
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cary:   

 

At your request, we reviewed the Sketch Plan submission for the proposed Life Time Living Edina 

development based on our experience working with the Greater Southdale Work Group to craft a 

physical vision for how their guiding principles may translate to the built environment. The resulting 

vision for development in the district is to create an enhanced human experience along existing major 

and new connector streets, with overall experience shaped via landscape setbacks, building step 

backs, a hierarchy of street typologies, transparency at street level, minimizing the impact of the car, 

and managing storm water as an amenity. The outcome of our collaborations with the Work Group is 

described in the urban design chapter of the Greater Southdale District Plan and resulted in the 

Greater Southdale District Design Experience Guidelines. 

 

Unfortunately, there is not much to discuss in this proposal about how this proposed development 

aligns with the future goals of the Greater Southdale District. The project is located at an important 

access point into Southdale Center, a place where residents and visitors from around the region once 

spent time shopping and finding entertainment all located in one place. This was also a time when 

everyone drove long distances to get everything they needed. Those times have changed, which is 

why the Design Experience Guidelines were created.  

 

New ways of how and where to shop, where to and how to work, where to find entertainment, where 

to find great places to be in and enjoyable ways to walk to them is having a great impact on 

community life everywhere. The Design Experience Guidelines is about how the physical 

environment can support the whole community, not just those who live and work in the district. This is 

why the Guidelines take great effort to respect and invite the surrounding neighborhoods as an 

important part of the district.   

 

However in this particular proposal, the focus is not focused on how the proposed development has 

met the Design Experience Guidelines or the Urban Design chapter of the Comprehensive Plan – 

both of which offer to each proposer a background on why and how a new development is expected 

to meet the expressed intent the existing community…an effort in which members of the community 

Work Group, Planning Commission and City Council spent many hours over three years to define and 

develop – but rather is presented as a marketing package of how the developer and architects have 

designed a place that is exclusively about themselves and their interests, not the broader community. 

 

To 

City of Edina 

Cary Teague, Community Development Director 

4801 W. 50th Street 

Edina, MN 55424  

From  Mic Johnson, FAIA 
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 “Life Time Living is a complete reimagination of where and how we live by integrating the Healthy 

Way of Life into a luxury living rental community with unmatched design, luxurious quality, and the 

conveniences demanded by active lifestyles. Not only do residents get a full membership to all of the 

amenities at the Athletic Resort, the project will have dedicated amenities just for residences, such as 

expansive work lounge spaces, private dining areas, a dog spa, exclusive parking, and private 

resident events.” 

 

The above quote from the proposal describes an exclusive and elite enclave, an inward-facing 

suburban development inside a suburban development that will be isolated from the Greater 

Southdale District. This is a place where it is possible to live without ever having to leave the corridors 

that connect to the club, workspace, or apartments and when leaving by car is easy via direct access 

provided for parking. These characteristics mean that the potential contribution the development of a 

very richly appointed facility where “(t)he tower is set back from the podium, exposed fully only at the 

base of a courtyard at the predominant corner, as a move to architectural emphasize the grandeur of 

the building” without mentioning that 50% of the perimeter of the building is an exposed, unlined 

parking structure.  

 

The Design Experience Guidelines were conceived to demonstrate how to integrate new 

development into the existing car-centric land use patterns of the last century to create a new form of 

21st century integrated community where the scale and quality of the public realm is extensive, where 

every block and street room is designed for equal access for everyone and no one block is more 

important than any other.   

 

The Developer and Architect have missed or disregarded the primary intention of developing Street 

Rooms and blocks throughout the District –which includes the perimeter of the Southdale Center site. 

Because the once functional retail mall of the 60’s is entirely surrounded by acres of parking under 

single ownership, the opportunity to convert the parking lots into a more integrated part of the Greater 

Southdale District would provide an engine for connection both north to the Medical District and 

Barrie Road, and south to the Galleria and the Promenade, extending the Promenade through the 

north-south axis of the District. We point the proposer specifically to pages 10 and 11 of the Design 

Experience Guidelines and preceding graphics from the Framework Plan regarding Street Room and 

Seams, and to DEG page16, Street Room Form and Building Form for a clear understanding of 

what is expected; excerpts of these pages are below. 
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Culture is always changing. The Life Time Living concept may have a long life as an idea or place, or 

it may not. During the development phase of the Framework Plan, Comprehensive Plan and Design 

Experience Guidelines, many attributes of the 200 foot block were explored – primarily focused on its 

flexibility and ability to accommodate changes in program over time. Mostly, it was discussed as it 

relates directly to the public realm at the first floor where it was imagined that as needs of the 

community change, each building footprint would be designed to adapt to new social and cultural 

needs. The temporal program importance of any block would be designed both specifically and 

generically to offer long term integration into the structure of community needs and assets. Each 

block should be designed for below-grade parking that is also connected to adjacent below-grade 

parking areas to meet changing parking needs. In doing so, this allows the public realm above grade 

the greatest flexibility to meet social and cultural needs and activities while complimenting the blue 

and green network of amenities that are intended to be connected to the Promenade stretching from 

the south end of the district to the Crosstown and beyond.  
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The 200’x200’ grid is the essential ingredient of any new development in the Greater 

Southdale District. It has clearly not been used as a guiding factor in the proposed 

development. 

 

 

In addition, there are three Street Room Typologies that apply to directly the proposed 

development—none of which are referenced or acknowledged in the proposal. As a reminder, a 

hierarchy of streets and pathways within the district is the framework for public realm development 

and related building form. Each street across the district has a role in how it serves pedestrians, 

bicycles and vehicles in connecting sub-districts, adjacent single family neighborhoods, and the 

overall Greater Southdale District and creating a unified sense of place. It is the intent that street 

typologies define the public realm experience: the space between buildings, dimensions of building 

setbacks from the street, heights of facades at the building face at the street and building step backs, 

where the façade of the building steps back from the volume of the street room. We have included 

excerpts from the Design Experience Guidelines below, and have included the pertinent pages as an 

appendix as reminder of their intent. 
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At a minimum it is expected the development team would show a proposed 200’x200’ grid plan 

and where the typologies are applicable such as the diagram below. In this three block scenario 

example each block A, B and C would offer different building heights. For example B and C could be 

a 8 to 12 story tower and 18 to 22 story tower – all of which are consistent with other taller buildings 

outside the neighborhood overlay zones. Each podium base could support townhouses that would 

add a more neighborhood character to the development while site C could offer a lower scale housing 

block with possible affordable housing, which is not discussed in the proposal. All three sites could be 

connected below grade to meet parking requirements. 

 

 
 

Transit Hub 

We do not disagree that moving the transit facility to a more central location, a location that is 

supportive of greater activity and on the primary pedestrian spine of the district is an important move. 

The urban plan for the Greater Southdale District promotes pedestrian connections by extending the 

promenade north through the Southdale Center site either through the mall or around it. It is on this 

primary pedestrian alignment that a mobility hub would be best suited to be located. The suggestion 

by the development team that locates it on West 66th, along a primary street disrupts the continuity of 

the Street Room, with its the 50 foot setback for landscaping to promote pedestrian comfort and 

primary building site for a drop off and transfer location and on-grade parking lot. It is also important 

to note to the architect that a current site plan showing the entire Southdale Center site to 

include all existing buildings and how the proposed new development fits with existing 

road/street patterns would be helpful in evaluating both the proposed building site and its 

relationship to the transit hub.  
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Entry Motor Court 

It appears from the architect’s plan diagram that 30% of the land use is devoted to the roadway 

leading up to a ”grand and formal“ entry for residents and their guests with the remaining lawn areas 

left for possible public use. These park area literally and figuratively fall under the shadow of the 32 

story, 400-foot-tall tower, which would make them shaded spaces most of the year. This does not 

seem appropriate for a shared public realm experience or prone to create a place that would 

encourage its use by anyone other the occupants of the building (and their dogs). Secondly, it is 

owned by the residents of the tower since it is formally attached to the tower, and third, any sunny 

space is two stories above the ground, which is for resident use only.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Page 10 of 10 
 

 

In addition, as a potential northward extension of the Promenade, this site offers the opportunity to 

address stormwater as a resource and amenity, adding to the District’s ‘blue’ network.  

 

 

Trophy buildings often have little to do with the community that surround them, and offer little in the 

way of broader community public realm experiences. I would hope that the development team would 

take a closer look at the Design Experience Guidelines as a way to reach deeper into the wealth of 

design opportunities to mold an integrated development that meets the goals of both the developer 

and the Greater Southdale District community. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to review. Please let me know if you have any questions. 

Mic  
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