Community Development Committee Meeting Minutes,

March 14, 2006 at Matthews Center

Attending: Charlie Hoffman (chair), Bob Hain, Hal Johnson, Brian Hughes, Kathy Sikora, Dick Westby, Jean Johnstad, Becca Vargo Daggett, Robin Garwood (aide to Councilmember Cam Gordon), Mary Bujold (Maxfield Research), Lori Stone (SNG Exec. Dir.) and Bernie Waibel (SNG, minutes). 

_________________________________

Quick Summary

1) SNG Director Lori Stone gave a report about NRP Phase II with emphasis on the funding available for housing programs.  The total appropriation for all of Seward's Phase II activities is $450,139 of which $75,000 was spent in 2001-2003 for planning activities.  Of the remaining funds, 70% or $262,000 is earmarked for housing and development over a five-year period.  This represents about 15% of the funding available for housing/development in Phase I. 

Lori reviewed the goals established by the (then extant) Housing Committee for Phase II housing programs, including better energy efficiency, aesthetics, functionality for all age groups, more housing options, better affordability and improved transit options. To meet these goals in NRP Phase II, the allocations determined in 2003 for objectives were: Housing Office (staff and overhead), $40,000; Home Improvement Program, $150,000; Educational Programs, $9,000; Commercial Development, 29,512; Mixed Use Development, $43,627; Housing Diversity, $10,000; and Housing Density, $5,000.  

There was discussion about how to leverage this very limited funding to achieve the goals of Phase II.  More detailed planning will occur in future meetings. 

2) Mary Bujold of Maxfield Research Inc. described her firm's City-funded study of current and future industrial land use trends.  The study findings will help the City Council and the Planning Department make informed policy decisions. The study will examine tax issues, employment and labor force issues, education, types of industry, parcel sizes, etc. and will determine where market demand exists for industrial uses. 

Currently, 16% of the area within the City is defined as industrial but that land is under heavy pressure for conversion to high density residential due to residential demand and loss of jobs.  Mirroring the larger region, over the last five years the City lost 19% of its industrial jobs and 13% of its industrial firms. 

The study will propose land use policies that will guide future land use.  The study is still in progress and still taking public input as to citizens' wishes regarding industrial land use, though it is nearing the end. 

_________________

Full Minutes

    The meeting convened at 7:05 p.m. with introductions.  There was a discussion about a motion passed at the February meeting requesting the attendance of NRP officials at this current, March meeting for purposes of informing the group as to the funding available in Phase II.  NRP wasn't in attendance but Lori said that she'd spoken with the officials and had received information which she would convey.  

Charlie related that the motion had been changed at the Board level allowing Lori to inform the group as to NRP Phase II funding.  Were formal Robert's Rules followed, the Board would have remanded the motion back to the Committee with a recommendation that Lori be allowed to represent NRP.   Then, the Committee would have forwarded an amended motion back to the Board.  Under the relaxed Robert's Rules that the Committee employs, the system is flexible and allows timely process.  

Dick asked for a definition of the phrase "internal motion" and Charlie and staff explained that when there is disagreement within the Committee or when a direction needs to be established and noted, a vote is taken with the result stated as an "internal" motion.  

A speaker noted that in the minutes of the February meeting, the names of the makers were missing from the last two motions, one of which asked NRP to attend.  Staff will correct those minutes with the addition of the makers' names. 

Dick moved approval of the February minutes subject to the correction discussed.  Kathy seconded.  Approved.  

_________________________________

Beginning a discussion about NRP Phase II, Charlie related some of the uses of Phase I monies within the Housing and Development category.  The monies funded several housing programs whose leverage of private monies was very high, and in the area of commercial development, NRP monies helped remove two notorious bars at the corner of 26th Avenue and E 26th Street.  This opened the area to redevelopment.  The monies were very well spent and there was no fraud at any level. 

The total appropriation for Seward's Phase II activities is $450,139 of which $75,000 was spent in 2001-2003 for planning activities.  Of the remaining funds, 70% or $262,000 is earmarked for housing over a five-year period.  This represents about 15% of the funding available for housing in Phase I.

A speaker asked how $75,000 could be spent on planning for Phase II.  Lori said that money was spent for the "Rainbow Survey" and for staff time shepherding the several sector plans (e.g. the Housing and Development Plan) for Phase II.  Charlie thought the word, "disheartening" appropriate in describing the neighborhood's allocation for Phase II.  The amount of $450K is so much smaller than Phase I’s funding of $4.7M (less than 10% of Phase I funding) that staff expense must necessarily be a higher proportion of the total.  The funding isn't necessarily spent on programs but for the very necessary staff. 

Lori reviewed the goals established by the (then extant) Housing Committee for Phase II housing programs, including better energy efficiency, improved  aesthetics, functionality for all age groups, more housing options, better affordability and improved transit options. To meet these goals in NRP Phase II, the allocations determined in 2003 were: Housing Office (staff and overhead), $40,000; Home Improvement Program, $150,000; Educational Programs, $9,000; Commercial Development, 29,512; Mixed Use Development, $43,627; Housing Diversity, $10,000; and Housing Density, $5,000.  

In a discussion on staffing levels and staff compensation, Lori said that of the $40K reserved for the Housing Office in Phase II, about 75% finds its way into salaries for several part-time positions (Lori, Bernie, bookkeeper), with the balance for lights, heat, rent, etc.  

There was discussion about how to leverage this very limited funding to achieve the goals of Phase II.  Brian thought that other agencies such as GHMMC could be asked to partner on future programs.  Staff noted that Bob Miller, head of City wide NRP, believes that housing repair programs should be engineered in such a way that the principle reverts to the neighborhood either through revolving loans or as a lump sum repayment at the time of sale.

Kathy pointed to the need to address run-down properties and to help City inspectors tag those properties with messy yards.  Charlie thought that future housing programs will need to be less directed in terms of income levels and place more emphasis on code compliance.  New kitchens should be a lower priority. More detailed planning will be on the agenda of future meetings.

In terms of priorities for staff members in Phase II, Lori suggested that the Housing Fair as an educational project is important.  Likewise, overseeing home improvement programs and consulting with homeowners about repairs and contractors should be part of staff's duties.

In a discussion about commercial development (funded at $29,512), Charlie thought that this objective should be combined with another objective, Mixed Use Development (funded in the amount of $43,627).   Prime candidates for this funding are the several sites near the LRT station and the Riverside Market site at Franklin and Riverside.  About the Riverside site, Charlie said that if the neighborhood hasn't planned in advance for its eventual use and appearance, the neighborhood's leverage in influencing the course of construction will be very reduced. Planning for, and eventual construction on the Riverside Market site would be good candidates for these funds. 

Dick questioned whether $29K could really affect the future of Franklin Avenue.  Brian said that it could in major ways by providing the seed money to leverage other funding.  Per Brian, there is very clear sentiment among those in the neighborhood that a grocery store is still wanted and needed at the site.  The funding can help make that happen. 

Jean observed that the Profile is defunct and that the neighborhood is getting very little coverage in the Bridge newspaper.  How can residents be made aware of planning meetings?  Lori said that the neighborhood will be doing flyering, emailing of notices, getting the word out via block clubs, etc.  

Several objectives within the Housing/Development Phase II Action Plan were not funded including transportation improvements, rental housing development and Franklin Avenue streetscape enhancements (new signs, special services district, etc.).  Only $5K was earmarked for affordable housing development. 

Charlie observed that just because an objective is poorly funded or not funded at all, simply means that these objectives must be kept in mind as the strategies of the other objectives are designed and carried out.  Additionally, there isn't funding for transportation issues but the CDC has been very involved in transportation issues including the Midtown Greenway and the light rail line.  Robin said that many of the concrete streets in Seward will be reconstructed in 2010 and whoever is in City office at that time will look to the Committee to help with the process. 

Kathy said that she's aware that a very large proportion of Seward's housing is affordable and that it has a good chance of remaining so.  Staff said that at least 28% (1,020) of the neighborhood's total housing units (3,670) are Federally subsidized under HUD so as to be affordable.  

Charlie directed staff to look into having someone from the City come to the Committee with information about street reconstruction over the next five years. 

Dick wanted to return to a previous topic, future housing programs and he listed three concerns.  He'd been told that the SNG Executive Committee had decided to have the downtown NRP manage Seward's housing programs -apparently there are programs up and running.  How can NRP manage housing programs with the City's current, skeleton crew?  Dick also wants any decisions about the management of future housing programs to be decided by the CDC.  Staff said that housing program planning is now back in the hands of the Committee and he agreed that there is little chance that the City can manage a successful loan program.  When MCDA shrank and became CPED, the origination of loans using MHFA (State funds) was virtually eliminated.

Dick questioned how grants returned to the housing program were entered into the agency's accounts (homeowner recipients must live in their homes for five years or return the funds). Do the funds go back out into the community?  How are they accounted for in the budgeting process?  Lori said that NRP is determining how many grants were returned and the disposition of those funds.   

Lastly, Dick questioned how current staff could be maintained at a living wage.  Hours have been cut because of funding shortages.  Can grants be written?  Charlie said that at $8K per year less overhead, no one is getting rich working for SNG.  The bottom line as usual, is money.  He went on to say that he viewed the Phase II Action Plan to be flexible in its allocation of funding to staffing and infrastructure. 

_______________________________

At about 8:15 p.m., Mary Bujold of Maxfield Research Inc. described her firm's study of current and future industrial land use trends in the City.  The study findings will help the City Council and the Planning Department make informed policy decisions. The study will examine tax issues, employment and labor force issues, education, types of industry, parcel sizes, etc. and will determine where market demand exists for industrial uses. 

Maxfield is the lead researcher for the study and has hired a land use and zoning expert as well as a meeting facilitator to promote public participation.  Maxfield will perform employment/labor analysis and the land use expert will look at: transportation issues, environmental aspects and the current infrastructure. 

Within the City currently, there are many functionally obsolete industrial buildings and a changed tax system that makes it less advantageous (taxwise) to keep property in an industrial use.  Mary said that in years past, the lower taxes on industrial made it advantageous for industrial property owners to keep the properties industrial.

Currently, 16% of the area within the City is defined as industrial but that land is under heavy pressure from developers and residential buyers to convert the property to high-density residential usage.  During this time of increased residential demand, the offshoring of manufacturing and therefore loss of jobs has weakened industrial demand.  Mirroring the larger region, over the last five years the City lost 19% of its industrial jobs and 13% of its industrial firms.

Maxfield Research and the two consulting groups hired to work with Maxfield believe that up to 32% of the current industrial land will be converted to residential use within the foreseeable future.  New residential uses on former industrial lands primarily take the form of "high density" at ten or more units per acre. 

Over the next ten to twenty years, Maxfield and its partners predict that light and medium industries will recover but that heavy industry will continue its decline.  Heavy industry includes steel foundries and automobile and farm equipment manufacturing.  The study also predicts job losses in manufacturing, information handling and utilities, though it sees job gains in transportation and warehousing, construction and the wholesale trades.  There are currently healthy "clusters" of employment in printing, construction, research including medical, and medical manufacturing. 

The study will propose land use policies that will guide future land use.  Mary distributed a site plan summarizing the results of the Midtown Greenway Area Land Use Study and said that the planning performed in each community in the past will be honored.  The results of those studies will be reflected in the larger industrial study of which she's an author.  The study is still in progress and still taking public input as to citizens' wishes regarding industrial land use, though it is nearing the end. 

Meeting adjourned at 9:15 p.m. 

