


   

   

STAFF FINDINGS:   

The applicant requests variances to permit the addition of a second level to an existing detached garage located at 1112 Houston Mill 
Road. The property is zoned R-85 and contains a single-family residence constructed prior to the adoption of modern zoning 
regulations. The detached garage was constructed in 1998 and is legally nonconforming. 

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 subject property has a rectangular configuration and is characterized by significant topographic constraints, including a slope that 
rises from the street toward the residence and then descends sharply toward the rear yard. The lot also abuts a cul-de-sac along one 
side, resulting in limited adjacency to neighboring properties. The existing garage is located at the rear corner of the property due to 
these physical constraints and was previously approved in its current location. These site conditions were not created by the current 
owners and constitute an extraordinary circumstance that limits reasonable placement of accessory structures in compliance with 
current setback standards. 

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 variances represent the minimum relief necessary to allow reasonable use of the property. The proposed expansion 
maintains the existing garage footprint and seeks only vertical expansion. No additional reductions to setbacks are requested, and no 
further encroachment beyond the current legally nonconforming location is proposed. The use of dormers and a modest roof height 
ensures that the structure remains subordinate to the primary residence 
   
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 proposed garage expansion will not be materially detrimental to public welfare or injurious to neighboring properties. Due to the 
property’s topography, existing vegetation, and retaining walls, the expanded structure will have minimal visibility from adjacent 
residences and the public right-of-way. Both adjoining property owners submitted letters of support, indicating no objection to the 
proposed expansion. The cul-de-sac adjacent to the garage is lined with mature evergreen trees that screen the structure and preserve 
privacy for surrounding properties. 
   
4. The literal interpretation and strict application of the applicable provisions or requirements of this chapter would cause 
undue and unnecessary hardship:   
   
Strict enforcement of the ordinance would prevent reasonable improvement of an existing accessory structure that is already legally 
nonconforming. Given the lot’s shape, slope, and the placement of the principal dwelling, relocating the garage to meet current 
setbacks would significantly reduce usable yard area and may not be feasible. Denial of the request may impose an unnecessary 
hardship not shared by similarly situated properties. 
 
5. The requested variance would be consistent with the spirit and purpose of this Chapter and the DeKalb County 
Comprehensive Plan Text:   
 
The variance request aligns with the spirit and purpose of the Suburban Character Area of the DeKalb County Comprehensive Plan. The 
design respects suburban land use patterns, enhances accessibility, and maintains compatibility with community aesthetics. The addition 
represents a responsible improvement that may support long-term neighborhood stability. 
    



   

   

 
FINAL STAFF ANALYSIS:   

The application satisfies the variance hardship criteria. The property’s unique physical conditions and the existence of a legally 
nonconforming accessory structure justify limited relief. The requested variances are minimal, do not create adverse impacts, and are 
supported by adjacent property owners. Staff finds the request reasonable and appropriate. 

 
Staff Recommendation: Approval with Conditions 
 
Condition:  

1. 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. 

2. The expansion shall remain limited to the existing garage footprint. Any horizontal expansion or additional encroachment shall 
require separate review and approval. 
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ZONING BOARD OF APPEALS APPLICATION FOR PUBLIC HEARING (VARIANCES, SPECIAL 
EXCEPTIONS, APPEALS OF ADMINISTRATIVE DECISIONS) 

 

 
Applicant and/or 
Authorized Representative: ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Mailing Address: ________________________________________________ 
 

City/State/Zip Code: ______________________________________________________ 
 

Email: ________________________________________________ 
 

Telephone Home: _______________ Business: ________________________ 
 

OWNER OF RECORD OF SUBJECT PROPERTY 
 

Owner: ________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Address (Mailing): _____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Email: ______ Telephone Home: __ Business: ___ 

 

ADDRESS/LOCATION OF SUBJECT PROPERTY 

 
Address: __________________________________________ City: _________________ State: _____ Zip: _____ 

 

District(s): __________ Land Lot(s): __________ Block: __________ Parcel: __________ 

 

Zoning Classification: _________________ Commission District & Super District: _____________________ 
 

CHECK TYPE OF HEARING REQUESTED: 
 
_____ VARIANCE (From Development Standards causing undue hardship upon owners of property.) 
 
_____ SPECIAL EXCEPTIONS (To reduce or waive off-street parking or loading space requirements.) 
 
_____ OFFICIAL APPEAL OF ADMINISTRATIVE DECISIONS. 

 
 

*PLEASE REVIEW THE FILING GUIDELINES ON PAGE 4. FAILURE TO FOLLOW 
GUIDELINES MAY RESULT IN SCHEDULING DELAYS.*  

 
 
 
 
 

Email plansustain@dekalbcountyga.gov with any questions. 
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Morris Cohen and Gabrielle Sirner-Cohen 
1112 Houston Mill Rd NE 
Atlanta, GA 30329 
 
 
November 24, 2025 
 
Dear Colleagues, 
 
We have been DeKalb County residents for 12 years and are grateful for the opportunity to 
make this request. Morris is a faculty member at Georgia Tech, and also serves as an election 
day poll worker at a DeKalb County precinct (Fernbank Elementary) since 2020. Gabby until 
recently worked in HR for an Atlanta-based technology company. We are raising two boys, 
currently in grade school, in our house at 1112 Houston Mill Rd, which is our primary/only 
residence. 
 
We are requesting the following code variances from current R-85 zoning requirements: 
 
Section 27-4.2.2(C)(3) - Reduce accessory structure side yard setback from 8.5 ft to 4.2 ft 
Section 27-4.2.2(D) - Reduce accessory structure rear yard setback from 15 ft to 2.9 ft 
 
The variance will allow the addition of a second level to our existing detached garage. The 
existing footprint will be maintained. The only expansion will be vertically. There will be no 
construction that would further reduce the setbacks of the current legally nonconforming 
garage, which was built in 1998. The main house was built in 1946, before the implementation 
of zoning codes in 1956. 
 
The additional level will include office, storage, and play space. It may also be used as a guest 
suite for relatives who visit from time to time, since the main house does not have a guest 
room. 
 

1. Physical Conditions of the site 
 
Our lot abuts a cul-de-sac along the left side (As viewed from the street). The cul-de-sac has 
houses only on one side of it, so our property borders only the cul-de-sac street, not another 
house. There is a ~10.5’ gap between the property line and the street curb of the cul-de-sac, 
which is lined with tall trees and a wood fence. 
 
The property has a nonrectangular shape with a smaller width in the back than in the front. The 
property slopes upward from the street to the house, and then sharply downhill in the back 
yard. There is also a large old Oak tree in the front yard. As a result, the house is built far back 
from the street - 73 ft from the edge of the property to the front of the house. The available 
back yard space is thus relatively small given the lot size. 







Photo 5: The view from the 

middle of the cul-de-sac facing 

the existing garage. 

5. Alignment with the spirit of the law 
 
Expansion of the garage allows improvement of the 
property while preserving the original house. At 2800 sq 
ft, the current house fills missing middle housing in a 
neighborhood where starter and midsize houses are 
gradually being replaced by much larger houses. 
Maintaining midsize housing is important to mitigate a 
housing crisis whereby starter or middle-size homes are 
increasingly hard to find. 
 
The main house was built in 1946 and is one of the oldest 
houses in the neighborhood. The proposed plan would be 
a functional and aesthetic improvement to the property 
while still keeping this 80-year-old and well-maintained 
house in place. 
 
The proposed second-level garage addition fits with 
typical suburban land use and other similar structures 
exist in the neighborhood. 
 
The proposed project increases the density of housing space in the suburban neighborhood 
without detrimental impacts to the neighborhood feel or infrastructure. 
 
Finally, we note that no significant trees on the property will be impacted or removed by the 
proposed expansion. 
 
The second adjoining property owner to our house has also written a letter of support. 
 

Conclusion 
 
We close by again thanking you for your consideration. We hope we have shown that our 
proposed variance is reasonable, minimal, and not disruptive to our neighborhood. We are 
ready to answer questions. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Morris Cohen and Gabrielle Sirner-Cohen 
morris.cohen@gmail.com 
 
 



Appendix A: A map of the property areas, showing the location and direction of 
the photographs in this letter. 
 
 

 









 
Support Letters from 

Both Adjoining 
Neighbors 

 
 








