Housing/Development Committee Meeting Minutes

April 10, 2007 at Matthews Center
Attending: Charlie Hoffman (chair), Bob Hain, Jean Johnstad, Alice Rasmussen, Hal Johnson, Dick Westby, Dusty Walker and Jessica Fasnaselle (both are Augsburg students, Mika Anderson Coates, Paul Gens, Allison Barther (U of M student), Chris Johansen, Brian and Karma Hughes, Hussein Abdullel and Jeffrey Kinate (both of Wells Fargo), Bill Hupp (Hexagon Bar), Ewart Martens, Ross Gabrick and Gera Pobuda (both represent Bohemian Flats Festival), Brian Miller and Brad Bly (both of Seward Redesign), and Bernie Waibel (SNG, minutes). Kim Havely and Craig Wilson attended for discussion of the last item. 

The meeting was convened at 7:05 p.m. and the minutes of the March meeting were reviewed and approval moved by Bob and Alice. Approved. 

____________________________________________________

Ross spoke about the Bohemian Flats Day planned for August 18.  The Flats are that area that now encompasses Riverside Park and the area below the Washington Avenue Bridge.  When the Gabricks came to Minnesota, they lived on Bohemian Flats for a time before moving (literally) up.  Many Minneapolis families can trace their early roots back to the Flats and at least two houses in Seward were moved up from the flats when the neighborhood was razed.  At one time, the neighborhood included 70 or more houses, two churches and a brewery.  

Many in the area were free spirited and former day 'hippies' (intellectual Bohemians) but many also hailed from Bohemia and were of Czech and Slovak origins. The Flats had been a former boat landing with three streets that paralleled the river.  The higher the street above the often flooded river, the higher were the rents.   The area was known to be such an ethnic enclave that the WPA sent a team of writers and poets to record life -this resulted in a small book. 

The Flats are now parkland that is administered by the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board (MPRB).  The festival and ongoing interpretation history of the area, all managed by a non-related organization ("BohemiaFest, a nonprofit 501-3c) is an experiment for the MPRB. 

At the festival, the old streets will be marked off; there'll be a themed and juried art competition; ethnic dance and food; historical markers and a self-guided walk through Cedar Riverside and Seward.  All will serve to celebrate immigration.  Because Seward has such a connection with the area, SNG should have a presence at the event.  

There was a discussion about limited staff capacity and funding.  

Motion: Moved that the SNG support BohemianFest and that it be considered a sponsor.  SNG will explore those areas in which it can participate with the understanding that SNG is laboring under staff and funding restraints.  Bob moved and Ewart seconded.  Passed with no abstentions or nays.   

____________________________________________________

Bill talked about his family's connection with the Seward area and with the business that is the Hexagon Bar.  At the turn of the century, Seward was known as the "Annex", the only other area besides downtown where liquor sales were allowed.  Bill's grandfather received one of the first liquor licenses in the City.  Bill's mother was a singer at the old Tempo Bar (now Blue Nile) so Bill's father incorporated music into the offerings of the Hexagon, a tradition that is maintained today. 

Currently, the bar is in probate and Bill is buying out the shares of two siblings.  He'll own and manage the bar in the future now that he's retired from the post office.  Most recently he was the manager at a suburban post office.   As a young man, Bill worked at the bar for ten years.  He'll maintain the music and asked the group how the bar could be improved.  Chris invited Bill to join the Seward Civic and Commerce Association (SCCA) and Bill said that he was very interested in doing so.  As a postmaster, he worked closely with neighbors and the community.  

Staff (bernie) called attendees' attention to the very short list of police calls (17 in all, for all reasons) to the bar over the last 4 1/4 years, a record that CCP/SAFE liaison Shun Tillman called "great".  

Bill was somewhat unsure as to Minneapolis Liquor Licensing's requirements in terms of neighborhood approval.  Charlie noted that meeting attendees had a favorable impression of Bill.

Motion: Moved that SNG staff write a letter to Minneapolis Liquor Licensing indicating appreciation for Bill's visit with the Committee; for describing his plans for the business, and for relating a bit of his own and family's history.  Chris moved, Bob seconded. Passed with no abstentions or nays.

____________________________________________________

Brian gave the history of the old Smiley's building and how it has housed a large number of businesses over the years.  Prior to being a medical clinic which moved in during 1992, it housed a: pharmacy (Ross Drug), carpet store, barber shop and a bakery.   Now, the store will revert to retail use rather than office use so as to increase the number of people and the sense of 'liveliness' on the street.  True Thai is expected to double its space and construct a new kitchen.  The cost of the reconstruction will be $1.3M, not including tenant improvements.  

The zoning for the building is now C-2 and that won't change with new tenants.  Brian stated that there will be the same number of usable square feet, if not fewer if the basement can't be rented.  Right now, Redesign is working with a number of possible tenants but only True Thai is close to being a "definite".  When a deal is confirmed with that business in thirty days or so, construction at that end can begin.  

Meeting attendees expressed dismay that they'd read about the True Thai expansion in the Strib and not heard about it from Redesign.  In the article, the kitchen expansion was described as a tripling of the space and worse, a "banquet room" was to be constructed.  This means many cars on the street for extended periods.  Even with the clinic now gone, there are still parking problems on the surrounding streets.

Brian suggested that on Friday and Saturday evenings when the restaurant will be most busy, parking will be most tight.  Parking at the Seward Towers West ramp is a real solution though, for parking employee vehicles.  

There was a question about the Hopf and Hopf building.  Redesign is apparently involved with the sale of that building for an Oromo cultural center and parking will be problematical with that use as well.  Where will those building users park?  Will the concrete block garage be torn down to provide parking?  Brian said that there were no plans for that but that the other 11 parking spaces behind the garage could be used by customers of True Thai.  

A neighbor living close to True Thai said that cooking odors were a problem and needed to be addressed.  Brian thought that the exhaust stack could be raised.  He wasn’t' aware that delivery trucks blocked 27th Avenue to make food deliveries but the owner will be told that this is a problem.  Lastly, the neighbor directly south of the building on Pautz Place needs a parking spot for Handicab pick-up as she can't drive.  Ross described how his family amicably worked with the Cliquot Club to ensure a parking space for his 95 year old grandmother (recently deceased) who lived directly south and adjacent to, that café. 

An attendee asked whether a parking ramp was possible.  Brian responded that the neighborhood is committed to Transit Oriented Development which discourages auto use.  Additionally, the City doesn't have funding for ramps and that ramps across the city are associated with new, large projects.  There was a discussion about parking summarized by "if we build it, they'll come".  

There were complaints about the short notice period given to residents about the Tuesday meeting.  Many residents received their hand delivered notices on (Good) Friday afternoon and some who were out of town, received them on Monday morning.   Brian said that time was short but that he'd learned about the potential parking problems only days before.  Additionally, the building is costing Redesign $20,000 per month to carry and action had to be taken.  

Conversation returned to parking.  Brian said that there were twenty parking spaces on Pautz Place and that the banquet room planned by True Thai is simply a part of the restaurant that can be screened off so that families or small groups can have dinners without disturbing others.  An attendee complained that the floor plan that Brian had distributed showed a Somali tea shop with a number of tables at the west end of the building.  Where would these customers park and would the store draw as many drivers as Brueggers on the north side of the freeway?  

Charlie started summing up discussion by advising Redesign to: 1) talk with City Zoning to find out exactly what is needed in terms of parking and/or a variance, 2) take a census and chart all available and potential parking within the area, and 3) compile the information to make a more coherent presentation.   Historically, what was the staff count at the clinic and how many spaces were used at that time?  

An attendee stated that past practice for the Committee has been to resolve parking issues before a particular use is approved.  It's only fair to ask Redesign to do the same.  The Committee can't issue a blanket parking approval for a project without knowing who the tenants will be and the number of spaces that they'll need.  

Charlie stated that the neighborhood has been supportive of development on Franklin but it was his sense that more information was needed.  A neighbor reiterated this by saying that the neighborhood has been inclined to support variances of all sorts but that the neighborhood also needs to be informed on a continuing basis. 

___________________________________________________________

With very little time remaining in the meeting, Kim and Craig talked about the planned biomass burning facility off 28th Street near the Green Institute.  The project has the support of Martin Sabo, and before his death, Paul Wellstone.  Both helped the Green Institute receive a grant to study the feasibility of making the site usable as a burner.  The site has a very good potential and Kandiyohi Development Partners which Kim and Craig represent, completed the final engineering plans in 2007.  Craig said that one of the very good things about the site is that the soil has no contamination.  

The project's power will be "carbon neutral" and will meet the Kyoto Protocol standards.  Kim explained that coal has locked up greenhouse gases for 250 million years and that burning the coal then releases the gases to a new world.  Wood has a much shorter life cycle so that burning wood takes gases from forty years before and releases them into the atmosphere -for practical purposes, the gases are on a 'current accounts' basis. 

Craig reported that the facility will: 

-be built to LEED standards,

-produce both electricity and heat,

-produce heat which will be used by Abbott Hospital and Midtown Exchange for a total of 2.5M s.f.

-produce 24.5 MW of electricity, sufficient to fill the needs of 20,000 households,

-burn 170,000 tons of wood waste per year, mostly tree waste.  The MPRB alone collects 47,000 tons of wood waste per year.

-employ a fluidized bed (boiler burner) technology,

-employ 20 people at an average salary of $60K,

-collect 99.9% of ash particulites by means of fabric filter bags.  Lastly, the facility will produce fewer greenhouse gases than if the wood waste was buried as is now current practice.  If buried, wood produces methane which is twenty times more harmful to the atmosphere than CO2. 

Meeting adjourned at 8:55 p.m.. 

