


             Olmsted County Parks Department

To: Oronoco Town Board
From: Karlin Ziegler, Olmsted County Parks Director, and Allison Sosa, Olmsted County Planning Director
Date: May 1, 2026
Subject: Zumbro Park Update
Purpose:
This memo provides a follow-up to the Parks’ Department’s April 13 request for a letter of town board action regarding a variance to permit a 1,400 square foot picnic shelter (public facility) within the shoreland setback of Lake Zumbro. 
Zumbro Park Background:
Olmsted County purchased the park site in 2019 and began planning for improvements in 2020. Upgrades include new restrooms, a picnic shelter, updated fishing piers, personal watercraft rentals, and moving parking and impervious surface out of the flood zone. The design also adds ADA‑accessible paths and reduces overall impervious surface by 7,073 square feet. Native prairie grasses and other plantings are added along the shoreline and throughout the park to improve drainage, stabilize soil, and enhance the natural look of the site.
Community input has been an important part of the project. The County hosted four Park Master Plan open houses, including an open house at The Poindy Restaurant and Bar along Lake Zumbro. In addition, the Parks Department gave a presentation at the Lake Association’s October 2025 meeting. The meeting and Open House were attended by over 50 people each. The overall response from the public has been positive, with significant support for the new picnic shelter and family‑friendly amenities. While concerns were reported, they focused mainly on parking and enforcement. Conversations with nearby property owners have also been positive, with feedback guiding plans for vegetation, fencing, and neighborhood parking considerations.

Variance Request:
As part of the Zumbro Park Plan, a 1,400sf open-air picnic pavilion is proposed on the site of the old Fisherman’s Inn building. The picnic shelter is similar in size to picnic shelters in other county parks, and its location was chosen based on the existing topography, distance from neighboring property owners, and views of Lake Zumbro.
The open-air picnic shelter is considered a public facility and is required to meet the 100-foot structure setback outlined in the Olmsted County Floodplain and Shoreland ordinance. The Zumbro Park Plan proposes the picnic structure on the site of the previous Fisherman’s Inn building, which is 33-feet from the shoreline.   
The Olmsted County Zoning Board of Adjustment (ZBA) will review the data provided by the Parks and Planning Departments and make a determination on the variance for the picnic shelter setback. The Parks and Planning Departments have provided a set of draft findings for approval of the variance and seeks Oronoco Township’s support. 
	Requirement
	Allowed
	Proposed
	Variance Required

	Location
	100-foot setback from OHWL
	Picnic Shelter located 33-feet setback from OHWL, on site of previous Fisherman’s Inn building.
	Yes. 67-foot variance.


Draft Variance Findings
Extraordinary conditions
The site’s former commercial use left behind unique physical conditions—such as the previous building area, parking lots, and legacy grading—that do not exist on nearby residential parcels and limit new structure placement. These inherited constraints, combined with the need to meet ADA standards, make the property fundamentally different from typical residential shoreline lots. Because the parcel functions as a public park, its uses, needs, and requirements also differ from those envisioned for standard residential development under the ordinance.
Extraordinary conditions not created by the landowner.
The physical constraints on the site were created by previous development, not by the current project. The picnic shelter will be located on the former Fisherman’s Inn building site, but because the shelter is smaller and less intensive than the restaurant, it can be positioned farther from the water while still using the same general area. As a result, the overall setback for the picnic shelter will be greater than the setback that existed for the former Fisherman’s Inn structure.
Practical difficulties
A public open‑air picnic shelter is a reasonable use in a shoreline park. Alternative shelter locations were reviewed, but were determined to be less desirable because they will push the structure into steeper elevation, require extra fill and potentially a retaining wall, reduce the number of proposed parking spaces, hinder ADA‑compliant access, result in the loss of existing shade trees, place the picnic shelter closer to neighboring residences, and sacrifice views of the lake. Attachment 2 identifies alternative locations in more detail.
Public Welfare 
The proposed open‑air shelter is less intensive than the former restaurant, creates minimal visual impact, and is consistent with typical shoreline and park amenities. Its location allows the broader community to enjoy waterfront access without the need to own waterfront property, supporting the public purpose of the park. The selected placement also intentionally maintains distance and buffering from the neighboring property to the southeast, protecting adjacent residential character.
The Zumbro Park project includes significant floodplain and shoreland mitigation efforts, including an overall reduction of more than 7,000sf of impervious surface, and the addition of native prairie grasses and other plantings along the shoreline and throughout the park to improve drainage, stabilize soil, and enhance the natural look of the site. 
Harmony
The ordinance is designed to protect shoreline resources while accommodating appropriate water‑oriented uses. By locating the shelter on previously disturbed ground, reducing overall intensity compared to the former use, and incorporating additional mitigation strategies into the overall park site design, the project meets the intent of the ordinance.
Consistent with the Comprehensive Plan.
While the County’s Land Use Plan does not speak directly to this specific situation, it emphasizes that parks, open spaces, and water resources are vital public assets that support community health, recreation, and environmental quality. The plan also encourages expanding opportunities for residents throughout the county to access and enjoy these natural amenities. 
Summary
Olmsted County is asking for a letter of town board action supporting a setback variance to allow a new picnic shelter located 33-feet from Lake Zumbro. The picnic shelter is proposed in the same location as the previous Fisherman’s Inn building, and the overall park project improves accessibility, reduces impervious surface, adds native plantings, and has received largely positive public feedback. 
The variance is supported by unique site conditions, limited alternative locations, and mitigation efforts that keep the project aligned with shoreline protection goals.
Attachments
1. Variance Site Plan - Preferred
2. Alternative Locations Analysis – Options A & B
3. Zumbro Park Site Plan
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