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BOARD OF ZONING ADJUSTMENT  

STAFF REPORT Date: September 14, 2015 
 

CASE NUMBER   5996/3715 
 

APPLICANT NAME  Rita Knapp 

 

LOCATION 1156 Oliver Street 

                                                            (West side of Oliver Street, 195’+ South of Pollard Lane) 

 

VARIANCE REQUEST USE: Use Variance to allow a travel trailer as a second 

dwelling unit on a single building site in an R-1, Single-

Family Residential District.  

 

ZONING ORDINANCE 

REQUIREMENT USE:  The Zoning Ordinance only allows one dwelling 

unit on a single building site by right in an R-1, Single-

Family Residential District.  

 

ZONING    R-1, Single-Family Residential 

 

AREA OF PROPERTY  0.23+ Acre 

 

TRAFFIC ENGINEERING 

COMMENTS   No traffic impacts anticipated by this variance request.

ENGINEERING  

COMMENTS                          No comments. 

 

CITY COUNCIL 

DISTRICT District 3 

 

ANALYSIS    The applicant is requesting a Use Variance to allow a travel 

trailer as a second dwelling unit on a single building site in an R-1, Single-Family Residential 

District; the Zoning Ordinance only allows one dwelling unit on a single building site in an R-1, 

Single-Family Residential District.  

 

The site was the subject of a previous Special Exception Variance request by the applicant’s 

mother in 1981 to allow that applicant to house her elderly mother in a trailer on the property.  

That request was denied by the Board finding that there was no unnecessary hardship.   

 

The applicant requests to live in the 8’ x 28’ travel trailer for up to five years and gives a myriad 

of problems associated with living in the house on the site: 
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 My name is Rita Knapp, maiden name Thompson. I live at 1156 Oliver St. Mobile, 

AL 36606. At the present time, I am staying in a small travel trailor in the back of my 

home. There are a lot of reasons why I need to do this (stay in the trailor) so I am going 

to do my best to explain to you all of the reasons in no special order as it is hard for me 

for remember past dates and such.  

 The house was purchased by my parents Mildred Thompson (now Brunson) and 

my Father Horace Thompson (deceased since 1980). When my Mother dies the house is 

to go to her three daughters. We have all moved back in from time to time as needed but 

my husband Thomas Knapp and I moved back in 20 to 25 years ago. He died in 2004. I 

sail all that to let  you know how much I care about my home and my parents property. I 

have always tried to do my best to replace something that needed it or to fix up the house 

as needed. But I also told you for this reason: In 2000 I lost my only daughter who was 

close to being 21 years old. This house was the last place I saw here before she died 

except for the hospital where she was in a coma.   

After losing twin boys (stillborn) it hurt so much there are no words. Then in 2004 

I lost my husband, my best friend and another child who was 31 years old (my middle 

son). I was already taking antidepressants and anxiety medicine but it was much worse 

now. It was the last place I saw my son alive. And when my husband died he was left in a 

chair for way to long before the coroner came or the hearst came. He was already 

turning color. I this was great post traumatic stress for me. I went to Christian 

counseling several times but it doesn’t stop the visions when I am having a very sad day. 

Since I have been in this trailor it has kinda of been like a getaway and being able to look 

at something when I am awake and has been helpful. I relize this is 2015, however these 

things are not something you just get over. Also I was alone with my husband when he 

died. My dream is to someday redo the house or remodel in a way that won’t be so hard 

on me to face things. So that is one reason.  

 Another reason is that my youngest sister came to stay there around 2 or 3 years 

ago. She has always loved cats and always wanted to take care of more than she could 

afford. So I told her no cats as I already had a dog and the very main reason being is that 

I am very allergic to them. She started out with one and then two and then all the babies. 

I love my sister very much but she has tried it seems to take over since she has been there 

and she is very hard to reason with. She decided to fill up the extra bedroom with her 

belongings and brought a king size bed to put in the small living room and made the 

living room her bedroom.  

 I already have sinus and allergy problems and there’s no way I can live with all 

the cats. I would be so sick. I pay the bills and the house taxes but talking to her is very 

hard. So that is the 2nd reason it is much better for me to be in the trailor.  

 The third reason is this: The bedroom that I was in needs so much work because 

of my breathing problems. I have 3 different inhalers and one pill for my breathing and 

also oxygen and a nebulizer. However after living in the house for quite a few years my 

breathing seemed to get worse. I was constantly coffee and on the nebulizer and/or 

oygen. We started to believe the walls may have mildew behind them. New carpet was put 

in twice since my husband died but now I think I just need tile. When I would visit friends 

for a weekend or so it wasn’t as bad. And since I have been in the trailor it hasn’t been 

quite as bad. But this is not at near all the work that needs to be done. A lot of the walls 

that needs to be done. A lot of the walls need repairing. The kitchen needs a floor. The 

one some friends put in for me did not last long at all. We had 2 or 3 brakends in which 

windows was broken and one wall busted out in my closet to the living room because my 
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door was locked. All the walls need painting. Windows need repairing and they need 

screens. Also after the air-conditions wore out that I had in there, they have not been 

replaced. I had a big one in the living room and a small one in the bedroom because I 

have to have them to breath right. I have not been able to take the heat in years and since 

I’m almost 65 years old I really can’t now. But  my sister is ok with just fans so she 

hasn’t tried to pitch in and help get one. The trailor is air-conditioned and I can breath a 

lot better over there. Even if I could afford to get them in the house my breathing would 

still be real bad due to the cats.  

 My hot water heater broke a while back. My sister did get one and put it outside 

and it stolen. We assume for scrap.  

 Now there is something else I would like to explain. I don’t pretend to be able to 

read anyones mind. However I relize it is possible a person could think “Why don’t she 

just fix one thing at a time?” or “Why hasn’t she already been saving money to get these 

things fixed?” or a third possible thought might even be “It seems like fixing up the house 

may be cheaper than paying a surveyor and whatever else this variance has cost her.”  

 The truth is I couldn’t afford a surveyor but found one who is letting me pay him a 

little at a time. And the other truth is I didn’t start saving because I didn’t’ relize that 

there was anything wrong with my staying in the little trailors on my own property or my 

mother’s but she calls it my house or our house.  

 I know you have laws or rules but I am asking you to please take everything not 

just one thing into consideration. I am praying very hard that you will understand. I just 

don’t see how I could live in the house right now; and if they trailor had to be moved I 

don’t know anywhere I could put it or where else I could go.  

 I am at peace and very comfortable in the trailor right now. It is 100 times better 

for my health. Even if I start saving money now it would take a long time to save enough 

to fix everything or to be able to move.  

 I am on disability and this is my only source of income so I would not be able to 

put back as much as I would like to. My plan is to start saving and to keep on praying for 

God to help me with a plan. I believe he will as both of my Christian parents instilled a 

lot of faith in me when I was young.  

 Also it is much quitter over here which I like and need. My sister likes to listen to 

her music real load sometimes and once in a while drinks and gets real loud. These 

things alone make me very nervous.  

 Please, as you make a decision, take everything into consideration. I thank you all 

for your time and for listening.  

 Sincerely,  

 Mrs. Rita Knapp 

 Oh yes, one more thing. I do understand that I may not be able to stay in the 

trailor forever nor do I really want do. However I do pray that you will consider allowing 

3 to 5 years here so that I may have plenty of time to save and check into things, maybe 

even get some help and also try to figure out a way to talk to my sister. Thank you all so 

much and may God bless each and every one of you!  

 Mrs. Rita Knapp 

 

Mrs. Knapp listed 21 medications that she is prescribed.  

  

In summary, the applicant gives the following as problems associated with living in the house: 
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 the house was the last place to see children before their deaths; 

 her husband died in the house; 

 problems with an uncooperative relative living in the house with several cats contributing 

to her allergies, playing loud music, taking over several rooms, and drinking alcohol; 

 many medications and oxygen dependency due to the allergies; 

 the house needing extensive repairs; 

 break-ins damaging windows and walls; 

 no air conditioning; and 

 the water heater having been stolen. 

 

The Zoning Ordinance states that no variance shall be granted where economics are the basis for 

the application; and, unless the Board is presented with sufficient evidence to find that the 

variance will not be contrary to the public interest, and that special conditions exist such that a 

literal enforcement of the Ordinance will result in an unnecessary hardship.  The Ordinance also 

states that a variance should not be approved unless the spirit and intent of the Ordinance is 

observed and substantial justice done to the applicant and the surrounding neighborhood. 

 

Variances are not intended to be granted frequently.  The applicant must clearly show the Board 

that the request is due to very unusual characteristics of the property and that it satisfies the 

variance standards.  What constitutes unnecessary hardship and substantial justice is a matter to 

be determined from the facts and circumstances of each application. 

  

It is the intent of the Zoning Ordinance to, among other things, conserve the value of buildings 

by encouraging the most appropriate use of the land by districting according to the suitability of 

the land for particular uses.  All properties in the immediate vicinity are zoned R-1, Single-

Family Residential. In instances where hardships are illustrated and variances are granted for the 

use of a mobile home as a dwelling, the mobile home must meet certain structural certifications 

for dwelling use in the local wind zone and be anchored to meet wind zone requirements.  

However, in this instance, the applicant proposes to use as a dwelling a travel trailer, which is 

defined by the Zoning Ordinance as a vehicular portable structure designed as a temporary 

dwelling for travel, recreational and vacation use.  Even within a trailer park, the Ordinance 

limits a travel trailer’s occupancy to less than 30 days.  

 

It should also be noted that there may be building code-related issues regarding electrical and 

plumbing (water and sewer) connections for the travel trailer.  Photographs included with the 

application appear to show electrical connections via external cords running along the ground to 

the house.  

 

If the dwelling use of the travel trailer were proposed to be of a temporary nature during the care-

giving for relatives, the Board could reasonably consider this request for approval.  However, the 

applicant requests a long-term dwelling use based upon personal issues and health problems 

exacerbated by family-related discord.  Any hardships faced by the applicant would be self-

imposed and not due to zoning classification, and the applicant failed to illustrate that a literal 

enforcement of the Ordinance would result in an unnecessary hardship.  This, combined with the 

fact that the use would be uncharacteristic of the surrounding neighborhood, especially on a 

long-term basis, would seem to justify that the Board should consider this request for denial 

despite the distressing circumstances. 
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RECOMMENDATION:  Staff recommends to the Board the following findings of fact for 

denial: 

 

1) Approving  the  variance  will  be contrary to  the  public interest in that no other mobile  

homes or travel trailers are used as dwellings within the surrounding neighborhood, and 

travel trailers do not meet code requirements or wind zone requirements for dwelling 

units; 

2) Special conditions (for example, the applicant needs temporary housing while caring for 

others or refurbishing the primary dwelling) do not exist such that the literal enforcement 

of the provisions of the chapter will result in an unnecessary hardship; and 

3) The spirit of the chapter shall not be observed and substantial justice shall not be done to 

the surrounding neighborhood by granting the variance because the proposed use would 

be out of character with the single-family use of the surrounding neighborhood. 
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