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Date: July 26, 2016 

CITY OF GREAT FALLS 

PLANNING ADVISORY BOARD / ZONING COMMISSION AGENDA REPORT 

 

 

Item: Public Hearing – Lithia Great Falls Subaru: Conditional Use Permit 

 

Applicant: Lithia Real Estate, Inc. 

 

Presented By: Gregory Gordos, Planner I, Planning and Community Development 

 

Action Requested: Recommendation to the City Commission 
 

Public Hearing:  
 

1.  Chairman of the Planning Advisory Board/Zoning Commission conducts public hearing, 

calling three times each for proponents and opponents. 

 

2.  Chairman of the Planning Advisory Board/Zoning Commission closes public hearing and 

asks the will of the Board. 

 

Suggested Motion: 

 

1.  Board Member moves: 

 

“I move that the Zoning Commission recommend the City Commission (approve/not approve) 

the Conditional Use Permit of the subject property located at Lots 1-4, Block 360, Great Falls 

Original Townsite, Section 12, T20N, R03 E, P.M. MT, Cascade County, MT, the Findings of 

Fact and Conditions of Approval located in the staff report.” 

 

2.  Board Member calls for a second, discussion, and calls for the vote. 

 

 

Recommendation:  Approval of the request with Conditions. 

 

Existing Use: Vehicle sales 

Proposed Land Use: Vehicle repair and Vehicle sales 

Existing Zoning: C-4 Central Business District Core 

 

Background:   
The applicant is proposing demolition of the existing showroom located at 800 Central Avenue 

and replacing it with a larger, more contemporary automotive sales and service facility. 

Establishing a Vehicle repair use in the C-4 Central Business Core zoning district requires a 

Conditional Use Permit (CUP). The proposed new building would be approximately 13,669 

square feet. A new curb cut is proposed along Central Avenue. Parcels east of the building would 

be improved from a gravel lot to provide additional paved parking for customers. The proposed 
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building would be larger in size than the existing structure’s footprint and include zero-foot 

setbacks and a corner main entrance. 

 

Conditional Use Permit Request:   

The applicant, Lithia Motors, is seeking to relocate their existing Subaru franchise from 26 9th 

Street South (just southeast of the site) to the subject property at 800 Central Avenue. The 

existing historic structure on the subject property is a showroom that was built in 1928, and it is a 

Contributing building to the Central Business Historic District, as recognized through the 

National Register of Historic Places (National Park Service). The last significant remodel 

occurred in 1992.  

The applicant is proposing demolition of the existing structure with construction of a new facility 

in order to meet more contemporary, corporate automotive sales designs and accommodate 

Vehicle repair in addition to Vehicle sales. The applicant asserts that the existing building cannot 

be preserved due to “significant amount of structural damage and costly repairs required”. 

Planning staff and the City-County Historic Preservation Officer, Ellen Sievert, toured the 

facility on April 28, 2016, and verified that there is structural damage to the existing facility.  

The building as proposed would expand the current building footprint of the showroom through 

the addition of a vehicle repair area. This use would be located at the rear (south) of the site with 

access off of Central Alley South. The proposed showroom is located at the corner of Central 

Avenue and 8th Street South with entrances at the corner and on the northeast edge facing the 

parking lot. The building itself is single-story, with corporate logo signage proposed along the 

cornice of the building facing Central Avenue. 

Representatives from the City’s Public Works, Park and Recreation, Police, and Fire 

Departments have been involved in the review process for this application. All comments made 

by the above parties have been addressed by the applicant or in the conditions of approval. 

 

Zoning Analysis:  

The subject property is found within the C-4 Central Business Core zoning district amongst a 

mix of single-to-two-story commercial structures built up to the sidewalk. Street trees and period 

lighting (light poles) are a consistent visual character up and down Central Avenue. Historic 

structures such as the Masonic Temple building are on the same block, and many Contributing 

buildings have been demolished on the 800 Block of Central Avenue since the early 2000’s. 

These demolitions have resulted in a built environment of parking lots and display lots for 

automobile sales. Vehicle sales are permitted in the C-4 zoning district, whereas Vehicle repair is 

permitted in this zoning district only through the conditional use process.  

A Vehicle repair land use already exists in close proximity to the subject property (26 9th Street 

South) owned by Lithia and operating as a legal nonconforming use.  

Staff finds the proposed use is compatible with the existing, adjacent uses due to the following 

reasons:  

1) the presence of existing Vehicle repair and Vehicle sales within several blocks of the property 

2) the location of the property east of the 700 block of Central Avenue.  Along this section of 

Central, the character of the C-4 zoning district changes from one dominated by multi-story 

building filling out the street block to a mix of building heights as well as a sprinkling of surface 

parking lots.  In areas east of the 700 block, Vehicle repair activities are more compatible. 

While an automobile dealership appears better suited for C-2 General Commercial zoning 
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districts, the proposed building form provides pedestrian orientation for the main entrance and 

has zero setbacks (sits along the public sidewalk for both Central Avenue and 8th Street South) 

as proposed. The orientation of the existing building meets the approximate setbacks of the 

adjacent buildings. The proposal is viewed by staff as an appropriate building form for a 

commercial use and matches the general building footprint of the building that is proposed to be 

demolished. 

The building design, however, as presented by staff in the meeting of the Design Review Board 

on July 11, 2016, will likely prove difficult to adapt to any other land use other than Vehicle 

sales or Vehicle repair in the future. The choice of materials and color reflects the proposed 

tenant, Lithia Subaru, and does not match many of the existing masonry structures in the Central 

Business Historic District, including the vehicle showroom the proposal is intended to replace.  

Because the proposed building was not consistent with the Contributing buildings in the National 

Register District, staff actually recommended denial of proposed at the Design Review Board.  

Ultimately, the DRB approved the architectural design of the building, and since the architectural 

design choice is not directly applicable to the narrow question on whether the Vehicle repair use 

should be considered an acceptable Conditional Use, staff believes the Zoning Commission 

should defer this portion of the decision to the DRB. 

 

Parking and Traffic Analysis: 

A Vehicle repair facility is considered a Motor vehicle maintenance and service shop in regards 

to non-accessible parking requirements detailed in Exhibit 36-1 of the Official Code for the City 

of Great Falls (OCCGF). This requires 2 (spaces) per service area or work bays plus 1 per 

employee per shift. The proposed site plan shows six (6) work bays, thus requiring twelve non-

accessible parking spaces, plus employee parking, in addition to one ADA accessible parking 

space. On-street parking is currently provided on Central Avenue and 8th Street South.  

The proposed parking lot would provide fourteen parking spaces in addition to on-street parking. 

Given the urban character of the Great Falls downtown (Central Business Historic District), 

parking can easily be accommodated by on-street, metered parking surrounding the site.  

As proposed by the applicant, a curb cut would be added in the center of Central Avenue to 

allow customer vehicles to enter and exit the vehicle bay on the eastern portion of the building. 

This access would also be the entrance-only for customer parking, with the flow of vehicles then 

exiting onto Central Alley South. Parking may also be accessed off of Central Alley South. The 

curb cut must be approved by the City Engineer. The applicant has stated that if this access 

approval is granted, an existing access point on Central Avenue near the 9th Street intersection 

will be removed so there is no net increase in access points for the business.  This commitment is 

a Condition of Approval in the report. 

 

Streets and Utilities: 

Road conditions along both Central Avenue and 8th Street South are downtown/urban in 

character, with provided curb, gutter, and public sidewalk existing on all lot frontages. 

Conditions of the existing sidewalk vary, and curb conditions are poor. Stormwater facilities 

(storm drains) exist at the intersection of the street, and additional catch basins are proposed in 

the subject property parking lot, to be fed into the existing stormwater system.  Public Works 

staff recommends that the full curb, gutter, and sidewalks be replaced by the applicant, and 

conditions associated with the Design Review Board approval require that the sidewalks match 
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the streetscape (stamped red concrete, tree grates, etc.) that currently exist on Central Avenue. 

Additional comments by the Public Works Department include: 

1) We have no objection to the designated loading zone on 8
th

 Street South. 

2) There are several sections of sidewalk and adjoining curb on Central Avenue and 8
th

 

Street South that need to be replaced. 

3) Being the site is located in the Central Business District, a formal storm drainage design 

report and plan will not be required. The drainage improvements (inlets, piping and 

connection to City’s existing storm drain) are satisfactory. An approved precast concrete 

manhole or inlet shall be utilized to connect to the City’s storm drain.   

4) The abandonment of an existing driveway and installation of new of driveway on Central 

Avenue shall include replacement of the curb and gutter. The cross section of the new 

curb and gutter shall match the existing curb. The new driveway shall conform to City 

standards (other than cross section of the curb). 

As proposed by the applicant, a portion of 8th Street South would be converted from on-street 

parking to a loading zone for repair equipment to be transported into the building. An existing 

curb cut would be utilized exclusively for dolly moving carts transporting goods and would not 

allow vehicle access. This on-street loading zone requires approval by both the Director of 

Planning and Community Development and the City Engineer. 

 

Neighborhood Council Input: 

The subject property is located in Neighborhood Council #7.  To date, staff has received no 

public comments regarding the project.  

 

Review Criteria:  

17.16.36.040 - Basis of decision. 

The Zoning Commission's recommendation and the City Commission's decision shall at a 

minimum consider the following criteria: 

1. The conditional use is consistent with the City’s Growth Policy and applicable neighborhood 

plans, if any. 

The proposed application is generally consistent with the City’s growth policy. In terms of the 

2013 Growth Policy Update, the proposed project will continue efforts to expand, retain, and 

attract new businesses to Great Falls. This project supports Environmental and several Physical 

portions of the Growth Policy. However, previous staff reports have found that the proposed 

application is not consistent with any portions of PHY4.5 - Historic Preservation. The proposal 

would demolish a historically significant structure. 

Policies that this project is consistent with include: 

Environmental – Urban Form 

Env3.7.8     Encourage entrepreneurship and free market innovation. 

Physical - Land Use 

Phy4.1.5    Encourage or incentivize the redevelopment or adaptive reuse of vacant or underutilized 

properties so as to maximize the City’s existing infrastructure. 

Phy4.2.3     Support actions that bring properties into conformance into the City’s Land Development 

Code requirements over time. 

Phy4.2.4     Promote retail locations that are safe, attractive, and accessible. 
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The Growth Policy identifies that Great Falls embodies balanced, compatible growth, while at 

the same time encourages the development of underutilized or vacant land. 

Great Falls is separated into nine Neighborhood Councils.  There are no adopted Neighborhood 

Plans for any of the Councils within the City.  The subject property is located in Neighborhood 

Council #7. The applicant has not yet met with that Council.  

2. The establishment, maintenance or operation of the conditional use will not be detrimental to, 

or endanger the health, safety, morals, comfort or general welfare. 

The CUP allows the City to place appropriate conditions on specific projects to help mitigate or 

reduce the total off-site nuisances a project may have on the surrounding properties and 

environment. The conditions listed under the Conditions of Approval in this report apply specific 

measures to protect the health, safety, and general welfare of the public; in this case requiring the 

approval of new curb cuts by the City Engineer and repairing curb and gutter in the public right 

of way. It is not anticipated that the proposed development will have an adverse impact on the 

surrounding properties or to the public given that the building as proposed will have a similar 

footprint to the existing building at 800 Central Avenue downtown. 

3. The conditional use will not be injurious to the use and enjoyment of other property in the 

immediate vicinity for the purposes already permitted, nor substantially diminish and impair 

property values within the neighborhood. 

Establishing a commercial use (automotive repair) on the same lot and similar footprint that 

previously held an automotive repair use and currently functions as Vehicle sales will not impair 

property values. It is also not anticipated that the project will be injurious to the use and 

enjoyment of property in the immediate vicinity. Neighboring uses are also owned by Lithia and 

relate to automotive sales, with the exception of the Hobby Land store. Once completed, the land 

use will be a comparable addition to the Central Avenue mixed use corridor east of the 700 block 

where like uses currently exist.  Creating access to the lot from both Central Avenue and Central 

Alley South, as well as the creation of additional customer parking spaces, will minimally impact 

on-street parking for neighboring businesses. 

4. The conditional use will not impede the normal and orderly development and improvement of 

the surrounding property for uses permitted in the district. 

The proposed project will not impede the normal and ordinary development and improvement of 

surrounding properties. If approved, the demolition of the existing building will temporarily 

impact businesses in terms of noise, dust, and other disruptions. However improvements to the 

eastern portion of the site (proposed for display parking and customer parking) will add sod, 

trees, and other landscaping where an unimproved lot currently exists. Adjacent property owners 

(Hobby Land) have been notified about the project. The addition of boulevard trees and new 

sidewalks would drastically improve public-realm aesthetics. 

5. Adequate utilities, access roads, drainage and/or necessary facilities have been or are being 

provided. 

The proposed project will be accessed off of Central Avenue as well as Central Alley South. A 

curb cut shall be removed further east on Central Avenue in order to add the new access, as 

approved by the City Engineer. Drainage shall be improved from existing conditions (Exhibit D) 

through the addition of catch basins in the proposed parking lot to capture stormwater. 

Adequate services and infrastructure exist to operate the proposed project as it is an existing 

building in an established neighborhood, the Central Business Historic District or downtown. 
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6. Adequate measures have been or will be taken to provide ingress and egress so designed as to 

minimize traffic congestion in the public streets. 

The addition of fourteen (14) designated parking spaces plus one ADA accessible parking space, 

will ensure that customers have adequate and designated places to park for not only the project 

site but the entire Lithia Motors campus. On-street parking is suitable for the downtown location 

and would continue to be adequate despite losing spaces for a loading zone on 8th Street as 

proposed. Staff finds that patrons entering the showroom on foot have clear, safe access at the 

intersection of Central Avenue and 8th Street South, whereas a secondary entrance on the eastern 

side of Central Avenue is located in close proximity to the new proposed drive aisle. After 

speaking with the applicant, staff determined that the slow entrance speed of automobiles 

entering the Central Avenue curb cut will adequately protect pedestrians crossing Central 

Avenue.  It is anticipated that establishment of Vehicle repair will create minimal traffic and 

parking, particularly when compared to the current use as Vehicle sales. 

 7. The conditional use shall, in all other respects, conform to the applicable regulations of the 

district in which it is located, except as such regulations may, in each instance, be modified by 

the City Commission. 

Through the issuance and approval of a Conditional Use Permit, the Conditions of Approval 

stated herein shall move the subject property much closer to compliance with the Land 

Development Code than existing conditions. For instance, the installation of boulevard trees 

meets the code requirements of Title 44-Landscaping. Parking requirements for Motor vehicle 

maintenance and service shops meet the code requirements of Title 36-Parking. 

 

Improvements: 

The applicant has agreed, through Conditions of Approval associated with Design Review 

Board, to improve the visual character of the sidewalk by adding boulevard trees along both 8
th

 

Street Southwest and Central Avenue, including red stamped concrete and trees grates consistent 

with the Central Avenue streetscape. Grass sod would buffer the public sidewalk and the parking 

area. The trees would be planted at a rate of one per thirty five feet, per City standard. Fourteen 

trees are proposed on the Site Plan, but per Design Review Board Conditions of Approval at 

least two more trees are required. An updated Landscape Plan shall be submitted to Planning and 

Community Development prior to any building permit being issued, pending Conditional Use 

Permit approval. 

 

Recommendation: 

The Zoning Commission has the responsibility to review and make recommendations on 

Conditional Use Permit requests.  The recommendation presented below is to be considered and 

acted upon by the Commission: 

Recommendation:  The Zoning Commission recommends that the City Commission approve the 

Conditional Use Permit of the subject property located Lots 1-4, Block 360, Great Falls Original 

Townsite, Section 12, T20N, R03 E, P.M. MT, Cascade County, MT, the Findings of Fact and 

Conditions of Approval located in the staff report. 
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Conditions of Approval: 

 

1. General Code Compliance. The proposed project shall be developed consistent with the 

conditions in this report, and all codes and ordinances of the City of Great Falls, the State 

of Montana, and all other applicable regulatory agencies.  

 

General 

2. Approved Plans and Conditions: Failure to build and/or operate the conditional use in 

accord with the approved plans and these conditions of approval is a violation of the 

OCCGF, subject to the penalties provided for such violations and/or to civil process to 

compel the correction of violations. 

3. Modifications: It is understood that minor changes are often necessary during the 

development and operation of a conditional use. The Administrator is hereby authorized 

to permit minor changes, as provided below.  

4. Revised Plans. Before making changes, the applicant must submit revised plans to the 

Administrator for review. Failure to do this before the proposed change is made is a 

violation of the OCCGF. The Administrator shall respond to all proposed changes within 

five (5) business days. 

5. Dimensional Changes. Based on a review of the revised plans, the Administrator may 

permit minor dimensional changes provided that they do not result in a violation of the 

Conditions of Approval or the OCCGF. 

6. Public Works Changes. Minor changes in the location and specifications of the required 

public improvements may be permitted. Revised plans showing such changes must be 

referred to and accepted by the Director of Public Works before being permitted by the 

Administrator. 

7. Substantial Change. Substantial changes are not permitted. A new public review and 

permitting process will be required for such changes. ‘Substantial Change’ is defined 

here in order to clarify the contrasting term, ‘Minor Change.’ A substantial change 

changes the permitted use; the location or extent of the area proposed to be cleared, 

graded, or otherwise disturbed by more than 4,000 square feet (a smaller change in the 

area that will be cleared, graded, or otherwise disturbed may be treated as a minor 

dimensional change); the location, extent, or design of any required public improvement, 

except where a minor change is approved by the Director of Public Works and the 

Administrator; the approved number of lots, buildings, structures or  units; or the size of 

any lot, building, or structure by more than 10% (a smaller change in the size of a lot, 

building, or structure may be treated as a minor dimensional change ).  

8. Changes in Use. Conditional uses are regulated as such because the use presents the 

possibility of significant impacts on the community. Therefore, changes in conditional 

uses must be strictly limited.  

A significant change in the type or level of activity, including changes in the number of 

employees or operating hours, or changes in the types of materials present on the site, 

may void the conditional use permit. Proposed changes should be reviewed with the 

Administrator, who may require that the permit be amended following the same public 

process used for its adoption. 
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Planning 

9. Expiration: The conditional use permit shall expire one (1) year after the date of 

issuance, if a Certificate of Occupancy has not been issued. The Administrator may 

extend the expiration date by up to one year if substantial work is ongoing. The 

Administrator may issue a Conditional Certificate of Occupancy that is valid for no more 

than one year if the only condition(s) remaining to be fulfilled involve landscaping that 

cannot be successfully established until the weather permits. 

10. Abandonment. If a conditional use ceases to operate for more than six (6) months, the 

conditional use permit is void.   

11. General Code Compliance: The proposed project shall be developed consistent with the 

conditions of approval adopted by the City Commission, and all codes and ordinances of 

the City of Great Falls, the State of Montana, and all other applicable regulatory agencies, 

to the greatest extent possible. 

12. Aggregation of Lots: The applicant shall aggregate the four lots that are shown within 

the project site into a single lot. Planning and Community Development staff shall 

approve the Amended Plat administratively and at a fee to be provided to the City. 

Building 

13. Building Plans: The Applicant shall provide a full set of building plans that includes, but 

is not limited to, architectural plans to the Administrator for review and approval, prior to 

the issuance of zoning and building permits.  

Fire 

14. Building Plans: The Applicant shall provide a full set of building plans for review and 

approval by the Great Falls Fire Department before zoning or building permits are issued 

by the Administrator.  

Public Works 

15. Civil Plans: The Applicant shall provide a half size set of civil plans for review and 

approval by the Director of Public Works before zoning or building permits are issued by 

the Administrator. The Applicant will provide a full set of as-built plans to the Director of 

Public Works within 90 days after completion of the approved work. 

5) Water and Sewer: Being the site is located in the Central Business District, a formal 

storm drainage design report and plan will not be required. The drainage improvements 

(inlets, piping and connection to City’s existing storm drain) are satisfactory. An 

approved precast concrete manhole or inlet shall be utilized to connect to the City’s storm 

drain.   

16. Initial Compliance On and Off Site Civil: The Applicant shall submit for review to the 

Director of Public Works any plans, specification and design report for any proposed 

on/off site public utilities not previously reviewed by Public Works and/or the Montana 

Department of Environmental Quality. Also, the site civil plans shall be submitted to the 

Director of Public Works for review. 

17. Curb and Gutter: The Developer shall be responsible for the installation and cost of  

new street curb and gutter abutting 8th Street and Central Avenue where abutting the 

subject property. The abandonment of an existing driveway near the intersection of 9th 

Street and installation of the new driveway on Central Avenue shall include replacement 

of the curb and gutter. The cross section of the new curb and gutter shall match the 
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existing curb. The new driveway shall conform to City standards (other than cross section 

of the curb). 

18. Loading Areas: The applicant shall submit for approval the dimensions of the proposed 

loading zone on 8th Street South where City parking meters exist to date.  

19. Curb Cut: The curb cut as proposed on Central Avenue shall be approved by the City as 

required under OCCGF 17.32.150. Prior to the installation of a driveway curb cut or 

other access point onto a public street or right-of-way, the developer or owner shall 

obtain approval from the Montana Department of Transportation, Cascade County, or 

from the City. The City Engineer may require site driveway plans prior to approval and 

the start of construction on any driveway accessing any public street or right of way 

within the City. Curb cuts shall be located at the discretion and by the approval of the 

City Engineer to ensure traffic safety and the character of the neighborhood is 

maintained. 

 

Acknowledgement 

20. Acceptance of Conditions. No zoning or building permit shall be issued until the 

applicant acknowledges in writing that it has received, understands, and agrees to comply 

with these conditions of approval.  

 

Alternatives:  The Planning Advisory Board/Zoning Commission could not recommend the 

Conditional Use Permit to the City Commission. However, this would not meet the desires of the 

property owner or Developer, and would essentially discourage redevelopment of the vacant 

subject property at this time. 

 

Attachments:   

   Exhibit A – Application 

   Exhibit B - Aerial Map 

 Exhibit C - Zoning Map 

 Exhibit D - Site Photography 

 Exhibit E – Project Description  

 Exhibit F – Exterior Elevations 

 Exhibit G – Sit Plan 

 Exhibit H – Landscape Plan 

 

 

Cc: Jim Rearden, Public Works Director  

 Dave Dobbs, City Engineer 

 Patty Cadwell, Neighborhood Council Coordinator 

 Tim Montgomery, CSHQA  tim.montgomery@CSHQA.com 

 Jim Otradosky, CSHQA  jim.otradosky@cshqa.com 

 Eric Iversen, Lithia Real Estate, Inc.  EIversen@lithia.com 

 Douglas R. Oswood, Oswood Construction Company  droswood@hotmail.com 
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Exhibit A: Application Form 
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Exhibit B: Aerial Map 
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Exhibit C: Zoning Map 
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Exhibit D - Site Photos 

 

 

 
L O O K I N G  S O U T H E A S T  A L O N G  I N T E R S E C T I O N  O F  C E N T R A L  A V E N U E  

A N D  8 T H  S T R E E T  S O U T H  

  

 

 
V I E W  E A S T  T O W A R D S  E X I S T I N G  P A R K I N G  L O T ;  P R O P O S E D  B U I L D I N G  

W O U L D  O C C U P Y  M O S T  O F  T H E  L O T  
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Exhibit D - Site Photos (continued) 

 

 

 
V I E W  S O U T H W E S T  T O W A R D S  S H O W R O O M  A N D  C U R R E N T  

P A R K I N G / S T O R A G E  L O T   

  

 

 
V I E W  O F  T H E  P A R K I N G  L O T  S O U T H  O F  T H E  E X I S T I N G  B U I L D I N G  
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Exhibit E – Project Narrative 
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Exhibit E – Project Narrative (continued) 
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Exhibit E – Project Narrative (continued) 
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Exhibit F – Exterior Elevations 
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Exhibit G - Site Plan 
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Exhibit H – Landscape Plan 

 


