applicant explain to you how we got to where we are today.
Benedetto Tiseo, Architect, 19815 Farmington Road, Livonia, Michigan came to the podium.  Thank you again.  Let me explain a little bit how we got there.  As Mr. Bowdell pointed out, we really did find a surprise when we got the survey back between Grand River between the east property line and the north property line.  There’s actually a 3-foot, little more than a 3-foot grade difference, 3.05, 3’ 5/8” of an inch.  What caused the design to be where it is was actually the rear parking area.  The building, as it stands now, is roughly 18 inches below the parking lot to the west. So, in order to have a proper transfer of vehicles from our property to the adjoining property, the grades have to be similar in elevation.  We were down eighteen inches, so we had to raise that up.  In doing that, that caused the grade at the front to even be greater than it would have been had we stayed with the floor of the existing building.  At the east end of the property, we were actually4’1” inches below the floor line and we’re three foot below the floor line at the west elevation.  We simply took the average dimension of that slope to determine the height of the building.  And the same thing is true along the east wall.  I was surprised too when I looked at it again.  I walked it and was surprised when I looked at the Cottage Inn.  It slopes three feet from about the middle of the property down to  Grand River.  So, again, same issue, we have a floor line that I think is five hundred and seventy.  Therefore, we have to maintain that everything is measured off to that floor line.  That’s how we got to the point. If we had a flat property, we would not need a variance for the height of the building.  The parapet height is a result of working with the design committee for the DDA.  We actually were there three times.  They asked for revisions.  The latest revision that was submitted is what they requested and what we provided for them for their approval.  That’s the building height of the building at the higher parapet along the whole 150 feet along Grand River.  They asked us to pull it in so that it had a hat effect or a higher effect in the center, and therefore that’s why we came in.  As a matter of fact, I think only technically 44 percent of the parapet is not in violation.  The east side and the west side are in compliance with the 6-foot height, but the center part of the front and the rest are not.  That’s a result of a design request and actually a better design to have that element higher than the other parts of the building.  We’re here to ask for that variance.
Bowdell indicated he received a message that the fifth member is in route.
Bertin stated if we pause, Mr. Tiseo for a short period and he can recap the highlights of what he just said.
Further discussion was held regarding agenda item public comment.
Bowdell stated the record should reflect Commission Bridges arrived at 7:28 p.m.
Applicant Tiseo continued.  Again, as I stated before, the compliance issues are related to the height of the building as it relates to the south elevation.  Because of the grade slope on one end at the southeast corner of the property, that is actually 4-feet below the finished floor, where the east west end is only a foot below the floor.  There’s a 3-foot grade difference between the south of the east and the west property lines.  Again, that was a real surprise for me.  You’re right, I walked the site, too, and my best guess was maybe it might be 18 inches or so.  It’s not.  In order to make the building work, again, we had to raise the building to a point where the parking lot in the rear was adjacent to the parking lot on the west end because we had lanes going between the two properties. And so we couldn’t lower the grade, so we had to start at that point, and that fixed the height of the building, which is roughly six inches above the lot in the back.  That established the floor height.  You can’t have a building that has multiple levels.  It would be a nightmare trying to work with tenants and other people on the first floor.  Plus accessing it would be a challenge.  What you have before you is our last meeting that they requested changes for.  We are complying with their requests, and that’s what they approved for the building itself.  We did modify the parapet a little bit in that, only the front portion of the front and the rear are not in compliance.  I think it was like 44 percent of the whole building that is not in compliance.  The east and the west are in compliance because we lowered the parapet at that point.  I think that was a request from the Design Committee of Downtown Development Authority.
Bertin opened the floor for questions from the Commissioners.
Member Saunders stated I feel like you planned a building that doesn’t really fit into the spot.  It’s being put in for a number of reasons, which I am sure you’ve dealt with before already on this case.  I guess as a member of the Zoning Board now, I don’t understand how the Planning Commission could be presenting this to us when it seems to me there are a number of parts of the zoning codes that are not being followed here.
Bertin stated I don’t believe that’s really the case.  It maty look that way or seem that way.
City Attorney Saarella said so, this was before the Planning Commission.  Your zoning ordinance has a use that’s specified for this mixed-use type of development.  This actually is in our Master Plan and the zoning ordinance.  The type of building that is proposed for this location fits most of the requirements, there’s a foot there.
Tiseo replied there was a foot on the parapet.
Member Saunders said  I’m not worried about the parapet actually, and a few inches, 6-inches on one end of the building.  That’s too high because the grade slopes.  The reason it’s not because of the building being too large for the space.  It’s because of the slope of the road.  It’s very important to keep the building in balance with the surrounding environment.  I think that’s the most important thing here.
Tisseo  inquired mixed-use?
Member Saunders said it’s a standalone building and, of course, the parking, has the Planning Commission already changed the parking ordinance?  So, this was approved.  The parking is approved for all of them, I know, but no, this wasn’t.  There’s nothing.  The parking is not in front of us today, it’s not for us to discuss and consider today.  And why is that though/  Because it meets the standard of the zoning ordinance, and that aspect is approved already, it meets the standard of the zoning ordinance if they changed the ordinance already which was my question, did they already change it to only one space per unit?  This parking was not noncompliant.
City Attorney Saarella stated the Planning Commission is allowed to change the parking requirements when there’s public parking available within a certain number of feet, which there is.  The Planning Commission has already made the waiver that they’re given the power to do regarding the parking.  So that’s already been approved by the Planning Commission.
Member Saunders stated one of the other things that bothered me was the 3-foot walkway on this side of the east side of the building.  We have to stick to the issues that are in front of us.  The issues you’re bringing up now were reviewed by the Planning Commission already.  The walkway is not part of this variance request.  But the zoning ordinance says you need 5-feet.  The planner has reviewed all this, and the bad aspect has been approved already.  It’s not open for discussion.  Why isn’t it subject to the Zoning Board to make that approval?  Because it’s the Planning Commission and they can choose to do something other than what the ordinance says. The planner and the Planning Commission already reviewed it this plan, found it to be compliant with the ordinance.  These are the only two issues of the whole plan that are not compliant with the ordinance.  Everything else complies with the zoning ordinance.
Chairperson Bertin stated we’re not here basically as an overseer of what the Planning Commission does.
Member Saunders asked but how can the Planning Commission do things that don’t fit the ordinance?
Chairperson Bertin replied they basically do, but there are also other small paragraphs and little items in the zoning ordinance that under certain circumstances, you’re allowed to do this, which may vary it slightly and they’ve recovered or used all those possibilities.
Member Saunders:  Did you have an opportunity to review the minutes?  You could review the minutes of approval online.  I did.  And I guess I thought a 3-foot walkway besides not fitting the ordinance, I don’t know that – well, that’s not open for consideration.  I don’t know that that’s ADA compliant, but that’s also not open for consideration.  How could that not be considered?
Tiseo replied this 3-foot walkway you’re speaking of is on the property, it’s not our property, it’s kind of Jones’ property from our property to the Cottage Inn building.  There’s a 3-foot space that’s off our property, we can’t touch it.
Member Saunders asked can you build that close then?
Tiseo replied we can’t.
City Attorney Saarella stated because the only way the people who live there can get out – we’re getting totally off topic.  The sidewalk, as the City Attorney is not, I’m telling you is not an issue that we’re considering tonight.  We need to stick to these two requests that are here.  These are the only two issues that re noncompliant with the zoning ordinance.  That is the only issues of this plan that are up for discussion tonight.
Board member Bridges asked how high the residential ceilings are.
Tiseo replied they’re 8’4”.  We did start them out with a function word.  We have to reduce it.  The same thing on the first floor, we have a 9-foot ceiling for the retail, to go below that it becomes more or less unmarketable.  The ceiling is too low for that size of a space.
 Member Bridges asked how high is the equipment on the roof?
Tiseo replied it may only be three or four feet.  We haven’t gotten to that point.  You know the attendant on the retail first floor and whatever exhaust equipment we might have for the first floor tenants, that our proposal is that each of the 33 condos will have their own self contained heating and air condition unit within their unit themselves, so there may be some minor equipment on the roof. But we don’t anticipate any large objects on the roof with them.
Bertin asked if a coffee shop or restaurant would be on the first floor.
Tiseo replied we have a plan on the plan, we have an east and a west stairs, and we have shafts adjacent to those, stair shafts that would allow for any exhaust or anything to go through the roof at those points.  So we have allowed, we’ve kind of focused that any kind of restaurant that needs an exhaust to go t the roof would either have to be on the far east or far west end of the building.  Now we might be able to work something in between, but we do have shafts to accommodate that.
Board member Pastue stated so the essence of this is starting off with the back parking lot, getting that grade so it matches up with the adjoining parking lots, and that’s what triggers the elevation change of about 3-feet going from west to east on the south side.
Tiseo stated we can’t touch Grand River currently.  There’s a 3-foot height difference on Grand River from the east to the west property.  We compounded height because we had to raise the back parking lot up so that it would be at the same or similar elevation of the westerly parking lot because we have aisles going through both properties.  We had to raise it up, otherwise you’d have ramps.  Then you couldn’t use parking by the ramps. So we chose to raise that up, and yes, that compounded the height issue.  But again, we have to comply with good engineering standards, and we just had to raise the site in the back.  We didn’t have a choice.  Plus, we have a driveway going out on Thompson Street, and that had to be roughly at the same elevation that it is today.
Bertin stated at the other end of that, at the east end of that parking, because it’s adjacent next door is parallel parking along that property line, so there you had to match up that grade as well?
Tiseo replied we did not.  We actually have a retaining wall there along these almost for the full depth, 200 foot depth of that property line we have a retaining wall.  And at the front it’s roughly 4 feet, at the back it’s about a foot and we actually have a guard rail there for half of that on the back on the park so someone doesn’t inadvertently fall off.  They’re walking along the side because there is a several-foot height difference between our properties and again, we can’t alter our neighbor’s property.
Member Saunders said  I think one of the things that the neighbors were worried about is that they did not know that a 4-story building was allowed.  And so I’m getting feedback talking about a 3-story, why can’t we go with a 3-story?  And in the appeal you talk about how you describe how the property cannot be reasonably used as a 3-story.  Do you want to talk about that a little bit?  You feel like the return on the investment just wouldn’t work and then the whole thing is done if we don’t approve tonight.  You feel like it needs to be 
Tiseo replied that’s correct.  One of the first things you do in development is you have to have a return on your investment.  This isn’t like buying a house.  It’s personal.  It’s yours.  The investment is long term, whereas this is frankly just under an 18 million dollar project and we don’t have all that money, so we’re going to have to borrow the money.  The only way a lending institution is going to lend us money, their portion 75/25% split, is if there is  value to return on your investment.  In order to return on investment, I did that.  I looked at a 3-story building with just two floors of condos.  We were way underwater; we couldn’t do it.  We pay the same amount of money for the dirt, whether you have a one=story numbers.  So in order for us to get a return on our investments, that’s reasonable, it has to be a 4-story.  I tried a 3-story, the numbers just did not work.  And if that was the case, we would be doing that, but it’s not.  It’s an investment, it’s common economics.
Bowdell stated that he wanted to take a moment and answer Member Saunders’ question in the zoning district, you know, because you weren’t here for any of the stuff that happened before,  There is zero property line permitted.  They’re building right up to the   
 Member Saunders asked then how do people who live in this building get out to downtown, how do they get to Grand River?
Tiseo replied if I may answer that, too.  We have a door from the lobby of the condos, that door is on the west property line at the west wall.  That’s behind Apricot Lane’s building.  That’s public land.  There is a door there and a sidewalk next to Apricot Lane.  They’ll be able to walk around from the elevator lobby down by Apricot Lane and get on Grand River.  They won’t be able to do that on Cottage Inn because the property height difference is too great.  It’s too great and it’s too dangerous.  But whereas at the Apricot Lane side, we can make the floors level with that.
Bowdell stated he just wanted to clarify what’s called zero property line.
Member Saunders said I appreciate that and that’s why there are no windows.
Tiseo replied it’s no windows, right, because the Fire Code doesn’t allow any penetrations on those walls, any glass.
Member Saunders asked what about the concept that I think the Design Committee asked about changing the front façade so that it ;looked a little more friendly to the rest of the downtown.
Tiseo stated it’s a matter of architectural style.  We went around and around on designs and this is what’s popular now.  I believe it fits the texture of the community.
City Attorney Saarela, so that is not an issue before the ZBA.  That is not here for discussion today.  It has been through the Design Committee and Planning Commission.  They have found it compliant.
Chairperson Bertin opened the floor for questions from the public.
Rob Kolman, 23612 Parkfield.  It’s the new condos right behind the church.  I just moved into town.  I just want to preface I moved from a city where I was on the zoning board, so I can feel your pain and your concerns.  I went through the planning commission process.  I was on a zoning board, I just want to make sure, I’ve been through the training and I feel your pain right now, what you are going through.  I just want to echo what your city attorney has been talking about.  There are only two issues in front of you and it’s very important to only focus on those two issues because we can get the city into some liability if you veer into different area.  When I was on the zoning board, The training I went through.  What I always look for was whether or not it was a self-created hardship, and in this case it is not.  Which means if I was in your shoes, I would be granting the variances because it is not the developer’s fault that the grade is off.  And your planning commission approved everything with exception of these two things, which it’s not his fault that the grade is where it is.  So I think it’s going to be a good addition to the city.  I wanted to tell you as a new resident of your city what I think would be for the long term benefit.  And by the way, I love this city.  I love being across from the park and the activities.  This will add new people, a young generation, which will add to all the benefits for the business owners and everybody.  That’s my case.  Thank you.
Bertin called for a motion.
MOTION by Arens, supported by Bertin. to move that we grant the variance sought by Benedetto Tiseo, developer for 32418 Grand River, because the petitioner has established that the building height and parapet height cause a practical difficulty relating to the property.  The petitioner has established that the property is unique because of the grade and quality of Grand River Avenue and there is a physical condition where the grade change is almost 4-feet from the west side of the house to the east side of the property line and that we move forward with granting the variance.
Bertin stated he would like to also add to that if we would.  The applicant has taken appropriate steps to satisfy other areas that the design group has worked with them on and I think he’s tried to do the best he could with the situation he has here and it’s kind of  difficult situation.  I’ll second it.
Member Pastue said go ahead.  I was just going to, if I may, I don’t know if we needed to go through with some of the other elements in this draft.
Member Saunders said the fact that it’s on the minimum variance, the fact that he couldn’t, there’s no lesser variance that would allow him to proceed with the project.
Member Pastue stated I guess I would just add to it where it just says that it’s consistent with the spirit of the master plan.
Vice-Chair Aren stated I appreciate that, too.
Bowdell stated for my note taking, Karla made the motion; do you accept Paul’s and Vince’s amendments to your motion?  And Paul, as the second of the motion, are you also in agreement, Paul?
Bertin and Aren accepted the Friendly Amendments to the motion.
Bertin stated we still need a second to the motion.
Bowdell indicated that Bertin seconded the motion.
MOTION by Aren, seconded by Bertin, to move to grant the variance sought by Benedetto Tesseo, developer for 33224 Grand River, because the petitioner has established that the building height and parapet height cause a practical difficulty relating to the property.  The petitioner has established that the property is unique because of the grade and quality of Grand River Avenue and there is a physical condition where the grade change is almost 4-feet from the west side of the house to the east side of the property line and that we move forward with granting this variance.  That the Applicant has taken appropriate steps to satisfy other areas that the design group has worked with them on, and has tried to do the best he could with the situation he has here with this practical difficulty and that the requested variance will not create an adverse impact on surrounding property values or the enjoyment of property in the neighborhood or zoning district because the scope if consistent with the spirit of the master plan.
Chairperson Bertin added a Friendly Amendment to the Motion, that the Applicant has taken appropriate steps to satisfy other areas that the design group has worked with them on, and I think he’s tried to do the best he could with the situation he has her and it’s kind of a difficult situation here. Anyone else?  I’ll second it.
Member Pastue said go ahead.  I was just going to, if I may, I don’t know if we needed to go through with some of the other elements in this draft.
Attorney Saarella said you can move to amend the motion, if you want to add to it, you can move to amend the motion.
Member Pastue said the only Friendly Amendment, if I may through the Chair, I was looking that the requested variance will not create an adverse impact on surrounding property values or the enjoyment of property in the neighborhood or zoning district, because the scope if consistent with the spirit of the master plan.  I think that’s kind of important to put that into the record since that was a driver of a lot of this.  Yeah, I mean, I think you can do it for yourself but maybe just make sure that it’s clear that there are no other issues here.   The fact that it’s on the minimum variance, the fact that he couldn’t, there’s no lesser variance we can give him to allow him to proceed with the project and that it’s consistent with the spirit of the master plan.
Bowdell stated for my note taking, Karla made the motion, do you accept Paul’s and Vince’s amendments to your motion?
Vice-Chair Aren replied in the affirmative.
Bowdell asked Bertin if he was in agreement with the amendment and he replied in the affirmative.
MOTION by Arens, supported by Bertin. to move to approve the variance requested by Benedetto Tiseo, 33224 Grand River Avenue, developer for 33224 Grand River, because the petitioner has established that the building height and parapet height cause a practical difficulty relating to the property.  The petitioner has established that the property is unique because of the grade and quality of Grand River Avenue and there is a physical condition where the grade change is almost 4-feet from the west side of the house to the east side of the property line and that we move forward with granting this variance.  That the Applicant has taken appropriate steps to satisfy other areas that the design group has worked with them on, and has tried to do the best he could with the situation he has here with this practical difficulty and that the requested variance will not create an adverse impact on surrounding property values or the enjoyment of property in the neighborhood or zoning district because the scope if consistent with the spirit of the master plan.
A roll call vote was taken with the following result:
Ayes:   Aren, Bertin, Bridges, Pastue and Saunders
Nays:   None.
MOTION carried, all ayes.
PUBLIC COMMENT 
None heard.
ADJOURNMENT
Motion by Pastue, seconded by Arens, to adjourn the meeting.  Motion carried, all ayes.
Meeting was adjourned at:7:54 p.m.
                                           			___________________________________
                                                                         Jeffrey Bowdell, Building Official
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