Community Development Committee minutes

March 10, 2009

Present: Charlie Hoffman (chair), Sheldon Mains, Abbie Loosen, Zac Keilholz, Jake Knight and Will Anderson (the previous three are U of M students), Chris Wilson of PPL, Martha Lantz of Touchstone Mental Health, David Miller and Jeff Schoeneck of UrbanWorks Architecture, John Drucker, Robin Garwood of Cam Gordon’s office, Peter Solac (Woodland Stoves), Emily Wergin and Katya Pilling of Seward Redesign, and Bernie Waibel (minutes)

After introductions, Charlie welcomed the students and invited them to ask questions and participate in the discussions. The students are going to develop a report on the exterior appearance and condition of homes within Seward. Charlie invited the group to return in March with a presentation.

________________________________________

Katya brought up the Final Draft of the Seward Development Guidelines which is informed by discussions over the last eight months concerning Franklin Avenue. The final draft was presented by Emily and Katya at the February meeting and Emily had requested that comments and suggestions be forwarded to Redesign (in anticipation of approval by the CDC at this meeting).

Katya related that Redesign had received negative comments regarding a paragraph on page 5 calling for the increase in the depth of business parcels on the south side of Franklin Avenue when those properties come up for redevelopment.  The parcels’ greater depth would be achieved by buying when possible, the first two houses south of the alleys behind the businesses. 

Charlie stated that the residential properties south of the alleys would need to be rezoned and that the authority of the neighborhood group at this date in time was insufficient to affect that. A neighborhood process would need to be undertaken whenever expansion of the commercial area on Franklin was proposed, just as occurred with the Seward Co-op project. Eminent domain-taking by the City will not occur so there would also need to be a very willing seller. 

Bernie said that the four or five Seward residents who were in attendance at the meeting were too few to advise the SNG Board on such a weighty matter, one that would change the face and operation of the community’s main avenue.

Both Bernie and Charlie said that they hadn’t read the most recent iterations of the guidelines but would now do so. The guidelines will be considered by the CDC for approval in April.

Katya advised that the February CDC minutes (second paragraph of the section dealing with Bystrom site development) incorrectly said that Redesign “preferred” that the Touchstone project be built on three rather than four lots. In actuality, the City’s financing requires that the project be built on three parcels so that a fourth parcel can be used as a form of collateral. The minutes will be corrected. 

_______________________________________

David Miller and Jeff Schoeneck of UrbanWorks Architecture presented drawings showing the general massing of the Touchstone Mental Health project as it is now conjectured. The project will be located at the NW corner of Snelling Avenue and E. 24th Street and will have 40 single bedroom apartments in a three story L-shaped structure at the north side of the site. At the south side will be a single story office wing for approximately 27 employees. Incorporated into the office wing at the SE corner of the project will be a single story Wellness Center for both residents of the project and users of the mental health drop-in center at 2105 Minnehaha Avenue (Mental Health Resources, Inc’s Minnehaha Center).

There will be heated parking for about 46 cars in a basement constructed of pre-stressed concrete (including the ceiling above the cars). Above that level the building will be of framed construction using wood studs. Chris said that though not yet determined, the exterior will be of high-quality requiring minimal maintenance (stucco, brick or Hardi-plank -no vinyl siding). 

A CDC member suggested that the roof of the office wing be used for a park-like setting and Martha said that this was being considered. At any rate, the office wing will be built so that a second story can be built if needed. All stormwater from the roofs and grounds will be handled and re-introduced into the aquifer onsite, possibly in the courtyard so there won’t be stormwater handling costs. 

Overall, the buildings will form a tight U shape, open to the west and the LRT line/LRT bike trail. Landscaping and/or a barrier of some sort will separate the courtyard from the bike trail. The enclosed nature of the courtyard gives the residents a measure of privacy yet allows maximum staff eyes on the courtyard for security. Chris said that the west side of the building will be for the residents, their front yard and will therefore receive a good measure of landscaping. 

Apartment units will be clustered in groups of eight so that mini-communities can form within the larger community of the building. Ample relaxation and meeting areas will be built into the building throughout to foster socialization. 

The building is being constructed in accordance with the Green Communities checklist which reflects good building practice for sustainability and energy efficiency. 

Martha related that the residents of the building will have one or more of four primary diagnoses: schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, borderline personality disorder and depression. While the residents could live within the larger community, the building will be a better, safer environment for them. 

Regarding the train whistle that blows whenever a LRT train passes by (there is a road crossing at E. 26th Street and a bicycle path crossing a block to the north), Chris said that many people consider the whistle a romantic holdover from an earlier time and don’t see it as being a stressor or major problem. Soundproofing will also be employed throughout with special attention paid to the windows. 
Martha was asked whether the proximity of a high-speed train represented a suicide danger to the resident population, some of whom will be profoundly depressed.  A resident wandered away from the Touchstone residence several years ago and killed herself by jumping from the Franklin Avenue Bridge. Martha didn’t see the proximity as dangerous, saying that she thought that the facility would be safe due to good design and high staffing levels. 

Touchstone/PPL representatives will return to the CDC as planning progresses.

____________________________________________________________________

Peter Solac of Woodland Stoves stated that cars are parked all day on 29th Avenue adjacent to his business on Franklin Avenue. Though Peter asks his 14 full-time employees to park on one of the adjacent avenues (30th and 31st Avenues) or behind the building, his customers have problems finding a parking spot. Prior to the Co-op’s move to the site, Peter’s customers parked on 29th Avenue. 

Peter suspects that the cars belong to employees of the Seward Co-op and has petitioned officials at the Co-op to ask employees to park elsewhere, such as on Franklin or Riverside Avenues.  While the Co-op officials declined to ask their employees to park elsewhere, they won’t stand in Woodland Stove’s way in asking the City to make the street (north of the alleys) limited parking only. There will be a cost to the business requesting the change. 

Peter expressed appreciation for the Co-op’s arrival in his area and said that he’s now receiving more walk-in trade than before. Bernie said that Welna Hardware had reported this source of revenue when the Co-op was located near 22nd Avenue but this is now gone. 

Peter said that the main problem is that the Co-op’s employees are forbidden to park in the store’s parking lot and there is no provision for employee parking. Sheldon reported that there have been complaints about the parking situation now on 28th and 29th Avenues and that he mediated a recent discussion between neighborhood residents and Co-op officials abut parking.  Sheldon also reported that Seward Towers East and West will become more restrictive on who they allow to park in their ramps in an effort to clamp down on over-occupation of its units by friends and relatives of its legal renters.  A resident who lives near the Co-op’s former site said that the parking situation on 21st and 22nd Avenues has improved considerably. 

There was a suggestion that Perkins should be approached since their parking lot is usually half-empty.  Charlie said that he rents parking spaces for his employees (implying that the Co-op could consider this alternative). Katya reported that overtures had been made over the years but the restaurant is owned by a large corporation uninterested in working with the community. 

There was a discussion about the length of time to which parking should be restricted on 29th. Two hours doesn’t give the parking spots the turnover that they need and one hour is adequate for shoppers at both the Co-op and Woodland. 

Motion: Moved that both sides of 29th Avenue from Franklin Avenue to the alleys be restricted to one hour parking.  John moved and Sheldon seconded. All in favor with no nays.  Robin abstained. 

Sheldon informed the group that he had personally flyered both sides of the Avenue south to E. 22nd Street, but there were no residents of the Avenue in attendance.  Cam is aware of the parking problems and the request for restricted parking. 

____________________________________________________________________

Charlie called the Committee’s attention to the notes from the February 24th Housing Task Force meeting at which the rough edges of the new Seward NRP Phase II housing program had been smoothed out.  Charlie asked the committee members to take a few minutes to read the points, and to make comments or ask questions.  The points were familiar from previous discussions so there was no discussion.  A motion was made:

Be it moved that the SNG community support a NRP funded, Seward Phase II housing program which has as its main points the following:

The program will:

1. be a revolving loan program with full amortization of loaned amounts;

2. include owner occupied homes up to a fourplex in size and will include applicants with incomes up to 80% of MMI (Metro Median Income); 

3. offer loans from Seward’s NRP funds at a rate below the current MHFA housing repair loan rate (1% reduction is recommended).  Loan amounts will be capped at $12K; 

4. prioritize awards on the basis of first, health and safety; then code compliance, and lastly, exterior condition.  Repairs under “exterior condition” will include energy conservation improvements such as weatherstripping, insulation, new doors and windows, etc. 

5. emphasize the use of local/city contractors;

6. make available to homeowners grants of up to $150 for a thorough energy audit including a blower-door test.

7.  fund a part-time SNG employee (Housing Program Coordinator) to help homeowners determine the extent of repairs needed; prioritize projects, find contractors, offer technical advice, etc.  The Coordinator will be funded for a minimum of two years. 

8. promote the use of MHFA funding by residents for projects other than those listed in #4 above;

9. employ a third party (Center for Energy and the Environment, CEE) to administer the Seward/NRP loans.  CEE will also work with homeowners to originate loans from MHFA and others. 

10.  require that the SNG Community Development Committee (CDC) review the program and its efficacy every three to six months, and change the program should it be ineffective in achieving the desired goals. 

The program will not require a match by the homeowner using his/her own funds and it will not specify that funds be spent in certain geographic areas within the neighborhood. Interior repairs of a discretionary nature will not be funded by this program. 

The motion was made by Sheldon Mains and seconded by John Drucker.  All in favor with no one opposed. Robin abstained.  Motion passed. 

Seward funds will be used for interior work to remedy health and safety code violations; exterior code work, and energy related repairs.  All other work including general interior repairs will require the involvement of Center for Energy and the Minnesota Housing Finance Agency (MHFA). 

At the large community meeting on March 25th the Seward community will vote on this and other measures concerning NRP Phase II. 

_____________________________________________________

The intersection at the east end of the Franklin Avenue Bridge is being redesigned yet again and the surrounding neighborhoods are invited to send representatives to sit on an advisory committee whose first meeting will be on March 19. Sheldon called for volunteers and identified Bob Hain as being one of Seward’s two delegates.  Charlie said that his son Gabriel might be willing and would contact Sheldon.  Annie Welch, resident and SNG Board member will attend as Cam Gordon’s representative. 

The South Minneapolis Housing and Home Improvement Fair will take place on Saturday, March 28 this year. Volunteers are needed to help set up on Friday night and to staff the SNG table throughout the day.  A sign-up sheet circulated. 

Meeting adjourned at 8:30 p.m. 
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