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City of Sugar Hill 
Planning Staff Report  

VAR-20-005 
 

      DATE: August 31, 2020 
           TO: Mayor and City Council 
     FROM: Planning Director 
SUBJECT: Variance Request VAR-20-005  

Lidl US – Northwest corner Nelson Brogdon Boulevard and Sycamore Road 
 

RECOMMENDED ACTION: 
 
Approval with conditions for variances #1 and #2. Denial of variances #3, #4 and #5. 
 
Should the council find it necessary to approve all five variances, the following conditions are 
recommended: 

1. Site development and buildings shall be constructed to substantially resemble the 
attached Exhibits _ - _ except where modified by these conditions. 

2.  Loading dock, service access and dumpster shall be screened from public street and 
sidewalk view by a privacy fence or landscaping. Screening materials shall be arranged in 
such a way so as to avoid any public safety for traffic, nor shall it impede any pedestrian 
or automotive access.  

3. The same ornamental streetlights approved by GA Dept. of Transportation for Highway 
20 shall be installed along the entire length of the Sycamore Road frontage. 

4. Landscaping along Sycamore Road shall be arranged to screen the building panels in no 
less than 20’ increments. Landscape strip shall consist of at least two staggered rows of 
evergreen and semi-evergreen trees and shrubs native or adapted to the area. Trees shall 
be 6’ tall at time of planting. Plantings shall be arranged to provide an effective visual 
screen of at least 20’ in height at maturity. Landscape strip must not contain more than 
1/3 of a single species and must be shown on a landscape plan to be approved by the 
city manager prior to receiving any permits.  

  

 
REQUEST The City of Sugar Hill has received an application from Lidl US requesting design review 

approval and variances pertaining to setbacks, facade, and entry requirements for a Lidl 
grocery store to be located at the northwest corner of Nelson Brogdon Boulevard and 
Sycamore Road, within the central business district zoning overlay (CBD).  

 
DISCUSSION  

• The proposed grocery is part of a larger mixed-use development concept (including for-
sale active adult residential, office and general retail uses) which was approved for 
inclusion into the CBD earlier this year. 

• A grocery store is a critically important use within walking distance of the downtown 
core and is an important element of this village-style development typology. 

• The application requests relief from the following design standards associated with the 
CBD overlay:  
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1) A maximum building setback rather than a minimum setback to shift buildings 
toward the street and promote a pedestrian oriented streetscape which forces off 
street parking to the side or rear;  

2) A maximum dimension in the façade articulation to protect against the dulling 
effect of blank walls adjacent to the streetscape and other pedestrian areas 
surrounding the building;  

3) A minimum window and door coverage along street-facing facades to provide a 
visual connection from the building and its uses to the streetscape promoting a 
sense of welcome and security; and  

4) A second public entrance to provide adequate access from the street when off-
street parking is situated to the side or rear. 

• While the project team has made a good faith effort to adapt their standard prototype, 
the proposed site and building designs do not fully adhere to the CBD design standards 
pertaining to physical relationship with streetscape and pedestrian experience. 

• The building’s proximity and orientation to Highway 20 may be valid reasons to deviate 
from those standards. However, the applicant’s choice of interior building layout and 
operations are driving the need to request variances related to the transparency and 
entrance requirements. 

• As proposed, the concept plan and elevations do a nice job of enhancing the pedestrian 
feel of the building entry while maintaining a convenient connection to the off-street 
parking along-side the building and presenting an enhanced landscaping concept for the 
outer edges of the building. There is also a decent network of proposed internal 
pedestrian pathways among the other elements of the master site plan. 

• There may be opportunities to mitigate the plan’s inconsistencies with the design 
standards through additional placement of streetscape and public art elements. 

 

BACKGROUND 

APPLICANT/OWNER: Lidl US c/o Sinh Bui 

EXISTING ZONING: General Business District (BG) and Central Business 
District Overlay (CBD).  

REQUEST: Multiple variances pertaining to setbacks, façade and 
entry requirements for Lidl grocery.  

PROPERTY SIZE: ± 2.641 Acres 

LOCATION: Northwest corner of Nelson Brogdon Boulevard and 
Sycamore Road 

 

Variance #1 (1002.E.1.iii): Increase maximum setback from 12 feet to +/- 25.2 feet along Highway 20 
to accommodate an existing high voltage transmission easement running along Highway 20 and 
additional landscaping along Sycamore Road. 
 
Variance #2 (1002.E.2.i): Increase maximum building façade segment to 81 feet 5 inches from 20 feet. 
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Variance #3 (1002.E.2.iv): Reduce 50% minimum transparency requirement for street-facing building 
facades.  
 
Variance #4 (1002.E.3.vii): Allow a single public entrance at the corner of the building nearest Highway 
20 and the parking area. 
 
Variance #5 (1002.E.2.xiii):  Allow no screening on one side of the dumpster. The standard requires 
that dumpsters shall be screened on all sides by a minimum six-foot high brick or stone wall with access 
via an opaque metal gate (chain link gates are not permitted). 
 
 
VARIANCE CRITERIA 
 
1. Are there extraordinary and exceptional conditions pertaining to the particular property in question because of 

its size, shape or topography?    

Yes. The property contains a utility easement which prevents the placement of the building 
closer to the road (variance #1).  Its distance from the adjacent streets and proximity to regional 
transportation corridor may affect the interpretation of variance #2 pertaining to maximum 
horizontal length of building segment. No other physical conditions of the property affect the 
application of design standards related to façade, fenestration, entry requirements and dumpster 
screening. (variances #3, #4 & #5). 

 

2. Does application of the ordinance to this particular piece of property create an unnecessary hardship? 

Yes. Only for the maximum setback and maximum horizontal length of building segments 
though. Application of the other design standards does not prevent the proposed use from 
being developed. While they have made an effort to adapt their building prototype to our 
overlay standards, the applicant has chosen a site and building design which do not fully adhere 
to the requirements associated with pedestrian experience and physical relationship to the 
streetscape.  

 

3. Are there conditions peculiar to this particular piece of property involved?    

Yes. While the site is within the CBD, it is situated at the outer edge and contains frontage along 
Highway 20 where application of design standards intended for smaller streets, slower vehicle 
speeds, on-street parking and wider sidewalks is not always possible or desirable. Additionally, 
because of the length and height ratio of the building, reducing the horizontal panel lengths to 
the prescribed 20 feet detracts from the appearance of the building. Instead of adding to the 
visual interest of the building design, it adds too much variety and texture which results in a 
composition that could read as being overly busy. 
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4. Are these conditions the result of any actions of the property owner? 
No.  

 

5. Would relief, if granted, cause substantial detriment to the public good or impair the purpose or intent of this 
ordinance? 

For many years, automobile-oriented development patterns have resulted in many monotonous 
landscapes designed to subsidize this singular travel mode. The City of Sugar Hill has gone to 
great lengths to provide a framework of regulation that favors the pedestrian as much as the 
automobile and creates an environment where people can choose to walk safely and with 
enjoyment in the central business district.   

However, some compromise in the prescribed urban design standards may be necessary for the 
economic success of this type of project in “consideration of the heavy volume and higher 
speeds of vehicular traffic along [the highway corridor where] adequate provisions should be 
granted to facilitate appropriate commercial development which addresses the needs of our 
traveling consumers while promoting pedestrian oriented development patterns within 
Downtown Sugar Hill (ZO 1002 D.7).” 

Variances #1 and #2 dealing with the setback and building façade articulation are reconciled 
easily due to physical constraints of the site and commonly held design principles as explained 
above. However, Variances 3, 4 & 5 appear to be necessary only because of choices the grocery 
operator has made regarding their interior layout and operational preferences. 
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