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Construction of a new elementary school on Miller Avenue recently began. This is the first of
six new projects by the Ames Community School District (ACSD) that will provide modern
educational facilities for Ames students for many years to come. New schools will also be built
on the Meeker and Fellows school sites and the existing schools demolished. Renovations and
expansion are planned at Mitchell and Sawyer Schools. In addition, new administration and
facilities maintenance facilities, along with sports fields, are proposed to be built at 2005 24th
Street, on the north side of 24th Street west of the railroad crossing. (See Attachment 1 Location
Map).
As the planning process for the Ames Community School District’s Facilities Plan unfolded,
questions have been raised by School District officials, City staff members, and the residents
in the various impacted neighborhoods regarding the City’s authority over the development
and use of the School District’s property. The information presented in this report is intended
to clarify these issues as progress continues on the Facilities Plan.
BACKGROUND
The school site on Miller Avenue is zoned Residential Low Density and has been vacant since
the subdivision was platted. The Zone Use Table for this zoning district permits a school with a
Special Use Permit. Accordingly, in February the Zoning Board of Adjustment reviewed and
approved a Special Use Permit for that project.
The zoning designation for all other properties where these school projects are located is
Government/Airport District (S‐GA). Sections 29.1000 and 29.1002 of the Zoning Ordinance
provide guidance for this District, but do not include a Zone Use Table or Zone Development
Standards for properties zoned S‐GA. Section 29.1002 states that “governmental structures
and uses enjoy a legal exemption from local zoning requirements.”
A recent legal opinion obtained from contracted legal counsel stated that the City’s zoning
laws do not apply to the school district (although building codes do apply). Therefore,
Sections 29.1000 and 29.1002 establish cooperation between the City and Ames Community
Schools as the basis for ensuring that development of each of these sites is compatible with
the general character of the area in which it is located. (See Attachment 2 Government Zoning
Ordinance)
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Past practice has been that the School District routinely submits plans for City review based on
the standards of the zoning districts surrounding the site. The existing four elementary schools
were built many decades ago, and City files do not contain site plans for when the schools were
built on the sites of the proposed school projects. However, District staff has sought, and City
staff has approved, four site plans for later improvement projects on these sites. (See
Attachment 3, School Sites Information.) In addition to these four sites, City staff has reviewed
and approved eight site plans for projects on six other school sites, including construction of the
new Ames Middle School and building additions at Ames High School and Northwood Pre‐
School Center.
With the exception of the Miller Avenue School, a Special Use Permit has previously been
considered for only one project on a school site – the relocation of administrative offices to
Crawford School in 2001. In reviewing each of the Special Use Permit criteria, the Zoning Board
of Adjustment (ZBA) considered the change in use from an elementary school to an
administrative center. The ZBA found that the criteria were met under the condition that a
half‐day or all‐day kindergarten was present in the building.
OPTIONS
The upcoming school projects represent a substantial investment in improving the quality of life
of the community and an exciting time for Ames residents. With that said, these will each be
large projects with definite impacts at the neighborhood scale. In order to be compatible with
the general character of the surrounding residential areas, it is important for the projects to
minimize any negative impacts on the neighborhoods.
Below are four options that provide different methods of cooperation between the City Council
and the Ames Community School District Board of Trustees to make certain that these four new
or expanded schools have minimal negative impacts on their respective neighborhoods:
1. Minor Site Development Plans for all projects. The basis for City staff review
would be the zoning development standards for the surrounding zoning districts,
the general development standards that apply to all zoning districts, the building
code, other life‐safety codes, and standard requirements that make it possible
for the City to provide needed services. This option is consistent with past
practices, is the least time consuming and does not require any public hearings
beyond the hearings that the School Board has for capital improvement projects.
2. Special Use Permits for all projects. After City staff review (as above), the ZBA
would review the plans based on the review criteria that the Zoning Ordinance
specifies for Special Use Permits (See Attachment 4 Review Criteria for Special
Use Permits.) The Special Use Permit is intended for types of projects that,
“because of their particular and unique characteristics, require special
consideration in relation to the welfare of adjacent properties and to the
community as a whole.” (Ames Municipal Code Section 29.1503(1)) This option is
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consistent with the Zoning Ordinance requirement for schools in the Residential
Low Density zoning district that mostly surrounds all of the school project sites.
It is more time consuming than the Minor Site Development Plan option and
requires a public hearing before the ZBA.
The review criteria are primarily concerned with impacts of the proposed
development. Since schools already exist on the sites of the next four
elementary school projects, the City Council would want to indicate whether the
Zoning Board of Adjustment should consider all of the impacts of a new school,
or else confine its review to only new impacts that are the result of the
differences between the existing schools and the new schools.
3. Minor Site Development Plans for some projects and Special Use Permits for
other projects. The City Council may believe that one or more of the school
projects have greater impacts on their surroundings than others, and for this
reason conclude that ZBA review is needed to insure that those specific projects
are compatible with their surroundings. For example, the new administration
building, facilities maintenance function, and sports fields on 24th Street may
have a greater impact than expansion of the existing schools.
4. No City Review of School Site Plans. Since it has been determined that the City’s
zoning laws do not apply to the School District, the Council could direct staff to
forgo review or approval of any of these projects. In that case, the City would
rely solely upon the District’s efforts to interface with surrounding
neighborhoods and to address any of their valid concerns.
Should this option be selected, there would still be a need for City staff to review
the District’s proposed site plans in order to address the projects’ off‐site
impacts. This would include such elements as traffic safety around and
entering/exiting the sites, fire apparatus access, stormwater run‐off, utility
connections, etc.
STAFF COMMENTS
It is important to recognize that compliance by the School District with any of the above
zoning review options will be on a voluntary basis, since it is now clear that the City’s zoning
laws cannot apply to school district facilities. Since the School District recently asked for a
meeting with the City Council to discuss issues of mutual interest, this gathering will provide
an ideal opportunity to discuss the options presented above and will establish a framework
for City staff, ZBA and/or community member involvement as the District and the City
cooperate to complete the designs of the remaining school projects.

3

Attachment 1: Location Map
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Attachment 2: Government Zoning Ordinance
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Attachment 3: School Sites Information
The four properties where schools are to be constructed, expanded or renovated have the
following zoning designations surrounding and the past approvals by the City as listed:
Meeker Elementary –new school on existing site at 300 20th
Zoning of site: Government/Airport
Zoning of adjacent properties: Residential High Density to the east – schools permitted with
Minor Site Development Plan, all other Residential Low Density – schools permitted with
Special Use Permit
Minor Site Development Plan approved by staff in 2006 for a paving project.

Mitchell Elementary – expand and/or renovate school on existing site at 3521 Jewell
Zoning of site: Government/Airport
Zoning of adjacent properties: Residential Low Density – schools permitted with Special Use
Permit
(No site plans or Special Use Permits on file)

Fellows Elementary – new school on existing site at 1400 McKinley
Zoning of site: Government/Airport
Zoning of adjacent properties: Residential Low Density – schools permitted with Special Use
Permit
Site Plan approved in 1992 for a classroom addition
Minor Site Development Plan approved by staff in 2003 for a new entrance drive.

Sawyer Elementary – expand and/or renovate school on existing site at 4316 Ontario
Zoning of site: Government/Airport
Zoning of adjacent properties: Residential High Density to the north and west ‐ schools
permitted with Minor Site Development Plan, Residential Low Density to the north, east and
south – schools permitted with Special Use Permit
Site Plan approved by staff in 1997 for a parking and driveway project.
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Attachment 4: Review Criteria for Special Use Permits
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