STILLWATER TOWNSHIP PLANNING COMMISSION
December 5, 2024 - Stillwater Township In-Person — 7:00 PM
Meeting Minutes

PRESENT: Chairperson Robyn Stoller, Planning Commissioners Dan Loveridge, Katie Driver,
Peter Howard, Scott Steffen, Kerrie Steffen, Frank Countryman, and Kate Niemann. Town Board
Supervisor Liaison Alan Robbins-Fenger, Clerk Barbara Riehle, Planners Evan Monson, and CJ
Sycks were also present. Newly appointed Member Jack Soukup was present. Commissioner
Carrie Rolstad was absent.

REGULAR MEETING

1. AGENDA — M/S/P S. Steffen/Countryman moved to approve the agenda as written.
(8 ayes)

2. MINUTES — M/S/P Driver/K. Steffen moved to approve the 10/3/24 Planning
Commission minutes as written. (8 ayes)

Planning Commission Chair Robyn Stoller closed the regular meeting.

PUBLIC HEARING

Planning Commission Chair Robyn Stoller opened the public hearing.
3. PLANNER - Discussions:

Amendment to the Zoning Ordinance regarding Solar - Planner Evan Monson and Planner CJ
Sycks were present. Planner CJ Sycks began by noting the applicant, Ken Valley with EPF Solar
LLC, on behalf of Michael J. Raleigh, had inquired in November about erecting a “Dual-Axis
Tracker” Solar system. This type of system does not meet the regulations defined in the current
Town Zoning Ordinance for a “ground mounted” solar system. Planning Staff suggested the
applicant pursue a zoning ordinance amendment request.

A dual-axis tracker is mounted on the ground but this type of system pivots on two axes to
capture more energy than a typical ground mount system. They move with the sun throughout
the day. The array will tilt at its highest vertical position to capture the most sunlight. A 26-foot
x 30-foot array is typical, can harness up to 15 kw each, and can have up to a 25-year lifespan if
maintained properly.

The applicant is requesting an amendment to the zoning ordinance in the Solar Energy Systems
(SES) Definitions in Chapter One as well as regulations in Chapter Two. The following seven
elements, as stated in the Planner Staff Report are as follows:
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e Add a definition for Dual-Axis Trackers.

e Add dual-axis trackers as permitted use.

e Add dual-axis trackers (up to three per property) as an option for accessory solar energy
systems.

e Do not require 8-foot-tall fencing around dual-axis tracker solar installations.

e Do not require that all systems be screened from view from public right-of-way and
adjacent properties.

e Propose a new height limit for dual axis trackers.

e Propose a restriction within residential neighborhoods.

The Township current zoning ordinance regulations were amended in 2018 to allow SESs and
includes nine definitions pertaining to solar energy. Roof-Mounted and Ground-Mounted are
the two types. (see Planner Staff Report for further detail)

An SES is “A device or structural design feature, a substantial purpose of which is to provide
daylight for interior lighting, or provide for the collection, storage, and distribution of solar
energy for space heating, cooling, electrical generation, or water heating.” i.e., electric cars.

A Roof- or Building-Mounted SES are panels that are mounted on the roof or building using
brackets or stands.

In our current ordinance, SESs are permitted as an accessory to a use in agricultural and
residential use in all our zoning districts.

Standards for SESs are as follows:
o Solar Panel Glare — restricted design- to reduce glare.
o Safety Measures — warning signage concerning voltage must be placed at the base of
the unit.

Ground-Mounted SES:

o One Ground-Mounted unit can have a footprint of up to a maximum of eight hundred
(800) square feet of panels with one structure allowed per property.

o Ground-Mounted SESs are excluded from lot coverage requirements if the area is
vegetated underneath.

o They shall not exceed fifteen (15) feet in height.

o They must comply with the accessory structure setback requirements. Zoning District
setbacks of an accessory structures follow the setbacks of the zoning districts. The
minimum building setbacks are as follows:

e Front: 40 feet
e Side: 20 feet
e Rear: 50 feet
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e The minimum setback for all structures shall be one hundred fifty (150) feet from
the roadway centerline, or 75 feet from the right-of-way (whichever is greater)
as per the Township’s Comprehensive Plan.

e No detached accessory structure shall be located closer to the road right-of-way
than the principal building on a lot without obtaining a Variance, unless all the
following conditions are met:

1. The structure is a small structure (twenty-five [25] square feet or less)
used to shelter children waiting for school buses, if all setbacks are met.
2. The accessory structures are located at least two hundred (200) feet
from the road right-of-way on lots of five (5) acres or larger and meeting
all setback requirements.

3. Township screening policies are applied, where appropriate.

Planner Sycks noted the applicant requested amendments to the zoning ordinance and
proposed the following changes:

1. Add a definition for Dual-Axis Trackers. The current Zoning Ordinance uses the verbiage
ground mount and pole mount interchangeably, since at the time of adoption, which is
what was available and accurate. Dual-Axis and Single-Axis Trackers are single pole
mounted and should be placed in their own category. These systems are an alternative
due to the small amount of land used and their height allows for free movement of
animals to roam and cars if in a parking lot or driveway.

The proposed definition of a Solar Energy, Dual-Axis Tracker is a freestanding solar system that
tracks the sun in two different axes using two pivot points to rotate, mounted directly to the
ground using a single pole.

The proposed definition for a Solar-Energy System, Ground-Mounted is a fixed, freestanding
solar system mounted directly to the ground using a rack, pole, or stabilizers or similar
apparatus rather than being mounted on a building, one that does not rotate with the sun.

2. Add Dual-Axis Trackers as permitted use. The current Zoning permits SES in each zoning
district as shown in the Table of Use. The applicant proposes that this should be allowed
to allow property owners to offset their onsite energy usage.

3. Add Dual-Axis Trackers (up to three per property). The applicant proposes this option to
prevent Solar Energy Farms. The proposal would be to offset their home energy costs,
not to be used for business purposes or offsite use and would not be shared with
multiple homes.

Planner Sycks noted that there are other options for restricting use, such as to limit the amount
of energy collected, or based on property acreage.
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Commissioners asked for the average annual household draw. Planner Monson noted the
average use to be 15-20kw hours for 1-2 people in a household, 25-30kw hours for 3-4 people
in the household, and 35-50 kw for more than 4 people. Electric appliances, car chargers, etc.
could impact those numbers.

Planner Sycks noted the average solar array to be 26x30 feet, which includes the entire flat
face. The average pole at maximum height tilt could be up to 36 feet tall.

4.

Do not require 8-foot-tall fencing around Dual-Axis Tracker solar installations. The
applicant proposes this requirement would not be necessary since all the mechanical
equipment is contained within the structure and the height allows for walking
underneath safely. The proposed language for the ordinance would state that Dual-Axis
Tracker SESs would be exempt from requiring an enclosed fence.

Do not require systems to be screened from view from public right-of-way and adjacent
properties. The applicant proposes removal of the screening requirement since
screening a dual-axis tracker would be challenging due to its height.

Propose a new height limit for Dual Axis Trackers. The applicant proposes a maximum
height of 36 feet at maximum tilt for dual-axis trackers. Full tilt occurs early
morning/late evening. During maximum tilt during winter months, the maximum height
gets to 36 feet. At night they remain in a flat position at 21 feet. Shading is minimal,
expect during the winter season when the sun is close to the horizon. They go into flat
position if winds are greater than 25 miles per hour.

Propose a restriction within residential neighborhoods. The applicant proposal suggests
preventing shading on neighboring properties, dual-axis trackers should not be placed in
residential neighborhoods. Having a minimum acreage of 1 acre or requiring they be
placed along a tree line, not noticeable by neighbors.

Planner Sycks noted that based on the proposal the following language could be adopted for
restrictions:

a)
b)
c)
d)

e)

No more than three (3) dual-axis trackers are permitted as accessory use in all zoning
districts.

Dual-axis trackers are excluded from the size and number limitations for accessory
structures permitted by this Zoning Ordinance.

Dual-axis trackers are excluded from the lot coverage requirements of the Zoning
Ordinance if the area under the SES is permanently vegetated.

Dual-axis trackers shall not exceed thirty-six (36) feet in height when oriented at
maximum tilt.

Dual-axis trackers shall comply with the required Accessory Structure setbacks in this
Ordinance (Chapter 2, Part #, Section 1.2).
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f) Dual-axis trackers are prohibited on lots less than 1 acre in size. For lots less than 5 acres
in size, dual-axis trackers should be erected along a tree line and out of sight from
adjacent properties, when possible.”

Planner Sycks noted excerpts from the 2040 Stillwater Township Comprehensive Plan indicating
that the Plan protects Solar Access and Policies that promote them. After review, Planning Staff
found that the Comprehensive Plan does adequately promote Solar Access and Policies,
however, it is up to the Planning Commission and Town Board to determine whether the
options should be expanded.

The Planning Commission has the following options:

1. Recommend approval of the amendments to the Township Zoning Ordinance. If
recommending approval of the amendments, the Commissioners should discuss any
recommended changes.

2. Recommend denial of the amendments to the Township Zoning Ordinance, with
findings for denial.

3. Table the request for further review and study.

Chair Stoller noted there were no others present from the public to comment and closed the
public hearing. Our regular meeting was opened for further discussion with the Commission.

REGULAR MEETING

Chair Stoller began discussions noting that she had driven by the applicant’s property. She
noted that an array was visible and that she had concerns about compliance with our current
ordinance.

Commissioners discussed the following concerns:

e The array was large and there were concerns over the size and significant landscape
view.

e This property location is unique. The mine is across the street.

e Planner Sycks noted the concerns for a variance. A variance requires 6 criteria to be
met. See the Stillwater Township Zoning Ordinance, Chapter 1, Section 6. STILLWATER
TOWNSHIP

e A Conditional Use Permit (CUP) stays with the land. Planner Monson noted that the
Township could regulate these “Dual-Axis Trackers” as conditional uses, and that
specific criteria could be adopted to limit use to certain areas.

e Excessive requests for amendments to the ordinance has several concerns.

e Protecting scenery, vistas, setbacks.

e Other style options available.

e Existing ordinance prohibits commercial Solar Farms.

e Does not fit our “Vision Statement.”

e Size concerns.


https://stillwatertownshipmn.gov/vertical/sites/%7B44993CD9-4A26-46F5-A42D-7C1D05E1B8BA%7D/uploads/Zoning_Ordinance_Stillwater_Township_2024_-_Current(1).pdf
https://stillwatertownshipmn.gov/vertical/sites/%7B44993CD9-4A26-46F5-A42D-7C1D05E1B8BA%7D/uploads/Zoning_Ordinance_Stillwater_Township_2024_-_Current(1).pdf
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e Alternative Energy is necessary.

e Mitigation for neighbors near the installations.

e What are trending, innovative technologies?

e Amending the Ordinance and implementing changes for one company versus Variance.
Why?

e Practical Difficulties — defined. Variance criteria

e Concerns about the currently installed unit not meeting requirements. Building permit
approved in 2019 but appears to be non-compliant. How to proceed? Town Board
review. Planner Monson noted that the property is just outside the Riverway Zoning
District. The Commission observed that the current system may be out of compliance
with current requirements. Planner Monson noted that the current array does not meet
current ordinance requirements, which is part of why the request was made. The
proposed amendments would result in the existing array on the applicant’s property
complying with the ordinance.

e Protect the community and follow the Vision Statement.

e In 2018 there were discussions on what standards to adopt for SES. Planning Staff can
look at other communities if directed by the Commission.

e Commissioners concerns around the non-alignment to Vision for protecting Views,
Vistas, and open space.

e The current township Ordinance allows alternate energy. Meet Comprehensive Plan
goals.

M/S/P Loveridge/Driver moved to recommend denial of the request to amend the Solar Energy
requirements in the Township Zoning Ordinance with the following findings.
¢ The height and size of Dual-Axis Trackers are not in accordance with the

Township’s Vision statement, to protect views and vistas.

¢ The Township Zoning Ordinance is currently consistent with the goals of the
Comprehensive Plan, by permitting ground-mounted and building-mounted solar
energy systems in all districts, without needing to expand the methods of solar
energy collection.

(8 ayes)

4. OTHER BUSINESS — There were no other discussion items. Chair Stoller introduced new
Planning Commission Member Jack Soukup. Chair Stoller was thanked by the Commission and
Town Board Liaison Robbins-Fenger for her dedicated service to the community as this is her
final scheduled meeting as a commissioner.

5. TOWN BOARD LIAISON REPORT — Town Board Supervisor Alan Robbins-Fenger gave a
summary report.
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6. ADJOURNMENT -
M/S/P Niemann/K. Steffen moved to adjourn the meeting. The meeting adjourned at 8:15PM
(8 ayes)

7. NEXT MEETING — 2025 TBD

Submitted by: Clerk Barbara Riehle



