
DeKalb County Zoning Board of Appeals
Department of Planning & Sustainability 

178 Sams Street, 
Decatur, GA 30030 

Wednesday, June 11, 2025 Cedric Hudson 

Planning Department Staff Analysis 
Chief Executive Officer Interim Director 

D2. Case No: A-25-1247439 Parcel ID(s): 18 055 02 020 

Commission District 02 Super District 06 

Applicant: Kelly Panter 
3424 Peachtree Road NE 
Suite 1780 
Atlanta, GA 30326 

Owner: Emory University 
1599 Clifton Road 
Atlanta, GA 30322-0001 

Project Name: 1260 Briarcliff Road – Senior Housing Development 

Location: 1260 Briarcliff Road, Atlanta, GA 30306 

Requests: Application by Kelly Panter to request variances from Section 27-5.4.5 of the DeKalb County Zoning 
Ordinance to reduce transitional buffer from 50 feet to 0 feet to facilitate construction of senior housing in the 
OI (Office-Institutional) zoning district. 

Staff Recommendation: Approval with condition 

Condition: The following information about this variance shall be noted on any site plan prepared for the subject property: case 
number, approval date, type of variance and condition(s) of approval. 

. 



   
 

   
 

STAFF FINDINGS:   

The subject property is located within the Druid Hills Historic District and is zoned O-I (Office-Institutional). The site contains multiple 
structures, including the Briarcliff Mansion, which is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, the Emory University Library 
Service Center (LSC), and the abandoned buildings of the former Georgia Mental Health Institute. To facilitate the redevelopment of 
the site, a Special Land Use Permit (SLUP-22-1245880) was approved to allow the construction of Corso Druid Hills, a phased senior 
living facility consisting of 498 units, including bungalows, memory care units, and independent/assisted living apartments. The 
development involves the demolition of existing structures, reconfiguration of driveways, and rerouting of utilities to meet current code 
requirements while preserving the Briarcliff mansion and enhancing pedestrian and vehicular access. 

To proceed with the approved development, the applicant is requesting one variance: a temporary reduction of the 50-foot transitional 
buffer along the southern property line to 0 feet. 
   
1. There is an extraordinary or exceptional physical condition(s) pertaining to the particular piece of property (such as, but 
not limited to, lot size, lot shape, specimen tree(s), steep slope(s), or preservation of historic characteristics of the property), 
which was not created by the current owner, previous owner, or applicant; by reason of a clearly demonstrable condition(s), 
the strict application of the requirements of this chapter would deprive the property owner of rights and privileges enjoyed by 
other property owners in the same zoning district, as distinguished from a special privilege or convenience sought by the 
property owner.   
 
The southern property line, where the transitional buffer reduction is requested, contains an internal loop driveway that connects 
Briarcliff Road to the abandoned Georgia Mental Health Institute buildings, the Library Service Center (LSC), and the historic Briarcliff 
mansion. This driveway is essential for providing access to the remaining structures on the site and houses numerous utilities, 
including water, sewer, storm drainage, power, and gas. The existing storm drainage system may be insufficient to handle drainage 
and erosion issues throughout the site. Given the necessity of upgrading and re-routing these utilities, maintaining a 50-foot transitional 
buffer would severely limit the applicant’s ability to address these deficiencies and improve site conditions. Preserving the buffer in its 
current state would also require the removal of mature trees or significant reconfiguration of the existing driveway, both of which are 
impractical given the site’s constraints. 
 
2. The requested variance does not go beyond the minimum necessary to afford relief, and does not constitute a grant of 
special privilege inconsistent with the limitations upon other properties in the zoning district in which the subject property is 
located:   

The requested reduction in the transitional buffer along the southern property line is limited to the area up to the property line where an 
internal loop driveway, utilities, and decorative perimeter walls are already located, leaving no space for a 50-foot buffer. This request 
does not extend beyond what is necessary to facilitate the reconfiguration of the site’s infrastructure while preserving critical access 
points to the Briarcliff mansion, the Library Service Center (LSC), and other remaining buildings. Furthermore, the SLUP-22-1245880 
conditions mitigate the impact of the buffer reduction by ensuring that the site maintains compatibility with neighboring properties. 
Specifically, Condition 10 requires that Building “B2” (memory care) along the south property border maintains a 1-story height, 
minimizing visual and structural impacts on adjacent properties. Additionally, Condition 11 mandates the installation of walls, fencing, or 
vegetative barriers to insulate neighboring properties from taller buildings within view. This variance is necessary to install the required 
buffering fencing and plantings.  

3. The grant of the variance will not be materially detrimental to the public welfare or injurious to the property or 
improvements in the zoning district in which the subject property is located:   
 
The redevelopment of the site includes community benefits that will enhance public welfare and safety. By redeveloping the abandoned 
Georgia Mental Health Institute and restoring the Briarcliff mansion, the project will eliminate areas that have become prone to blight, 
contributing to the overall safety of the surrounding neighborhood. The addition of sidewalk connectivity along Briarcliff Road will also 
promote pedestrian safety and improve accessibility in the area. These enhancements demonstrate that the buffer reduction serves the 
public interest by addressing safety concerns, improving infrastructure, and revitalizing an underutilized site without causing harm to 
neighboring properties. 



   
 

   
 

 
4. The literal interpretation and strict application of the applicable provisions or requirements of this chapter would cause 
undue and unnecessary hardship:   
 
The strict application of the 50-foot transitional buffer requirement along the southern property line would create an undue and 
unnecessary hardship by preventing the development from addressing critical safety and accessibility issues. The existing internal loop 
driveway along this boundary contains numerous utilities, including water, sewer, storm drainage, power, and gas, all of which need to 
be replaced or upgraded to meet current safety standards. Enforcing the buffer would make it impossible to reconfigure the driveway 
and relocate these utilities, jeopardizing fire safety, water drainage, and site accessibility. Furthermore, the existing driveway is in a 
non-conforming and unsafe state, with inadequate dimensions that do not meet modern fire access requirements. Without the 
requested buffer reduction, the development would be unable to correct these deficiencies, making it impossible to ensure safe site 
access for emergency responders and future residents. 
 
5. The requested variance would be consistent with the spirit and purpose of this Chapter and the DeKalb County 
Comprehensive Plan Text:   
 
The requested variance to reduce the transitional buffer is consistent with the spirit and purpose of DeKalb County’s Zoning 
Ordinance and Comprehensive Plan. The project has received approvals from both the Historic Preservation Commission (HPC) and 
the Druid Hills Civic Association, ensuring that it aligns with the Druid Hills Historic District’s guidelines and respects the 
neighborhood’s character. By restoring the historic Briarcliff mansion and integrating it into the overall development, the project 
preserves the architectural and cultural heritage of the site while adapting it for modern use. Additionally, the proposed senior living 
facility addresses the affordable housing crisis by committing to provide 3% of the units as affordable housing for seniors, supporting 
the county’s goal of increasing access to housing options for vulnerable populations. 
 
FINAL STAFF ANALYSIS:   
  
The proposed variances for the transitional buffer reduction increase is necessary to address the unique physical conditions of the site 
and facilitate the development of a senior living facility that meets modern safety, accessibility, and environmental standards. The 
buffer reduction is limited to the southern property line where existing infrastructure and utilities make compliance impractical. The 
project is consistent with the DeKalb County Comprehensive Plan, aligns with the goals of the Druid Hills Historic District, and includes 
community benefits such as restoring the Briarcliff mansion, providing affordable senior housing, and improving site infrastructure. 
Therefore, staff recommends approval of the application. 
 
Staff Recommendation: Approval with condition 
 
Condition: The following information about this variance shall be noted on any site plan prepared for the subject property: case 
number, approval date, type of variance and condition(s) of approval. 
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Transitional Buffer to be improved where necessary per Code Requirements as noted below:

5.4.5 C. Buffer planting and materials.  When the conditions of the existing natural topography and vegetation
are insufficient to achieve the visual screening required by this section, a landscape planting plan to enhance
the transitional buffer shall be prepared and implemented to supplement existing natural growth or to provide
new plant materials of such growth characteristics as will provide a screen meeting the standards below.
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Transitional Buffer to be improved where necessary per Code Requirements as noted below:

5.4.5 C. Buffer planting and materials.  When the conditions of the existing natural topography and vegetation
are insufficient to achieve the visual screening required by this section, a landscape planting plan to enhance
the transitional buffer shall be prepared and implemented to supplement existing natural growth or to provide
new plant materials of such growth characteristics as will provide a screen meeting the standards below.
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