
Minutes of the SNG Community Development Committee
March 9, 2010
 

Present: Charlie Hoffman (chair), RyAnne Quirk (Doggy Daycare), Magdalena (Maggie) Brown, Ramona Bolton (River Road Hair Designers), Cindy Burns, Liz McCambridge, Carle McCambridge, Mary Blitzer, Ed Rudberg (Verde Strategies), Ben Walen, Worku Mindaye, Asha xx, Andrew Dahl, Susan Kolstad, Bob Hain, Peter Fleck, Tracy Singleton (Birchwood Café), Robin Garwood (Cam Gordon’s office), Katya Pilling (Seward Redesign), and Bernie Waibel (minutes).

______________________________

After introductions Katya gave background on the Bystrom site and Redesign’s plans for it.  Redesign is the landowner and neighborhood developer of the site.  Redesign hopes to develop the site as mixed use, consisting of residential, retail and other uses.  In the near term, Touchstone and PPL will build a 40 unit residential facility at the south end of the site but the other uses will remain, at least for now.  There is currently an empty building at 2206 Snelling Ave. S. of approximately 11,000 s.f.. 

RyAnne said that her business will be open from 6 a.m. to 9 p.m. and will provide both indoor and outdoor care on an hourly and daily basis for dogs.  Dogs will be primarily gathered in one of three indoor areas suited to the dog’s temperament and size. An empty area south of the building will be used as a dog exercise area.  Dogs will be let into the exercise area in groups for a limited period for exercise and toilet duties.  Immediately after a group returns to the inside, the yard will be cleaned up –RyAnne said that the operating mantra will be ‘clean, clean, clean.’  The cost per animal for a full day of care will be about $25, which is consistent with other urban daycares.  

Dog owners will drop their dogs off so parking will be needed for employees only.  There are currently twenty parking spots available for parking (across the street in an existing parking lot) though City Zoning states that 26 are needed.  RyAnne seeks support for a variance for six parking spots.  

There was a discussion as to the closing of the dog care business between 35th and 36th Avenues on Lake Street.  It isn’t known why that business failed but all agreed that the facility was small in size.  RyAnne’s business is modeled on larger, successful ones.  She hasn’t operated a kennel or daycare in the past but has done a lot of research.  

Ry Anne anticipates that the building and grounds can accommodate 100 dogs and she sees this as a maximum number.  The business would break even at 15 – 20 dogs.  The daycare will begin with five employees though that number will expand with an anticipated increase in business. 

There was a short discussion about the business’ name, Midtown Doggy Daycare.  Because the business isn’t on the Midtown Greenway but on the LRT Trail, RyAnne said that the business will have a different name on the marquee.  

The business needs a conditional use permit (all kennels and animal daycares require one before opening) though it doesn’t need a permit for the use of the adjacent lot for a dog exercise yard. 

Bernie expressed concern that given the planned, one hundred dogs, the facility’s dogs will bark enough when outside that it will get neighbors’ dogs barking as well.   RyAnne pledged to work with residents if barking got to be too loud.  She said that she and her staff will keep barking to a minimum through the use of training (squirt guns, etc.). Charlie advised RyAnne that the residential neighbors to the east had spent many years enduring and successfully fighting the noxious coffee roasting odors emanating from Morningstar Coffee and that they couldn’t be counted on to now endure noise assault by barking dog. 

Charlie asked whether Touchstone and PPL had been informed about the new development.  They haven’t been informed though they had early on pledged flexibility with other developments on the site. 

Motion: Moved that the SNG express support for a conditional use permit as well as a parking variance of six vehicles for the dog daycare to be located at 2206 Snelling Av. S..  Andrew moved and Liz seconded.  All in favor with Robin, Katya and Bernie abstaining. 

____________________________________

Katya reported that in its explorations for midterm uses on the Bystrom Bros. site, Redesign staff had concentrated on green development projects.  Verde Strategies is a renter of space and is looking into the construction and operation of a composter/digester which would reduce organic waste into methane, carbon dioxide and ‘digestate’ or composted material.  

Stephan said that the process of composting will throw off heat through bacterial action as well as methane, which will be burned onsite to generate electricity.  Stephan and his partner Doug are in the early stages of feasibility research.  They currently operate a rainbarrel business on the Bystrom site.  The facility will probably involve four bays or hallways which are sealed to the outside air.  A negative pressure will be maintained in the bays through the collection of methane gas.  Odors will not be a problem nor will leachate from the site as the bays will be watertight. 

Stephan reported that anaerobic digestion and production of methane is common in Europe as well as on some farmsteads in the U.S.  There are digesters in the city of Milwaukee and in Toronto.   Cities will need to move towards decentralized treatment of organics due to rising cost of trucking fuel not to mention that Hennepin County landfills will be full within thirty years. According to the City, Seward will soon have curbside organic waste pickup, so the waste could be taken to this new facility.

The plan is to have collected household, retail, restaurant and institutional organic waste delivered to the site where it will be processed.  The ‘tipping fees’ of $50 to $60 per ton that a hauler would normally pay to a landfill will be paid to the digester operators to help underwrite the business. The digestate or end-material will be used in urban gardens.  Because the organic material will not have passed through an animal’s gut (manure) prior to treatment, the heat and methane yield should be greater than that experienced in a farm system.  

Stephan reported that he and his partner are searching for grants and other public funding to get the business off the ground.  This is a pilot plant which hopefully, will prove the feasibility of numerous similar facilities across the city – organic waste won’t need to be trucked out of the city.  An attendee at the meeting observed that this facility is the missing link in the cycle of local food production and local treatment of organic waste for real sustainability. 

Robin stated that the project is right in line with stated City goals regarding sustainability.  A facility will need an I-3 zoning so the area needs to be rezoned.  Stephan thinks that the cost of the facility will be about $3 million and will provide employment to about five individuals. 

____________________________________

Katya distributed notes taken at the special meeting on January 20th concerning the Birchwood and owner Tracy Singleton’s plan to expand the business/kitchen.  There were about 25-30 people at the meeting and Bernie described the meeting as constructive and residents’ comments positive in tenor.  Katya ran through the meeting’s notes which showed an overwhelming appreciation for the Café’s presence –neighbors feel safer with more eyes on the street and they now have a place to meet.  Tracy and business have come to be key parts of the community. 

Tracy reported that she’d originally hoped to expand her kitchen onto the property to the south, which she also owns.  That hope was frustrated at the Zoning level because one building can’t span property and plat lines.   

Tracy then announced that she’s engaged in negotiations with the owner of the brick building across the street and slightly to the east.  That building houses Three Stones Massage; a Laundromat (owned by the current building owner) and River Road Hair Designers.  Because her negotiations with the current owner preclude her from talking with the building’s tenants, this was her first meeting with them (River Road’s owner Ramona Bolton attended the meeting).  

Tracy said that the building is not currently zoned for a restaurant use but that she would request a zoning change during the seven or eight months needed to successfully negotiate a sales price and transfer the building title.  Tracy stated that she would move the restaurant function across the street while retaining the original building for a ‘take-out window,’ catering prep areas and meeting space. The original building needs to be rezoned as well so as to be conforming. Tracy said that her plans were in a very early stage and that no one should think that the existing businesses will lose their places in a remodeled building. She pledged to keep the businesses in mind as she goes forward with her planning.

A new building would provide southern light for dining and would avoid the development hurdles presented by City guidelines per Tracy.  There was a short discussion as to the number of customers who bike or walk to the restaurant.  Tracy couldn’t provide exact numbers but all thought that the number was high given the location within the community. 

A speaker thought that there needed to be a better solution to the Birchwood’s space problems –had other spaces with more parking been considered?  The old Embers building on Lake Street (Molly Quinn’s) is available. That building however is outside of the community on a busy artery, which is everything that the Birchwood isn’t.  A redevelopment of the building would mean the loss of three small neighborhood businesses, each with its own clientele and mini-community. Many people travel considerable distance after having moved out of the neighborhood to have Ramona cut and style their hair. The laundromat serves many lower-income people who don’t have laundry machines in their homes and the loss of this business would be a definite hardship on them. There was a discussion as to how many people actually use the Laundromat –it’s busy and essential to many. 

The Birchwood is proving to be essential too and according to Tracy, employs 46 individuals on either a full-time or part-time basis, with full health benefits for full-timers. At any one time, there are 14 employees working and serving customers in a total space of about 2,400 s.f.- the place is bursting at the seams.  It makes no sense though to remodel the existing space for conventional restaurant use because it’s simply not an efficient use of funds.  

 Tracy will keep the neighborhood apprised of her plans and will solicit continued input from residents. Ramona distributed a document which gave a history of her involvement with the neighborhood and many years at her location. 

Meeting adjourned at 8:40 p.m.
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