SNG COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE MINUTES, 3.18.08
Attending: Charlie Hoffman (Chair), Alice Rasmussen, Ewart Martens, Bob Hain, Kathy Sikora, Garry Hesser, Dick Westby, Greg Lundquist, Curt Carlson, Tom Larsen (AA Equipment), Suzanne Weinstein (Coastal Seafood), Carolyn Schurr, Pat Keefe, Jonah Bendson, Ann Risch, Ross Gabrick, Kellie Nitz, Dave Chadbourn, Hal Johnson, Kathy Steinberger, Katie MacDonald, Rhys William, Alexis Troschinetz, Athena Garnett, Tom Beer, Rita Doucet, Cam Gordon (City Council Member), Robert Epstein, Wendy Epstein, Gina Herring, Eddie Mulkeen, Dan DeVoe, Winston Cavert, Gabriel Hoffman (SNG representative to Midtown Greenway Coalition), Mike Huber (Seward Childcare Center), Emily Wergin (Seward Redesign), and Bernie Waibel (SNG, minutes).  

Note: minutes are more detailed than usual because of the public interest in the first two items discussed. 

After introductions, Kathy S. moved approval of the January minutes (no Feb. meeting) and Alice seconded. Approved. 

Tom Larsen of AA Equipment explained that he was at the meeting seeking neighborhood support for a variance to the current zoning code requiring that (1.) his parking/storage lot be paved and (2.) that the lot be shielded by a new, opaque fence set back from the current fence approximately four feet.  

AA Equipment began as an ice shack but the company expanded into supplying ice making machinery and coolers.  The company has worked for the Seward Co-op, Seward Market, Shega Bakery, Zipp’s, etc..  It has ten employees of whom five live in South Minneapolis.  All employees have a health plan and vacation time, and the wages are well above average.  

The company has its office and main building at 2212 Minnehaha Avenue; about 30,000 s.f. of storage space in NE Minneapolis, and seven storage trailers on its lot two doors south of its building.  Garlock-French Roofing owns the lot between AA’s lot and its building.  The unpaved lot two doors south of the building which contains the storage trailers also serves as parking for employee cars and overnight parking for three company vehicles.  The storage trailers are entered only several times per year and serve as storage for items like end-panels which must be purchased in quantity. 

The City has cited AA for failing to pave this lot and to shield the trailers from view.  Tom stated that there are about a hundred volunteer trees sheltering the trailers from view and said that about half would be lost if a fence had to be constructed.  The cost to pave the lot would be about $100K though this would be counterproductive because the lot is already dished and no stormwater leaves the site.  The water ponds and then sinks into the ground through the gravel on which the vehicles park.  

Dick complained that there’s a split attitude within City government about paving in that the Water Department is asking property owners to sequester stormwater on their sites and let it sink back into the aquifer while Zoning is directing owners to pave their lots and seemingly, not to worry about permeability and replenishment. 

Bernie confirmed that homes in the area had been flyered and that to his knowledge, no neighbors have complained about the trailers or the scrub trees.  He himself lives a block from the site.  The elderly neighbor directly across Minnehaha from the site stated that she doesn’t notice the trailers because of the volunteer trees blocking the view.  She also would prefer the trees over a fence.   

There was a conversation at this point about how unsightly the new Garlock-French fence is and how difficult it is to keep any opaque fence looking attractive.  All parties agreed that if a six-foot screening fence is installed, it really won’t do much to hide the trailers since they could be easily seen over the fence.  The fence itself would probably become an eyesore. 

Bob moved support for a variance to the paving and screening requirements and Ross seconded the motion.

In discussion, Bernie stated that the neighborhood really values the jobs that AA provides and absent six months when the storage trailers are visible, is a good neighbor.  He suggested that the neighborhood ask that the enforcement action be held over for one year to allow further residential development plans on the Bystrom Brothers site to gel.  With residential development worth millions of dollars planned for the area just west of the parking lot, it’s probable that the site with its unshielded trailers won’t be appreciated by new residential buyers. Also, it makes sense for Garlock-French to swap lots with AA Equipment, allowing AA to build an extension to its current building on a lot that would now be adjacent to its building.  Materials now in the trailers could be stored in the new building.  By revisiting the paving issue in a year, the neighborhood would retain a measure of leverage.  

Tom stated that he didn’t know about the planned development until two days previous.  Other speakers argued that a variance allowing the lot to be used as it is currently (unpaved and shielded with dozens of trees) wouldn’t preclude residential development or swapping of lots.  

Charlie attempted to fashion a compromise motion by calling for the City to table the enforcement action for a year and should that be unacceptable to the City, to support the variance.  The compromise did not receive support.

Motion: Moved that the Seward Neighborhood Group support AA Equipment’s request of the City for a variance allowing it to park storage trailers and its vehicles (including employee vehicles) on its unpaved lot two doors south of its business at 2212 Minnehaha Avenue, and that the current volunteer trees be found to be adequate screening (no additional fence should be built).  Passed as follows: With approximately 38 residents in attendance, all were yeas with one nay and two abstentions (including Cam Gordon).   

Emily described how Federal funding for non-motorized transportation projects in Minnesota had been routed to the agency “Transit for Livable Communities” (TLC) and how there is a current round of funding to make streets safer for bicyclists (‘bikers’) and pedestrians.  These street projects are to be funded under a program known as ‘Bike/walk Streets’ and the City will be submit a number of street projects as a package to TLC. 

To qualify for funding, the streets must: be residential streets; run parallel to major thoroughfares; carry fewer than 3,000 vehicles per day, and be adaptable to biker/pedestrian priority.  Seward Redesign has forwarded 24th Street to the City for consideration as a bike/pedestrian priority street and Councilmember Cam Gordon’s office has put forward 29th Avenue, due to its identification in earlier planning (Midtown Greenway Land Area Study) as a good street to connect the Greenway with Riverside Avenue. 

The process is a two-step one in that acceptance by TLC of a street for funding will trigger a public planning process involving meetings of residents and neighbors to determine the actual details of a particular project. 

Emily stated that 24th Street was chosen for nomination because it runs east/west two long blocks south of Franklin Avenue and is currently used by many commuting bikers.  Emily said that the Midtown Greenway is akin to an intercity freeway compared to how a city street would be used by bikers (intra-neighborhood).  

Cam said that the intent of the projects are to make the streets slightly less convenient for vehicles and more convenient and much safer for bikers and pedestrians.  In other cities, large bikes have been stenciled onto the road surface to indicate that bikes are present.  In Berkeley CA, the streets are called “bike boulevards’’.  In Seward, neither E. 24th or 29th Avenue are sufficiently wide to allow painted bike lanes.  In other cities, intersections have been throated or bulbed to allow only one vehicle to pass onto a section of street at a time, and in yet others, roundabouts have been constructed at intersections.   Raised crosswalks are also popular.  

A resident said that there are many buses on 29th Avenue twice per school day and that they turn east on E. 24th Street to 31st Avenue.  Another speaker noted that many drivers run the stop sign on 31st Avenue at E. 24th Street.  If the stop sign is removed on E. 24th Street to allow unimpeded traffic flow east and west, a serious accident is very possible.  A speaker talked about the Minneapolis Public School’s effort about a year ago to designate certain neighborhood streets as ‘safe corridors’ for school children and that staff should contact MPS.  

Gabe said that the Midtown Greenway Coalition is very interested in seeing more signs installed to direct bikers and in seeing the Greenway have connectors.

Another speaker urged those present to look at Seward as a whole and consider that 26th, 31st and 36th Avenues are designed to carry vehicular traffic, much of it commercial truck traffic.  Four-way stops are needed at these arteries to prevent accidents but also to limit the amount of noise and pollution thrown off be idling vehicles.  

Mike Huber, representing Seward Childcare said that of the business’ ten employees, five bike or use buses.  Mike said that the Childcare kids make twice weekly outings and that the 24th Street crossing at 31st is the ‘scariest’ intersection in the city.  The five-way intersection where 24th meets Seabury and W. River Parkway is also dangerous.  

Bob was pleased to hear that there is a two step City process and that if either of the two streets are selected, there will be a larger neighborhood planning process. He pointed out that if Washington Avenue is closed in favor of LRT, Franklin, as one of the remaining river crossings, will get busier.  Lastly, Bob said that property values tend to increase when traffic calming is instituted because the street is quieter and traffic slower.  

Ewart asked that W. River Parkway traffic be slowed and others agreed that it’s too fast.  Because it’s a Park Board road however, it won’t qualify for this program.

Charlie observed that the bike-priority designation will receive neighborhood support if residents are still allowed to drive on the street and park in front of their homes.  Additionally, on his nightly dog walks, Charlie sees two or three drivers blow right through stop signs and the drivers obeying the speed limit are outnumbered by those who speed.  It’s important to determine what really works in slowing drivers because roundabouts, raised crosswalks and throated intersections are expensive.   Cam and Emily stated that parking will remain on the streets and that in fact, parked cars help to calm traffic. 

To a question regarding funding, Emily said that the project awards are usually capped at $250K, which might pay for one roundabout.  If area properties are assessed for street improvements, Cam said that there would be a full public process with hearings. 

Greg complained about the traffic on Minnehaha with its heavy truck traffic.  -houses rattle and the noise can be extreme.  Lastly, how can the intersection at 24th and Minnehaha really be made safe?

Emily said that one aspect of the project that will require added attention is the crossing of Matthews park, and making it safe for both park users and bikers.  Kathy suggested having large maps at future meetings.  

Winston said that bikes can prudently proceed through certain stop signs such as the one at the corner of E. 24th Street and 29th Avenue South near his home, without endangering pedestrians or themselves.  It’s not so for cars though, and stop signs remain one of the best ways to slow vehicular traffic.  Be very cautious about removing stop signs.  

Staff will keep the Committee informed as to how the City and TLC view 24th St. and 29th Avenue as bike-priority streets.

________________________________

Alice introduced the broker, George Jantzen who is selling her family’s commercial building at 2653 37th Ave. S..  George stated that the family bought it in 2000 for use as a limousine garage.  

The building is near the Greenway; was built in 1955; has land area of about 21,000 s.f.; has a 13,000 s.f. building on it with a 1,000 s.f. office; is fully heated; has a fenced yard, and is zoned I-1, which means that it can be used for light industrial with no outside storage.  The lot on the north may be used for parking of employee’s vehicles.  The site is clean in terms of ground pollution per “Phase 1” soil testing.  The building is being marketed at $589K, about $42-$45 per s.f. of land, exclusive of building.   

For some buyers, the value might be in the current building with parking lot while others might look at the site for redevelopment into housing.  All agreed that currently the housing market is soft.  

Meeting adjourned at 8:45 p.m..
_________________________________

note; per City Zoning, an I-1 “light industrial uses are low impact uses which produce little or no noise, odor, vibration, glare or other objectionable influences and which have little or no adverse effect on surrounding properties. Light industrial uses generally do not include processing of raw materials or production of primary materials.”  Light industrial uses include, but are not limited to, the production or processing of the following: apparel, computers and accessories, software, furniture, appliances and components except no metal working, medical and optical goods and technology, musical instruments, signs, telecommunications, etc.   

