CITY OF COLUMBUS
PLANNING COMMISSION MEETING
INTERACTIVE TECHNOLOGY MEETING FORMAT
STATUTES SECTION 13D.021
09-03-2025

The September 3, 2025, Planning Commission meeting was called to order at 6:00 p.m.
by Chair Robin Wood at City Hall. Present were Planning Commission member Kim Snell,
Andy Heinen, and Mike Ostwald. Present were City Council Liaison Rob Busch, City
Administrator Jack Davis, Assistant Planner Eleanor Hahn, Ron Hanegraaf, Janet
Hegland, Scott Wendell, and Myron and Cindy Angel.

The meeting was held in an interactive technology meeting format. In attendance via
interactive technology was Jennie Lattin
Absent from the meeting was Planning Commission Member Susan Bautch.
1. CALL TO ORDER - Planning Commission Meeting — 6:00 p.m.
2. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE
3. CONSENT AGENDA
APPROVAL OF MEETING AGENDA
APPROVAL OF August 6, 2025, PLANNING COMMISSION MEETING MINUTES

Motion by Snell to approve the Meeting Agenda and the August 6, 2025, Planning
Commission Meeting Minutes. Seconded by Ostwald. Roll call vote: Snell — Aye;
Ostwald — Aye; Heinen — Aye; Wood — Aye. Motion carried.

4. PUBLIC OPEN FORUM
Nothing at this time

5. DISSCUSSIONS

a) Residential Farm Animal Ordinance

Assistant Planner Hahn gave a presentation on the City’s residential farm animal
ordinance. She explained that Columbus no longer has an agricultural zoning district,
and while large-scale agricultural operations are not permitted, many residents keep
small numbers of animals on their property. She noted that the ordinance uses an
Animal Unit (AU) system based on manure production from the MPCA to regulate
density. For example, one horse is equal to one AU, a goat is 0.3 AU, and a dairy cow is
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1.4 AU. Under the current rules, two horses may be kept per acre of pasture, as well as
five pigs, twenty sheep, or other combinations depending on the acreage available.
Chickens, rabbits, and turkeys are capped at sixteen per acre rather than included in the
AU system.

Hahn emphasized that animal keeping is currently a permitted use in Columbus.
Residents do not need to apply for a permit before bringing animals onto their property,
provided they comply with the density standards and other regulations. Enforcement is
handled only on a complaint basis. For example, if a neighbor raises concerns about
noise, odors, or excessive numbers of animals, the City’s code enforcement officer will
investigate to determine whether the resident is complying with the ordinance.

Hahn stated that while the ordinance has served the City for many years, it is now
outdated and confusing. Some references, such as to residential businesses and
feedlots, are no longer applicable. Goats and some other animals are not included in the
AU definition, while poultry is included even though the City does not regulate them
under the AU system. The definition of “habitable acres” is also vague and does not fully
reflect the City’s wet landscape. Hahn also noted that the City’s density standard of one
AU per half acre is more lenient than the one-acre standard used in many neighboring
communities.

Hahn walked the Commission through an example of the current regulations, by
presenting a situation were the code would theoretically allow forty-three pigs on a 28-
acre parcel once wetlands and setbacks were accounted for. She then stated that the
complicated regulations are difficult to explain to residents over the phone or over the
counter.

Hahn suggested that the City consider revising the ordinance to clarify outdated
sections, simplify definitions, and potentially add a permitting system. She noted that
other cities often require Interim Use Permits, but recommended against that approach
due to administrative burden. Instead, she suggested an administrative zoning permit
that would require residents with larger numbers of animals to submit a simple site plan
for staff review, while continuing to allow small-scale animal keeping without a permit.

Chair Wood asked for clarification on animal structure setbacks. Hahn explained that
animal structures must be 75 feet from a property line and 100 feet from the nearest
residence, whichever is greater. Chair Wood also commented that the City should
remove the outdated feedlot standards but replace them with a simple statement
prohibiting feedlots in Columbus. Hahn agreed and noted that conflicting references to
feedlots appear in different parts of the code and would need to be reconciled.

Commissioners expressed support for removing outdated sections of the ordinance and
for reducing confusion for residents while still maintaining the rural character of the
community. Chair Wood agreed that any new system should minimize red tape,
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especially for residents with only a few animals, while giving the City a better means of
recordkeeping and enforcement for larger or more complex operations. Hahn
recommended that this topic should be brought to a joint meeting with the City Council
so that the two bodies could align on policy goals and priorities before drafting formal
ordinance revisions.

b) Fencing Regulations

Assistant Planner Hahn provided an overview of current fence regulations, which are
limited to two standards: fences may not exceed six (6) feet in height, and the finished
side must face outward. Taller fences are currently only allowed in commercial and
industrial districts by CUP or site plan review.

Hahn explained that she has received recent calls from residents along busy arterial
roads asking about taller fences to help mitigate traffic noise. She outlined several
potential changes, including requiring surveys for boundary fences, restricting barbed
wire and electric fencing in residential areas, and allowing taller fences with greater
setbacks or landscaping requirements. She also raised the possibility of requiring taller
fences to meet opacity standards, such as being 80 percent obscured by trees or shrubs.

Chair Wood raised concerns that taller fences, if left unregulated, could result in
unsightly materials such as corrugated metal or chain link with slats, which would harm
the rural character of the community. Council Liaison Busch recalled a past issue where
a resident attached galvanized panels to their fence to reflect light back at a neighbor
that they felt were a nuisance, further underscoring the need for guidelines.
Commissioner Heinen asked whether the City could require taller fences to be
accompanied by tree plantings as part of the permit approval process. Hahn confirmed
that this would be possible and noted that similar requirements are already applied to
accessory structures that must be obscured from view. Commissioners discussed
whether residents should be given several years to achieve full opacity, similar to the
five-year allowance provided for Love’s Travel Stops in commercial approvals.

The Commission agreed that staff should prepare a more detailed fencing ordinance
proposal that addresses allowable materials, setbacks, and landscaping or opacity
standards. Commissioners expressed interest in continuing this discussion at a future
meeting.

6. PLANNING COMMISSIONER’S REPORT
Chair Wood thanked members for reviewing the packet and coming prepared for the
discussion. No further reports were provided.

7. ASSISTANT PLANNER'’S REPORT
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Assistant Planner Hahn reported that the next Planning Commission meeting is
scheduled for September 17, 2025, with several developer presentations expected.

8. ADJOURNMENT
Motion by Snell to adjourn the meeting. Seconded by Ostwald. Roll call vote:

Snell — Aye; Ostwald — Aye; Heinen — Aye; Wood — Aye. Motion carried.

The meeting was adjourned at 6:38 p.m.

Respectfully submitted:

Cleanor Hakn

Recording Secretary Eleanor Hahn
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