
CCC iii ttt yyy    ooo fff    AAA uuu bbb uuu rrr nnn    HHH iii lll lll sss    
PP ll aa nn nn ii nn gg   CC oo mm mm ii ss ss ii oo nn   AA gg ee nn dd aa   

January 29, 2013 Meeting Agenda Item No. 5c 
 

To:  Chairperson Greg Ouellette and the Planning Commission  

From: Steven J. Cohen, Director of Community Development 

Submitted:  January 25, 2013 

Subject: Building Height in the Industrial Districts 
Public Hearing / Motion – Recommendation to City Council for Approval of Text Amendment to 
Zoning Ordinance / Article XVII. Schedule of Regulations 

  
INTRODUCTION 
In an effort to attract new and retain existing manufacturing companies, staff recommends that additional flexibility 
be provided when addressing building heights in the City’s industrial districts.  Building height is currently capped at 
40 feet in these districts. 
 
PROPOSED CHANGE 
Allow the height of buildings to be increased from 40 feet in the I-1, I-2, and I-3 Districts to a maximum of 60 feet 
with Special Land Use Permit approval.    
 
The following new footnote “z” is proposed to be added to the Schedule of Regulations: 

z. Industrial buildings may be allowed to have a height of up to sixty (60) feet if they receive Special Land Use 
approval and meet the requirements of Section 1818.  Buildings which exceed forty (40) feet in height shall 
have a minimum front, side, and rear yard setback equal to the height of the building and shall provide a 
minimum fifteen (15) foot landscaped greenbelt along the perimeter of the site in accordance with Section 
1808. The City Council, at its discretion, may waive or lessen the setback and greenbelt requirements in 
this footnote for roof raising on existing buildings, building additions, or new buildings where said 
improvements are deemed impractical or unnecessary due to the site‟s location, constraints, or other 
considerations.  Notwithstanding anything contained in this footnote, industrial buildings which abut 
property zoned One-Family Residential district may not exceed forty (40) feet in height.  

WHY THE CHANGE? 
We are seeing a rise in demand for taller industrial buildings.  The term “clear height” is something we are hearing 
more and more often.  Clear height is the dimension between the floor to the bottom of any device hanging from the 
ceiling - such as a roof supports, heaters, light fixtures, indoor cranes, or sprinkler heads.  
 

 In March 2010, the City Council approved the 240,689 sq. ft. world headquarters for US Farathane 
Corporation at 2700 High Meadow Circle.  It received a Special Land Use Permit because it was zoned 
T&R District and the primary use of the building was manufacturing.  Most of that building was 46 feet tall to 
accommodate a high bay with a large indoor crane. The T&R district allowed up to 4-stories, so that height 
was permitted by right.  If it was zoned I-1 District, we would have had a problem. 
 

 In November 2012, we met with representatives from Continental Structural Plastics (CSP), which is the 
largest compression molding company in North America.  CSP was considering moving their corporate 
headquarters and R&D center from Troy to Auburn Hills.  They liked 255 Rex Boulevard, which is zoned I-1 
District.  CSP was looking for reassurances that Auburn Hills wanted them and would help them meet their 
deadlines before purchasing the site.  The project was a $4.4 million investment and would bring 110 new 
jobs to our community.  They had a tall piece of equipment and indoor crane which would require part of 
the roof to be raised to 48 feet.  We made it work because the Zoning Ordinance allows us to use the 
average height of the building, which was less than 40 feet.  But, what if a larger part of the roof needed to 
be raised?  Since such a condition would be self-created, there is a good chance it would not meet the 
strict “practical difficulty” requirements that the Zoning Board of Appeals must follow when granting a 
variance.  Imagine losing this business due to a restrictive zoning law that was written several decades ago 
for a different marketplace?   The good news is that the deal got done and CSP chose Auburn Hills.  We 
must continue adapt, innovate, and overcome challenges like this to grow our community and lead 
Michigan out of the Great Recession. 
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Recommended Action: 
“Move to recommend to City Council approval of the Text Amendment to the Zoning Ordinance 

to Article XVII. Schedule of Regulations relating to building height in the industrial districts.” 
 

 
 
 

 
WHAT THE EXPERTS ARE TELLING US 
We contacted our partners in the construction industry and asked for their opinion regarding the City’s 40 foot 
industrial building height limitation. 
 

Developer said,  
“It should be 50 feet.  Manufacturing is coming back. No reason to alienate any deals. Some 
companies are eliminating pits which then need higher ceilings.” 
 

Civil Engineer said,  
“For most of the industrial users that we have been working with recently, we are finding that due to 
the changes in the manufacturing process, the specific equipment used, and the various weights of 
cranes that building heights need to be increased.  40‟ height does not work for manufacturing 
operations that need 35‟ clear heights. 44‟ to 46‟ are the most common today.” 

 
Architect said, 

“We are currently working on a potential project for Auburn Hills that will house several 30 foot high 
stamping presses. Stamping dies are changed and placed within these presses via overhead cranes. 
Some of these dies are very large and require approximately 10 foot clearance. So our requirements 
are to have approximately 40 foot clear under hook.  If we add in our crane and the roof structure for 
the building our facility grows to approximately 50 foot high at the low point. We are considering 
utilizing a pre-engineered building with a sloped roof. This would then raise our building high point to 
approximately 60 foot high.” 

 
General Contractor said,  

“I really don't know what the optimum height should be.  Perhaps you can add flexibility to the 
ordinance by having a „special need‟ section that would allow the approval of heights in excess of 40 
feet.  That would also allow you to better control the use. But, the salient feature should be a quick 
approval process … I also think that location is important in that the surrounding area should already 
have facilities with a higher eave height so the new facility doesn't stick out like a sore thumb.  
However, if that is not feasible, there are constraints that you can apply whereby the applicant must 
use certain design features that will visually lower the eave height.” 

 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends approval.    
 
As one of Michigan’s premier industrial employment centers, the City of Auburn Hills must continue to be 
nimble and open-minded when addressing the changing needs of manufacturers.  Practically speaking, when 
you stop and look at an industrial building from the roadway – like US Farathane - you would see very little 
difference between a 40 foot structure and one that is 46, or 48, or even 60 feet tall.  Thus, it would not be the best 
policy to lose millions of dollars of investment, tax revenue, and new jobs over a few feet that the average person 
would never even notice or be offended by. 
 
In a nutshell, this text amendment addresses: 1) the evolving space requirements of manufacturing companies 
when constructing new facilities; and 2) allows existing structures to be renovated so that they do not become 
obsolete in the marketplace due to the City’s current zoning restrictions. 


