
27 W. Onwentsia Road 
 

Continued consideration of a new single family residence on  
vacant property located at 27 W. Onwentsia Rd 

 
Property Owner: Dr. Bhalala 
Representative:  Glenn Christensen, Consultant; Shawn Purnell, Architect; and  

Mike Minchillo, Contractor 
Staff Contact:  Megan O’Neill, Assistant Planner 
      Catherine Czerniak, Director of Community Development  
 
 
At the April 6, 2011 meeting, the Board appointed a subcommittee to work with the petitioner and 
refine the design to reduce the appearance of mass and modify the architectural detailing to be more 
consistent with the selected architectural style.  The elevations included in the Board’s packets 
reflect the changes that were made as a result of the meetings with the subcommittee. 
 
Key Issues 

• The project complies with the Building Scale and Environment Ordinance. 
• Modifications were made to the exterior materials, the scale and placement of roof brackets 

and the projecting bay and porch elements to help break up and reduce the appearance of 
mass.  Refinement is also proposed to the railing details and color palette for the house. 

• The height of the top of the first floor is comparable to other homes in the immediate 
vicinity. 

• The entire lot is within the floodway and floodplain as a result of the adjacency to the creek. 
• The parcel is a buildable lot and is the rear lot of a lot-in-depth subdivision.  

 
Background 
At previous Board meetings at which this item was considered, the Board heard public testimony 
and asked questions about the floodway and flood plain and the resulting requirement to 
substantially re-grade the lot and also the resulting impacts and limitations on the site plan and 
house design.  The Board’s discussion of these technical matters was appropriate since the floodway 
and flood plain are dictating the layout of the overall site and influencing the design elements of the 
proposed residence due to the severely restricted buildable area and the need to provide for water 
infiltration and storage on the lot and below the house during heavy storm events.  While final 
approval by FEMA is still pending and will not be finalized until after re-grading of the site, 
construction of the house and submittal of as-built plans; the necessary conditional approvals have 
been granted by FEMA and the City Engineer has reviewed the grading and drainage plan and the 
associated calculations and found that applicable regulations and requirements are met.  Since this is 
a unique property with many complexities, City staff has forwarded this project to the County 
Stormwater Management Commission (SMC) for further review, verification and acceptance prior 
to the issuance of a building permit for construction on the site.   
 
At the Board meeting in April, the Board provided clear direction to the petitioner regarding the 
consistent use of appropriate detailing for the residence given the chosen architectural style.  A 
subcommittee was appointed to work with the petitioner to resolve the issues regarding the design 
of the replacement structure.  In addition, the Board heard comment from surrounding property 
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owners with concerns for the development of this lot, the mass and design of the proposed residence 
and the technical aspects of the project, in particular, concerns about off site flooding.  Much work 
has been done to consider revised approaches and alternative designs for this parcel several 
meetings have occurred with staff and the subcommittee since the Board was first introduced to this 
project in November, 2010.  The petitioner’s representatives have worked to balance the needs and 
desires of their clients with the unique challenges presented by the site.  The petitioner has provided 
additional information as requested by the Board to better explain the project including information 
on the elevations of first floors for surrounding properties, massing diagrams of homes in the 
vicinity and refined elevations based on input and direction from the subcommittee.  This 
information is included in the Board members’ packets. 
 
Staff Evaluation 
The City Code establishes Standards for Architectural and Site Design Review for the Board’s 
review of additions and new construction.  A review based on the applicable standards is provided 
below. 
 
Site Plan 
The buildable area on this lot is limited by both FEMA regulations and zoning setback 
requirements.  As shown on the surveys provided by the petitioner, the regulatory floodway covers 
the western portion of the lot; the flood plain extends over the remainder of the lot.  In accordance 
with FEMA requirements, no construction of any kind is permitted in the regulatory floodway.  The 
zoning setbacks, as established by the plat of subdivision, require 20 and 50 – foot setbacks from 
the north and east property lines respectively.   
 
Due to the flood way and flood plain requirements, the buildable area must be filled and raised to 
allow construction of the new structure.  At the April meeting, the Board expressed concern for 
raising the first floor above the elevation of surrounding homes given the proposed fill in this area.  
The petitioner has provided a study of first floor elevations that is included in the Board members’ 
packets.  The top of first floor appears to be consistent with other first floor elevations in the 
surrounding area.  In April, the petitioner provided a diagram showing the proposed grade changes 
on the lot, both the areas that will be excavated, and those that will be filled.  This diagram is 
included again in the Board members’ packets for reference. 
 
To accommodate the grade changes on the site, retaining walls are proposed throughout the 
property to create areas for water retention during periods of heavy rain and flooding.  The retaining 
walls vary in height but will at no point be more than 7 feet from the point of lowest adjacent grade 
to the top of the wall or fence.  Due to the height of the walls above grade at some points, railing 
will be required by the Code for safety reasons.  The petitioner has provided details of the walls and 
paving proposed on the property.   
 
The lower level of the south wall of the residence is exposed to allow water to flow through the 
vents at the base of the structure and flood the lower level of the house during periods of heavy rain.  
This feature is required due to construction on the flood plain and the need to provide compensatory 
storage.   
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Elevations and Materials 
The City Code directs the use of a single architectural style for new construction.  The proposed 
structure is designed using influences from Italianate architectural styles.  The project complies with 
the Building Scale and Environment Ordinance.  The petitioner has worked with the subcommittee 
of the Board to better articulate the architectural style while reducing the appearance of mass. 

• The tower element has been modified and simplified to better relate to the detailing of the 
rest of the house.  The number of windows in the tower has been reduced and the entire 
element lowered so that the peak is below the main ridge line of the house. While the Board 
does not consider interior spaces, in this case the way in which the tower element is 
illuminated could impact the design decisions on the exterior.  A detailed lighting plan for 
this area is recommended at the time of permit to ensure that interior light sources are not 
visible in the upper level. 

• The exterior material of the mass over the garage is proposed as siding.  This area was 
originally proposed as brick.  The material was changed in an effort to respond to concerns 
from the Board that the structure was overly “heavy” and massive for the site.  Additionally, 
“wood” bays and porches break up the mass of the brick walls. 

• The stone balustrades previously proposed on balconies and decks of the structure have been 
removed from the design.  Where railings are required at the rear decks, a simple wood 
railing is proposed.  A low slope roof was incorporated above the garage to eliminate the 
balcony in this location.  Removal of the stone balustrades also serves to reduce the mass 
and bulkiness of the design.   

• The brackets supporting the eave have been reduced in scale and placed in a more regular 
pattern throughout the design.  This refinement simplifies the elevations. 

• The subcommittee questioned the lighting proposed on the structure and site.  A preliminary 
lighting plan has been submitted by the petitioner and is included in the Board members’ 
packets.  The only lights shown on the structure are two garage lights and one light within 
the entrance area.  The City’s Lighting Design Guidelines require the light source of lights 
to be screened from view.  The light source may be visible in the fixtures proposed for the 
garage.  Staff recommends more information be provided regarding the proposed fixture for 
Board consideration, or consideration of a shielded down-light to reduce the visibility of the 
light source from surrounding properties.  If additional fixtures are proposed on the 
structure, a revised lighting plan should be brought back to the Board. 

• The proposed materials include brick veneer, clay roof tile, hardi-board trim and composite 
columns, crown molding and railings.  Staff anticipates that the petitioner’s representatives 
will provide samples of the proposed materials including a color palette at the meeting. 

• The roof material has been modified to a flat clay tile to simplify the detail at the eave. 
 
Landscape Plan 
Due to the re-grading of the site that will be required to create the buildable area, the majority of the 
center of the site will be cleared of trees and vegetation.  The existing vegetation along the creek, at 
the western edge of the property, and along the south edge of the property will be preserved.  As a 
result of the need to allow storm water to spill on to, be retained and flow freely on the property, 
any new landscaping proposed will be subject to not only the review and approval of the City’s 
Certified Arborist, but also the City Engineer. 
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The proposed landscape plan provides for planting of numerous trees on the property including 
trees that are compatible with wet areas:  Swamp White Oak and Common Bald Cypress.  Maples 
are also proposed at some locations.  Sod is proposed to the rear of the house and extending into the 
floodway area.  Beyond the immediate backyard, seeding with a wet Mesic Prairie mix is proposed.  
As the site begins to take shape and it is better understood how much and how often the site is filled 
with stormwater, further review and analysis of the landscape plan will be required by the City’s 
Certified Arborist before a final landscape plan can be considered for approval.  The landscape plan 
should indicate adequate screening of the structure with proposed and existing vegetation while at 
the same time recognizing that landscaping on this site will be dictated by the requirement for the 
site to retain a specific amount of water during and after heavy storm events. 
 
Paving and Hardscape 
The driveway surface is proposed as various types of pavers.  The driveway as proposed is about 
13-1/2’ wide.  The intent of the driveway materials is to minimize the appearance of paving visible 
from the street.  The 13.5 foot wide driveway will be constructed of turf pavers with two tire treads, 
each 32-1/2” wide, constructed of stone pavers which will run the full length of the driveway along 
the lot-in-depth access way.  The remainder of the access area is proposed as sod with two small 
pullouts made of turf pavers to allow vehicles to pass each other.  The pullouts are not intended for 
vehicle parking.  The driveway apron, located on the City right-of-way, will need to be constructed 
of standard materials subject to the approval of the Public Works Department.  The remainder of the 
access area will be landscaped to screen the front yards of the adjacent properties to the east and 
west, from the driveway.  Preserving natural type vegetation in this area will be important to screen 
the lengthy driveway.  The timing of removal of the existing vegetation along the driveway and re-
planting of the proposed vegetation will need to be carefully considered to minimize impact on 
neighboring property owners during the construction period.   The area of the driveway around the 
house is proposed as stone pavers. 
 
Fences & Walls 
A 7’ tall, solid wood fence is proposed along the west and north property lines.  The fence, as 
proposed, would begin at the edge of the floodway and extend along the north property line 
eastward to the driveway access area.  No fencing may be constructed within the floodway.  From 
there, it would continue along the western side of the driveway access about half way out to the 
street.  As measured from the point of lowest adjacent grade, the fence is not permitted to exceed 7’ 
in height from the adjacent ground at any point.  In addition, the proposed location of the fence and 
its height above grade will need to be reviewed by the City Engineer to assure that the flow of water 
is not obstructed. 
 
Retaining walls, constructed with a field stone veneer and a stone balustrade above are proposed at 
the entrance with metal picket fence proposed around the house.  The retaining walls begin at the 
end of the access area and surround the entire structure with the exception of the area of the rear 
deck.  As noted above, from a Code standpoint, a railing is required for safety reasons given the 
height of the proposed walls.  Detail drawings are provided in the Board’s packets.  Staff 
recommends the use of the metal picket fence throughout the property instead of the stone 
balustrades to soften the approach and be more compatible with the natural landscaping proposed 
on the lot. 
 
Landscape Lighting 
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The landscape lighting is minimal and serves to light the driveway with down lights on posts.  The 
lights proposed will not exceed an output of 6.5 watts.  The proposed fixture is 2.5 inches by 4 
inches and the source of light is screened from view.  The number of lights proposed in the front 
yard complies with the Residential Design Standards, which allows a maximum of 10 fixtures 
between the house and the street.  No lighting is proposed on the west or south sides of the property.  
If additional lighting is proposed, and if the Board finds it necessary, a detailed lighting plan will be 
brought back to the Board. 
     
 
* * * * * 
 
Background Information (repeated from previous staff report) 
This parcel is the rear lot of a 2-lot, lot-in-depth subdivision which was recorded in 1981.  This 
parcel, Lot 2, is addressed as 27 W. Onwentsia and is setback from the street with the driveway 
access area as the only street frontage for the lot.  The driveway access from Onwentsia Road is 
along a narrow access area which is adjacent to the front yards of the properties on either side.   
This lot is located in the regulated flood plain and floodway.   
 
This vacant property is overgrown with native as well as some invasive plant material and trees.  A 
number of smaller trees and shrubs have been removed from the property during the preliminary 
design stages of this project to provide access to the property and to conduct the soil borings 
required as part of the FEMA process due to the location of flood plain and floodway.  The Skokie 
Drainage Ditch is located along the west side of this property.  In times of heavy rain, this property 
floods dramatically.  Based on today’s regulations, this subdivision potentially would not be 
approved.   
 
From the start of this project, there have been many challenges associated with the engineering and 
determination of a buildable area for new construction.  Extensive engineering review has occurred 
on this property to-date and the required submittals have been made to FEMA as part of the 
petitioner’s efforts to get a flood plain map amendment.  Compensatory storage will need to be 
created on the site.  Based on the information submitted to date, the City Engineer has confirmed 
that all applicable regulations appear to be met however; he has not encouraged development of 
this parcel.  Due to the uniqueness of this parcel, staff has consulted the City Attorney and based on 
direction received, will require a statement from the petitioners acknowledging the location of this 
property in the floodway and flood plain, and asserting that the measures taken in developing the 
property are appropriate to address stormwater issues.   
 
Public Comment 
Public notice of this petition was provided in accordance with the City requirements and practices.  
Notice was mailed by the Department of Community Development to surrounding property owners 
and the agenda for this meeting was posted at five public locations.  As of the date of this writing, 
staff has had numerous contacts with the surrounding property owners and their representatives 
regarding the proposed construction.  Three letters from surrounding neighbors or their 
representatives have been submitted stating concerns for the technical aspects of the project as well 
as the impact construction on this lot could have on drainage in the area.  It should be noted that the 
construction permit mentioned in one of the letters is for a different property, that permit has been 
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closed and a Certificate of Occupancy has been issued for that house.  The letters and attachments 
are included in the Board’s packets.   
 
Recommendation  
Approve the design of the replacement structure subject to the following conditions of approval. 
 
Prior to the issuance of a building permit the following conditions shall be satisfied. 

1. The stone balustrades should be eliminated from the design and replaced with the metal 
picket fence found elsewhere in the landscape design. 

2. All light fixtures proposed shall comply fully with the Residential Lighting Guidelines and 
provide adequate screening of the light source. 

3. An interior lighting plan and fixtures shall be submitted to ensure that the tower element is 
not illuminated with a hanging fixture or other light source visible through the windows of 
the upper level. 

4. Any applicable requirements, including those from outside agencies including, but not 
limited to FEMA and SMC, must be met to the satisfaction of the City Engineer. 

5. The final grading and drainage plans and calculations submitted for permit shall be 
forwarded to SMC for review and verification that all applicable requirements are satisfied. 

6. A detailed soil borings report shall be submitted to verify that soil conditions support the 
proposed development.   

7. Comprehensive digital photographic documentation of the existing site, including the 
existing vegetation along the access driveway and the drainage channel shall be submitted 
and be subject to a determination by staff that the photos adequately document the site. 

8. A plan for the construction access, parking and staging and storage of construction materials 
and equipment shall be submitted and subject to approval by staff.  The access driveway 
shall not be used for construction vehicle parking, materials staging or storage beyond the 
limits of the proposed driveway, all remaining vegetation in the access easement area shall 
be protected with fencing unless it is removed and replanted in which case, the new 
plantings shall be protected with fencing.  All construction activity must remain on the 
property. 

9. Protection fencing, as determined to be necessary by the City’s Certified Arborist and the 
City Engineer shall be erected to protect vegetation and prevent stormwater runoff on to 
neighboring properties during construction activity.  The fencing shall remain in place and 
properly installed until removal is authorized by the City.   

 
Prior to scheduling of a framing inspection, the following conditions shall be satisfied.        

10. A detailed landscape plan, depicted on the approved grading plan, shall be submitted for 
review by the City’s Certified Arborist and the City Engineer.  Staff shall confirm that the 
plan achieves the following goals before approving the plan: 

a. The plan shall identify all existing plantings: those that will remain and those 
intended for removal. 

b. The plan shall provide for landscaping along the north and east property lines of the 
main portion of the property and along the driveway access to provide a landscape 
buffer between adjacent structures and between the driveway area and the front yards 
of the adjacent properties. 

c. The plan shall assure that plants tolerate of wet conditions are identified for areas 
that will be regularly inundated with stormwater.   
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d. A note shall be placed on the landscape plan stating that approval of the plan is for 
plantings only, any lighting, garden structures, pool, fences or other accessory 
structures will require separate approval and permits. 

 
Other conditions 
11. The lighting shall be evaluated after installation and subject to adjustment at the direction of 

staff to ensure the level of light shed is appropriate for the Ownentsia streetscape and 
neighborhood. 

12. Any additional or future lights on the structure or within the landscape shall be subject to 
further consideration by the Building Review Board. 

13. City staff is directed to conduct periodic, pro-active inspections of this site to assess and 
confirm that the work on the site is proceeding consistent with the approved plans.  

14.  In the event that landscaping cannot be completed prior to the scheduling of a final 
inspection due to the time of year, a financial guarantee in the amount of 110% of the full 
cost of materials and labor shall be posted with the City.  All plantings shall be completed 
during the first available planting season as determined by the City’s Certified Arborist.  
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