
 

CITY OF AFTON 1 
APPROVED PLANNING COMMISSION MINUTES  2 

June 30, 2025 3 

 4 
The meeting was held in-person, with participation via Zoom also available. 5 

 6 
1. CALL TO ORDER – Vice Chair Justin Sykora called the meeting to order at 7:00 pm.      7 

  8 
2. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE  9 
 10 
3. SWEAR IN – John Christopher “Chris” Bursack 11 
 12 
4. ROLL CALL – Present: Justin Sykora, Sally Doherty, Alison Miller, Christian Dawson, Doug Parker, Chris 13 

Bursack.  A quorum was present.  Absent were Kris Kopitzke, James Langon, Kuchen Hale (excused).    14 
 15 

ALSO IN ATTENDANCE – Mayor Palmquist, City Administrator Ron Moorse, City Planner Claire Stickler  16 
 17 

5.  APPROVAL OF AGENDA –  18 
Motion/Second Parker/Doherty to approve the agenda for the June 30, 2025 Planning Commission 19 
meeting. Passed 6-0. 20 

 21 
6.  APPROVAL OF MINUTES –  22 

Motion/Second Parker/Dawson to approve the minutes of the June 2, 2025 Planning Commission 23 
meeting. Passed 5-0-1 (Bursack abstain)  24 
  25 

7.  REPORTS AND PRESENTATIONS  26 
none 27 
 28 

8.   PUBLIC HEARINGS   29 
A.  Raquel and Brandon Blumenstein Variance for an Accessory Building at 4771 St. Croix Trail South 30 
Vice Chair Sykora opened the public hearing at 7:04 pm. 31 
Claire Stickler, City Planner, provided a summary of the application. The property measures approximately 32 
5.2 acres and has an existing single-family home. The applicants are proposing a detached accessory 33 
structure. The proposed concrete slab is 60’x40’ (2,400 sq ft) and the enclosed structure is 48’x40’ (1,920 sq 34 
ft).  The proposed placement of the structure is 74.5 feet from the northern property line (side yard) and 61 35 
feet from the eastern property line (rear yard) rather than the required 100 feet, prompting the request for a 36 
variance. The location of the driveway, need to attach to a secondary septic, and topography of the property 37 
have created the alleged practical difficulty. Christopher Koss (Builder), on behalf of the property owners, has 38 
submitted a request to allow a 1,940 sq ft accessory structure within the required 100-foot side yard and rear 39 
yard setback. The submitted site plan shows the setbacks from the side and rear property lines. Based on the 40 
submitted site plan and staff’s review, it appears that the structure could be moved to another location on the 41 
property or the building could be smaller, therefore not constituting a practical difficulty. The setbacks for 42 
accessory buildings under 1,500 square feet is 50 for the rear and side yard. As shown on the applicant’s site 43 
plan, they would be able to meet these requirements with a 1,500 square foot accessory building.  44 

 45 
Chris Koss, Builder, stated that the topography limits placement of the building. The lot is fully screened on 46 
side and back to neighbors and the neighbors are agreeable.  47 
No other comments 48 
Motion/Second Parker/Miller to close public hearing. Passed 6-0.  49 
Public hearing closed at 7:08 pm. 50 
Doherty noted that the staff report recommends denial as the circumstances do not meet the practical 51 
difficulty requirements.  52 

  53 
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Bursack asked if the building was reduced to 1500 sq feet is that the slab or interior?  (slab / exterior) 54 
Parker stated if the size is reduced to 1500 sq feet the setback would not be an issue and no variance would be 55 
needed. He has never seen a denial recommended by staff.   56 
Sykora agreed. 57 
Doherty stated that she appreciates the staff report.  58 
Motion/Second Doherty/Parker to follow findings provided by staff and recommend denial of the 59 
variance application at 4771 St Croix Tr S. Passed 6-0.   60 

 61 
B. Washington County Conditional Use Permit for Essential Services Governmental Use in and Adjacent to 62 

the Existing Building at 14386 Hudson Road South 63 
Vice Chair Sykora opened the public hearing at 7:13 pm. 64 
Claire Stickler, City Planner, provided a summary of the application which is from Washington County for a 65 
Conditional Use Permit to operate a yard waste facility and conduct training operations at 14386 Hudson Rd 66 
S. The proposed use falls under “Essential Services, Government Uses”, which is a conditionally permitted 67 
use in the Industrial (I-1B) District. The properties total approximately 40 acres (32.6 acres are in the City of 68 
Afton, the remainder is in West Lakeland Township) and is zoned Industrial (I-1B). The eastern portion of 69 
site currently contains a ~10,500 ft2 building, a network of interconnected parking lots, and driveway access 70 
onto Hudson Rd S.  The applicant is requesting four main uses on the yard waste portion of the site, to be 71 
located on the western portion of the site:  72 

1. Residential Yard Waste Drop Off  73 
2. Commercial Arborists: Tree and Brush Recovery Facility 74 
3. Wood Mulching 75 
4. Biochar Production (future operation) 76 

The applicant is also proposing for the Sheriff’s Department to utilize the existing structure for law 77 
enforcement support/training activities. 78 
Several staff members from Washington County Public Health and Building Services were present for 79 
questions.  80 
No other comments 81 
Motion/Second Bursack/Parker to close public hearing. Passed 6-0.  82 
Public hearing closed at 7:18 pm.  83 
Parker asked why this site was chosen.  84 
Washington County representatives stated that it meets requirements for a central location in the county to 85 
provide services for yard and commercial tree waste, meets zoning requirements and has a buffer from 86 
residential properties. A fact sheet is included in the packet regarding biochar production. They have talked 87 
with Shepherd of the Valley regarding grinding times which will be done on weekdays. Yard waste drop off 88 
will be free for residents.  89 
Extensive discussion was held over the biochar process which is planned at the site in the future as a way to 90 
manage tree and brush waste.  91 
Overall timeline for the facility to be operational is approximately one year. 92 
Claire Stickler, City Planner noted that any changes to operations on site requires an amendment to the CUP 93 
for future operations.  94 
Motion/Second Doherty/Dawson to recommend approval with additional conditions and findings listed 95 
below: Passed 6-0. 96 

Conditions to add:  97 
1. Approval Letter from Watershed District and MPCA must be provided to the City. 98 
2. Provide a tree replacement plan to the City for approval 99 
3. Provide notice to the City when the Washington County Board of Commissioners approves funding 100 

for Biochar machine at Afton Site. 101 
4. Provide an update to the City with usage information and a general synopsis of how the operations 102 

are proceeding when the Hugo site has been utilizing the biochar machine 103 
- And amend condition #8 to state Grinding on weekends is prohibited unless there is a declared 104 

emergency. 105 
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 106 
Findings to add:  107 

1. There are no operating biochar machines within Washington County. 108 
2. There is no set timeline for operation of the biochar machine at the Afton site. 109 
3. Biochar technology is new and not common yet in the State of Minnesota.  110 

 111 
9. NEW BUSINESS  112 

None 113 
 114 

10. OLD BUSINESS - 115 
A. Update on City Council Actions   116 

Mayor Palmquist provided a summary of the June 17, 2025 Council meeting.  117 
 118 

11. ADJOURN – 119 
Motion/Second Doherty/Parker to adjourn.  Passed 6-0.    120 
Meeting adjourned at 8:22 pm. 121 

 122 
 123 
Respectfully submitted by: 124 
 125 
   126 
Julie Yoho, City Clerk 127 

 128 
 129 

To be approved on  130 
 August 4, 2025 as (check one):    Presented:     or Amended:    131 
 132 
 133 


