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BACKGROUND: 
 
The owner of property located at 4820 Mortensen Road is requesting that they be 
permitted to accommodate residential on the ground floor of their buildings where they 
have unused space. (see letter date October 6th, 2021, Attachment A) The issue of use 
of the site was brought up in regards the draft Ames Plan 2040 Lands Use map and a 
request by the owner to have it designated as residential rather than commercial.  City 
Council determined the issue identified by the owner was not relevant directly to Plan 
2040 and should be put on an agenda for a specific discussion of the issue. 
 
The current zoning is commercial as Convenience Commercial/Residential (CCR). The 
buildings were constructed as 3-story mixed use buildings in 2005. The site was 
developed originally with the requirement to have mixed-use development, meaning that 
commercial would be on the ground floor and then residential could be above.   
Standalone residential uses were not permitted.  
 
CCR zoning is not a common zoning district in the City. It applies to properties in the 
vicinity of Mortenson, Dickinson, and South Dakota Avenue.  Two properties are 
developed as mixed use, one with a hotel, one with a sports practice facility, and four 
properties are vacant.  
 
The owner has also been providing space for short-term lodging uses in the form of short 
stay efficiency rentals in some of the ground level units since 2017. This use is permitted 
in commercial zones as it falls under the same category as hotels and motels. In these 
types of uses the average stay cannot exceed 60 days. 
 
The owner claims that the buildings are more adequately utilized if household living style 
residential is allowed on all floors as the commercial component has struggled since the 
construction of the buildings. Household living allows for regular residential dwelling units 
to be on the ground floor. The owner would maintain existing commercial spaces if 
allowed to have residential in other ground floor tenant spaces. 
 
The underlying Land Use in the Ames 2040 Comprehensive Plan is a commercial 
designation as Neighborhood Commercial (NC-MU). In order to allow ground level 
residential the zoning designation would need to be a purely residential zone such 
Residential High-Density (RH). The NC-MU designation does not identify a 
corresponding residential zoning district so there is no residential zoning that can 
be allowed under that designation.   
 



OPTIONS: 
 
If City Council is interested in addressing the owner’s concern about the use of vacant 
commercial tenant space, there are a two primary options available.  
 
Option 1- Zoning Text Amendment to CCR Zoning 
 
The City Council could choose to initiate a Text Amendment to the CCR zoning standards 
to allow for limited allowances for residential units to be located on ground floors. CCR is 
intended to be a commercial zone, allowing for ground floor residential without limitations 
would effectively make it a residential zone first and commercial zone second.   A limited 
amount of residential could be allowed that would be capped at a certain amount in any 
CCR development based on site size or design considerations. Additionally, a Special 
Use Permit or Major Site Development Plan could be required before any ground level 
residential is permitted.   
 
Option 2- Initiate an amendment to the Ames 2040 Comprehensive Plan Land Use 
Designation and subsequently rezone the property to Residential High-Density 
(RH) 
 
The City Council could choose to initiate a Land Use Change from NC-MU to a new land 
use designation that supports residential, such as the RN-5 designation which is 
designated on the multi-family housing property to the immediate west. This would permit 
rezoning of the property to Residential High-Density (RH).  
 
The RH zoning designation would permit for residential units on ground floor as well as 
limited commercial in a mixed-use building type. This option allows for the residential use 
and can by Major Site Development Plan allow for the existing commercial to remain, but 
it would create a non-conforming site due to front yard parking located along Mortenson 
Road.    
 
If this option is pursued, a requirement to keep commercial in specified tenant spaces 
would be advisable by staff to meet the planned commercial interests for the general area.  
This option would only affect this site and not other CCR zoned properties.  However, 
other adjacent property owners may desire the same ability depending on market 
interests. 
 
STAFF COMMENTS:    
 
Due to the originally approved site development plan, the site has struggled to achieve 
the commercial development goals of the City within the CCR zoning. The CCR zoning 
was designed to benefit the City overall by supporting needed west side commercial 
development and allowing hopefully for the added benefit and efficiency of mixed use with 
residential development.   The existing development exemplifies how details on design 
and configuration are critical components of building marketable commercial space and 
how just allowing for commercial use does not necessarily result in desirable commercial 
development when residential use can drive the profitability of a project.  
 



The site could potential se additional demand for commercial space in west Ames as we 
grow and some additional space could be used for commercial purposes. However, due 
to the lack of visibility of the commercial space and its current use as short-term lodging 
units it may not change to another use as well and remain underutilized.       
 
For City Council to select an option it must first answer the question of its priority 
in promoting the original intent of the current zoning and the original site plan 
compared to the owner’s current proposed use. Staff believes that any change made 
to the zoning or associated text amendment would need to take into consideration the 
existing conditions of the site and the uses currently in these buildings. At a minimum 
existing commercial use should remain and potentially additional square footage should 
be reserved for commercial uses. 
 
If the City Council believes that a change is desirable, Staff believes the best course of 
action is a text amendment (Option 1). This approach maintains the existing zoning, but 
works toward permitting the change the owner is requesting. The text change would 
impact a handful of other properties as well. The text amendment would be a minor 
change and could either be fit into available time later this spring or prioritized with the 
overall Work Plan as part of the evaluation of citywide commercial zoning standards that 
would occur later in 2022.  
 
A change of land use and rezoning (Option 2) would require consideration of the zoning 
change creating either use or site non-conformities. This approach of change the zoning 
of the site, does not impact any other CCR zoned properties. The first step with Option 2 
would be to change the land use designation within Plan 2040. The Plan 2040 
amendment process would be project specific and treated as a development project that 
is not included as Department Work Plan project.    
 
The proposed change is unusual in that is aimed at improving conditions for a 
property owner’s unique situation of how a site was developed originally at the 
choice of developer. A change that allows for ground floor residential at this site 
has limited public benefit and interest in that it would allow for potentially more 
efficient use of existing space but compared to a compelling housing need of the 
community or the initial desire of the City for more commercial opportunities in 
west Ames it does not have the same broad value.  
 
Changes to ground floor standards supporting affordable housing would be an 
example of city benefit and property owner benefit to expand the use of 
underutilized space. Alternatively, supporting a change would not appear to 
negatively affect our commercial goals for the City due to the site’s current 
condition and it could be found to be compatible with our land use goals of Plan 
2040.  
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