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From: Diane Bless
To: Plan Commission Comments
Cc: Attorney; All Alders; Zoning
Subject: Legistar 93802
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    July 26, 2026
 

To:        Meagan Tuttle, Director of Planning
 

CC:      Bill Fruhling, Principal Planner

              Kate Bannon, Zoning Administration

              Matt Tucker, Director of the Building Inspection Division

              Michael Haas, City Attorney

              Regina Vidaver, Alder, District 5

             All Alders
 

From:    Diane Bless

            

Re:         113 Ely Place land division (Legistar 93071 and 93082)
 

Dear Ms. Tuttle,
 

I own the property at 101 Ely Place, which is adjacent to 113 Ely
Place and directly adjacent to the access strip proposed to serve
new Lot 2 under the Certified Survey Map submitted with Legistar
File 93071. I am writing to raise three issues concerning that
access strip that I do not believe have been addressed in the record
to date, and to ask that if possible they be resolved in writing before
the Common Council hears the appeal (Legistar 93802) on
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To Whom It May Concern,



My name is Brent Hanke owner of Hanke Landscaping for the past 18 years, serving the Greater Madison Area. Diane Bless reached out to me for a professional assessment of the proposed driveway installation bordering her property. I was able to take a look at the project happening between her property (101 Ely Pl) and her neighbor's property (1806 Summit Ave). Based on the proposed site topography by the owner of 113 Ely Pl, adding a paved surface will cause long-term liabilities for 101 Ely Pl. As you are probably already aware, this is a largely historical neighborhood with many older houses. Large and disruptive proposals of additional landscaping and roads affect many different properties, not only aesthetically but also structurally, which is not sustainable. 

I have outlined additional points below for your reference. 



1. Loss of Toe Support and Lateral Resistance

The lower stone wall relies heavily on the embedment of its base—known as the "toe"—and the compacted soil in front of it to resist sliding or overturning. Excavating this lower grassy area to prep a driveway sub-base removes this passive earth resistance. Without a professional shoring system, the sudden removal of lateral pressure will likely cause the base of the wall to slide forward or rotate outward. 

2. Massive Risk of Global Slope Failure

As seen in the site photo, this is a multi-tiered structural system featuring a lower stone border, an intermediate dirt slope covered in heavy overgrowth, a secondary upper stone retaining wall, and a wooden fence at the crest.

· Retaining wall forces multiply exponentially with height and weight.

· Disturbing the ground at the absolute bottom of this slope threatens a global slope failure.

· A deep-seated slip plane could form, causing the lower tier, the upper tier, and the structural soil beneath the upper fence line to slide down as a single mass. 

3. Accelerated Hydrostatic Pressure

Water is the primary cause of retaining wall failures. The heavy vegetation currently on the slope helps naturally absorb groundwater. Replacing the lower natural grade with an impermeable asphalt or concrete driveway will severely alter local drainage. Surface runoff will pool exactly at the toe of the wall, saturating the soil. Saturated soil weighs up to 50% more than dry soil, exponentially increasing the hydrostatic dam effect pushing against the stone structures. 

4. Vehicle Surcharge Loads and Vibrations

The existing walls appear to be dry-stacked gravity structures built to retain natural earth, not engineered to handle surcharge loads. Introducing heavy vehicles directly adjacent to the base of the wall adds immense vertical and lateral pressure. Furthermore, the ongoing vibrations from vehicle traffic will accelerate soil settlement, causing the un-bonded stones to shift, crack, and pop out of alignment. 

5. CMHA Standards for Retaining Walls

In order to be up to CMHA regulations, installation of the road would require the owner of 113 Ely Pl to dig a minimum of 6ft onto 101 Ely Place's property lines, causing significant structural damage to preexisting landscaping and vegetation. 

Recommended Next Steps

Before any excavation equipment is brought to the site, I highly recommend consulting a licensed geotechnical or structural engineer. A professional site survey and soil report are absolutely necessary to calculate the exact failure wedge. Proceeding without an engineered shoring plan or wall replacement will likely result in expensive structural damage, property line disputes, and significant safety hazards. 

Please let me know if you would like to discuss this more in depth or have concerns. I am happy to answer any questions that may arise. 



Thanks,









Brent Hanke (Owner & Founder)

(608) 574-5408

1046 Vinyard Dr, Oregon WI 53575

Hanke Landscaping & Snow Removal LLC

www.hankelandscaping.com





September 8.
 

1. Retaining Wall Stability and Lateral Support
 

A retaining wall on or near the shared boundary between 101 Ely
Place and the access strip currently supports [the grade/rear
yard/etc. — describe]. Any cutting, regrading, or leveling of the strip
to make it usable as a path or driveway has the potential to remove
lateral support from that wall( see assessment letter from Brent
Hanke Landscaping).  Wisconsin law recognizes a landowner's
right to lateral support of land from adjoining land, and support
obligations are treated more strictly where a wall retains a
structure or maintained grade rather than vacant land. I am not
aware of any geotechnical or structural assessment in the record
addressing this risk, nor any documentation of who would bear
responsibility for repair if grading on the strip caused the wall to
fail.
 

I request that, before any approval allowing grading or construction
on the access strip becomes final, the City require:  (a) a pre-
construction structural and geotechnical assessment of the wall's
condition and its sensitivity to excavation or regrading on the strip;
and (b) a written agreement, to be placed in the record,
establishing responsibility for repair or reconstruction of the wall if
it is damaged as a result of work on the strip.
 

2. Grading Impact on a 10-Foot Strip With No Shoulder
 

The access strip is approximately 10.1 feet wide at its narrowest
point and roughly 55 feet long, with no additional width on either
side for equipment staging, drainage, or slope transition. Leveling a
strip that narrow, on sloped terrain, is difficult to do without cutting
into the adjoining grade — which returns to the lateral support
issue above — or without a retaining structure of its own on the



strip itself. I have not seen a grading plan, cross-section, or
engineering drawing in the record showing how the strip would be
leveled without encroaching on or destabilizing adjacent
properties.  I ask that any such grading plan be added to the record
and made available for review before any approval Is made.
 

3. Emergency Vehicle Access
 

MGO 34.503 requires approved fire apparatus access for buildings
the City permits. A rear lot served only by a 10-foot-wide, 55-foot-
long strip with no shoulder raises a real question about whether
emergency services would have easy access to any residence built
on Lot 2, and whether hose deployment and two-way passage are
physically possible in that width. I have not located a written
determination from the Madison Fire Department in the Legistar file
confirming that this access strip, as dimensioned, meets fire
apparatus access requirements, or documentation of any
equivalency or variance granted under the Fire Prevention Code. I
request written confirmation of the Fire Department's review and
conclusion on this point, to be placed in the record before August
4.
 

As with the legal-lot question raised in Mr. Saloutos's June 26
memorandum, these are threshold, factual questions that can be
answered now with information the City and applicant already
have, rather than after construction begins or after a wall is
damaged. I would appreciate a written response to each of the
three points above by [date — e.g., one week before the hearing]. I
also ask that this letter be attached to both Legistar File 93071 and
Legistar File 93802.
 

Thank you.
 

Diane Bless



dBless@mac.com

101 Ely Place



To Whom It May Concern, 
 
My name is Brent Hanke owner of Hanke Landscaping for the past 18 years, serving the Greater 
Madison Area. Diane Bless reached out to me for a professional assessment of the proposed 
driveway installation bordering her property. I was able to take a look at the project happening 
between her property (101 Ely Pl) and her neighbor's property (1806 Summit Ave). Based on 
the proposed site topography by the owner of 113 Ely Pl, adding a paved surface will cause 
long-term liabilities for 101 Ely Pl. As you are probably already aware, this is a largely historical 
neighborhood with many older houses. Large and disruptive proposals of additional 
landscaping and roads affect many different properties, not only aesthetically but also 
structurally, which is not sustainable.  
I have outlined additional points below for your reference.  
 
1. Loss of Toe Support and Lateral Resistance 
The lower stone wall relies heavily on the embedment of its base—known as the "toe"—and 
the compacted soil in front of it to resist sliding or overturning. Excavating this lower grassy 
area to prep a driveway sub-base removes this passive earth resistance. Without a professional 
shoring system, the sudden removal of lateral pressure will likely cause the base of the wall to 
slide forward or rotate outward.  
2. Massive Risk of Global Slope Failure 
As seen in the site photo, this is a multi-tiered structural system featuring a lower stone border, 
an intermediate dirt slope covered in heavy overgrowth, a secondary upper stone retaining 
wall, and a wooden fence at the crest. 

• Retaining wall forces multiply exponentially with height and weight. 

• Disturbing the ground at the absolute bottom of this slope threatens a global slope 
failure. 

• A deep-seated slip plane could form, causing the lower tier, the upper tier, and the 
structural soil beneath the upper fence line to slide down as a single mass.  

3. Accelerated Hydrostatic Pressure 
Water is the primary cause of retaining wall failures. The heavy vegetation currently on the 
slope helps naturally absorb groundwater. Replacing the lower natural grade with an 
impermeable asphalt or concrete driveway will severely alter local drainage. Surface runoff will 
pool exactly at the toe of the wall, saturating the soil. Saturated soil weighs up to 50% more 
than dry soil, exponentially increasing the hydrostatic dam effect pushing against the stone 
structures.  
4. Vehicle Surcharge Loads and Vibrations 
The existing walls appear to be dry-stacked gravity structures built to retain natural earth, not 
engineered to handle surcharge loads. Introducing heavy vehicles directly adjacent to the base 
of the wall adds immense vertical and lateral pressure. Furthermore, the ongoing vibrations 
from vehicle traffic will accelerate soil settlement, causing the un-bonded stones to shift, crack, 
and pop out of alignment.  



5. CMHA Standards for Retaining Walls 
In order to be up to CMHA regulations, installation of the road would require the owner of 113 
Ely Pl to dig a minimum of 6ft onto 101 Ely Place's property lines, causing significant structural 
damage to preexisting landscaping and vegetation.  
Recommended Next Steps 
Before any excavation equipment is brought to the site, I highly recommend consulting a 
licensed geotechnical or structural engineer. A professional site survey and soil report are 
absolutely necessary to calculate the exact failure wedge. Proceeding without an engineered 
shoring plan or wall replacement will likely result in expensive structural damage, property line 
disputes, and significant safety hazards.  
Please let me know if you would like to discuss this more in depth or have concerns. I am happy 
to answer any questions that may arise.  
 
Thanks, 
 
 
 
 
Brent Hanke (Owner & Founder) 
(608) 574-5408 
1046 Vinyard Dr, Oregon WI 53575 
Hanke Landscaping & Snow Removal LLC 
www.hankelandscaping.com 
 

http://www.hankelandscaping.com/
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From: Aaron Gary
To: All Alders
Cc: Kapusta-Pofahl, Karen
Subject: Handout for Tues Sept 8 Common Council meeting
Date: Friday, September 4, 2026 10:58:27 AM
Attachments: LC map with marks 2 07 26 2026.png
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Good morning,
I would like to circulate the attached document as a handout for agenda item 4 (113
Ely Pl land division) at the Common Council meeting on Tuesday September 8. 
Thank you.  Aaron Gary
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