Community Development Committee Minutes, 9.13.06

 Attending: Charlie Hoffman (Chair), Brian Hughes, Kathy Sikora, Robin Garwood, Bob Hain, Brian Ewert and Charlie Kirk (representing Kingdom Hall of Jehovah Witnesses), Dave Mann, Linda Mockler, Alice Rasmussen, Aliah Carlson, Chris Johansen, Jack Whitehurst (NRP), Bernie Waibel (SNG, minutes).

Minutes of the September meeting were approved.

1.  New parking lot (2207 E. 24th St) to serve Kingdom Hall of Jehovah Witnesses is moving ahead slowly due to the involved process of demolishing a house –even pollution and hazardous waste sign-offs need to be obtained from MPCA.  

-The congregation first came to the SNG about a year ago and then returned in May to give a progress update.  The concerns of the neighborhood were seriously considered and incorporated into the congregations’ discussions. 

-The originally planned 24 parking spaces have been reduced to 12-15 to allow a 10’ wide green buffer between home to the east and the cars.  This doubles the cost per parking space and affects the budget. 

-Brian reiterated that the congregants are also members of the community and are equally interested in greening and natural areas. 

-Lighting will be “dark sky compliant” and will use 3 light standards.

-Survey of lot included nearby elevations to allow Witnesses to better plan stormwater handling.  

-Witnesses bring in technically qualified fellow congregants from other areas to help with renovations and major repairs. Charlie is a building contractor residing in St. Paul, and is helping with the parking lot.  There are no paid positions within the Witnesses’ hierarchy or to deal with maintenance –all work done by volunteers. 

-The permits and Project Development Review Plan won’t be completed until February or March of ’07 at which time the work can begin on the lot.  All the work that Witnesses perform is done per code. 

-The demolition was performed by volunteers though pollution and the MPCA-mandated hazardous waste assessment and asbestos remediation were performed by contractors.  The cost of the waste/asbestos assessment was $6,500 and the asbestos remediation itself cost an additional $5K.  

-The congregation has a crew trained to remove low-level hazards such as mold, and this crew removed vermiculite (asbestos) from the attic.  The imputed cost of the volunteer labor was about $2K. 

-The demolition of the building had hard costs (permits, fuel, dumping fees, etc.) of about $4K with an estimated value of $4K for the volunteer labor.   Total cost to abate hazards and demolish the house was about $22K. 

-Brian said that he’s maintained close contact with the neighbors on the east and the two corners to the north.

-The congregation has not made a decision whether to treat stormwater onsite in raingardens or whether to use permeable pavers or asphalt.  Charlie H. noted that treating stormwater onsite would lower the water bill. 

-Brian and Charlie K. will return in the late winter to update the Committee again. 

______________________

2. Per neighbors, the boarded and abandoned house at 2012 29th Avenue South is a hazard to the community and it should be demolished.  

-Linda lives next door to 2012 and sees a change for the worse in her community with more muggings and properties going to rentals. 

-The owner lives in San Diego and does not respond to letters written to her about the condition of the property.  Property taxes are in arrears and there is no rental license for the property.

-The property is an ‘attractive nuisance’ with drug deals going on in the front yard.   When the plywood covering the front door was removed some weeks ago, it took two weeks for the City to come out and reattach the plywood.

-The City has had to cut down weeds twice - some of the weeds were 8’ high.

-Per Robin, there is now in place a provision in the Inspections ordinance that after two notices to an owner of weeds, rubbish, etc. the City may hire a contractor to perform the needed maintenance.  Furthermore in a provision soon to be in place in the code, the maintenance contractor is authorized by the City to enter onto the property without further authorization to deal with ongoing weeds, dumped garbage, etc.

-Former residents of the 29th Avenue property still dwell in the neighborhood and they or someone else are still dumping trash and brush in the backyard.  The backyard has been the site of car recycling and stripping for years and the yard is now covered by a layer of oil, glass, antifreeze, plastic and other pollutants. 

-Private opinion: the past taxes due and the liens placed on the property for cleanup reimbursement are a disservice to the city.   What can the City do to prevent this kind of abuse by owners who don’t even live in the city?

-Robin says that a demolition is a “taking” and that the Boarded Building office at Inspections has a protocol of notification and advertising to follow.  Removal can cake up to 6 months. 

-The adjacent, empty Riverside Market building also contributes to the look of abandonment at the corner: there’s a negative synergism occurring with seniors at the Towers afraid to walk the corner. 

-Currently, the property is on the “Boarded Building Registry (BBR) though not on the City’s “249 List” which is “death row” for a building.  Placement on the list signifies the City’s intention to demolish. 

-Robin thinks that the City is getting better at tracking and eliminating boarded and abandoned houses and duplicitous landlords are getting the message.  It appears that this house was a victim of “equity stripping”.

-There was a fear expressed that given the Coop’s desire to buy the lot, demolition of the property could be seen as the use of public resources for private ends.  

-Has the lender been given notice that the property is in dire condition?  Per Robin, this is one of the reasons for the long time needed to assemble a case for demolition. 

-The property is at very best a tiny one-bedroom house which is in very bad condition and would not represent a good investment of resources if rehabbed.  

-A speaker stated that he understands the Codefor program, where police resources are directed to the areas with the most police calls, but what about those neighborhoods that are on the cusp or tipping point?  Must all neighborhoods descend to a miserable level of crime before resources are directed to the neighborhood?  He cited a mugging that occurred at 27th Avenue and E. 22nd Street on the previous evening.

Motion: Regarding the property at 2012 29th Avenue South, be it moved that the SNG work with neighbors to: 1.) write a description of the property’s recent history, 2.) draft a letter requesting the City to demolish the building and 3.) work with Councilmember Cam Gordon 's office to get the property listed on the “249 List” to effect the demolition of the building.  Charlie moved and Bob seconded. Motion passed with no abstentions or nays.

________________________

3.) Seward has used almost all of its NRP Phase I housing allocation though a small amount may remain for use in an NRP Phase II housing program.  Jack Whitehurst distributed spreadsheets showing the amount of monies that Seward has allocated (through public meetings) to specific strategies.  Total monies available were $458,000 with $154,00 currently under contract. 

-The funding for NRP Phase II is uncertain at best and NRP is allowing neighborhoods to sign contracts for only 70% or less of their gross, City-allocated amounts.  

-The sum of $150K has been set aside for a housing program but that amount is subject to the 70% rule, further reducing the amount to $105K (available for awards, loans, loan rate subsidies, etc.).

-Jack advised that Seward contact Center for Energy and Environment (CEE) and Greater Metropolitan Housing Corporation (“Gimmick”) to learn how the programs that those agencies manage using Minnesota Housing Finance Agency (MHFA) monies can be leveraged with Seward funds. 

-The 30% of Seward’s total NRP allocation that is being withheld may never become available, though this should be known within a year.

Motion:  Moved that: 1.) the SNG Board of Directors begin planning for a post-NRP time (with no income stream from NRP); 2.) planning be performed to prioritize strategies in light of the fact that only 70% of the total funding may be ultimately available, and 3.) that the SNG Executive Director contact other agencies to determine how “outside” funding may be used to leverage Seward housing program dollars.  Charlie moved and Chris seconded. Motion passed with no abstentions or nays.
Meeting adjourned at 8:50.

