Housing/Development Committee Meeting Minutes,
April 11, 2006 at Matthews Center

Attending: Charlie Hoffman (chair); Bob Hain; Kathy Sikora, Sara Nelson Pallmeyer; Nancy Sampson; Carol Carrier; Thuy Tran; Matt Morgan; Brad Kaspari; Clem Engen; Katya and Luke Pilling; Angeria Sampson; Jean Johnstad; Rick Pirtle; Richard Westby; Steve McCallum; Edward Nyhus; Linda Mockler; Becca Vargo Daggett; Victoria Woolley; Jackie Keller, Eriks Dunens and Randy Oudekerk (all three of Augsburg College); Robin Garwood (aide to City Councilmember Cam Gordon); Brooke Dirtzu, Brad Bly and Brian Miller (all three of Redesign), and Lori Stone and Bernie Waibel (both of Seward Neighborhood Group; Bernie, minutes).  There were five or six additional attendees who didn't sign in.
__________________________________


Quick Summary
1. A variance was supported for 2315 22nd Av. S. allowing that owner to construct a garage addition with living space.  The addition will sit directly behind the current house but within the normal side setback.  

2. A task force was formed to plan for future development of the Riverside Market site (RMS) composed of neighborhood residents meeting twice per month for the next three months.  Planning for the site is the primary goal of the task force but eventually, the task force will plan for development on the wider (Franklin) Avenue. 

__________________________________
Full Minutes
The meeting convened at 7:05 p.m.  The minutes of the February meeting were reviewed and approval moved by Carol subject to a change footnoted at the end of this report.  Brooke seconded and the minutes were approved with the change.   

Charlie described Thuy Tran's situation at 2315 22nd Av. S. regarding his south (side) property setback.  Thuy's house sits within five feet of the property line and to construct an addition to his home (straight back towards the alley), he needs a variance even though his property is grandfathered.  The Milwaukee Avenue Homeowners Association has approved of Thuy's planned addition subject to his choice of siding and windows.  

Charlie asked whether anyone in the group wished to speak in any fashion about the variance but no one spoke. 

Motion: Moved that the SNG support Thuy Tran's request of the City for a variance "to reduce the sideyard from 15 feet to 5 feet for the purpose of installing a service door on the side of a new garage/addition that will be constructed at the rear of the property".  Becca moved and Sara seconded.  Passed unanimously with no abstentions or nays.
__________________________________

Riverside Market Site (RMS) planning was next and Charlie gave a brief history of the problems that ensued when a developer wished to convert the Big Olaf site into a four-story condominium with retail on the first floor.  No neighborhood planning had been done and though the developer dropped its plans, it was obvious that site planning as well as Avenue-wide planning needed to be done.  Charlie noted that there are many other sites along Franklin awaiting development so posed the question whether the RMS guidelines would apply to the whole Avenue.

Charlie said that determining proactively the appropriate type of development for the Avenue will tell developers and the City that Seward is thoughtful and prepared.  Should there be a move by a developer to construct a building that falls outside of the guidelines, the neighborhood will be that much more "credentialed" and authoritative in speaking against it.  

In terms of a working group to serve the Community Development Committee (CDC) in its deliberations, a working group or task force had been proposed by staff.  Brad K. observed that though there was an interested group of immediate neighbors, the issue was larger than just the immediate neighborhood and he thought that the working group should include individuals from across the neighborhood.  In tone, he wished to see an energetic and proactive approach. 

Brad K. said (and others later reiterated) that because of the necessity to move fast on the RMS, planning should first address that site and then change focus to address the wider Avenue.  

A "Riverside Market Site Process Outline" was distributed by Brian to show the possible process or manner by which planning could take place.  Sara observed that it didn't have any place on it for community input.  In a discussion, it was determined that the entire process will be an opportunity for community input because neighbors will be sitting on the task force.  

There was a discussion about the points in time when the neighborhood could exercise control over the development process. Bob said that the developer would need variances and that this was a point when the neighborhood could insert itself.  Robin said that the City would need to give permission to the developer to combine the two properties (the RMS includes the old Skelly gas station) and this is another point at which the neighborhood can exercise at least some degree of control. 

In a discussion about what can be built, Robin said that a builder has the right to build higher than the currently allowed four stories, but only when subject to certain conditions under a conditional use permit.  

Speakers agreed that the first order of business for a task force is to get the facts right as to what is permissible in terms of height, setbacks, etc.

There was a discussion about the role of Seward Redesign (which Sara observed has apparently changed its name to "Redesign").  Brian said that Redesign works in planning, site development, and sometimes actual construction, usually as a partner of a larger entity whether that be for-profit or non-profit.  It emerged that Redesign is not necessarily an equity partner in each project, but given its relationship with the neighborhood, can be given a fee-contract that makes it a liaison with the neighborhood.  The community is better off to have Redesign as some manner of partner than to hand a printed list of guidelines to a developer.  Decisions are made at numerous points in the development process and Redesign can be there at many of them, representing the neighborhood and its interests. 

Several speakers over the course of the meeting expressed confidence in Redesign staff's capabilities and expertise and noted that Redesign is the neighborhood's acknowledged non-profit developer.

A speaker urged that the neighborhood concentrate on the "positives" of new development -there might be up to 200 new homeowners in the neighborhood which would support new businesses.  A near neighbor said that the design charettes that the neighbors proposed would help concentrate on the positive and exciting aspects.  He went on to say that big isn't necessarily bad and that a critical mass opens up new possibilities.  The neighborhood can't have a negative knee jerk reaction.  

Jean brought discussion back to whether RMS findings by the task force would apply to the whole Avenue.  Charlie thought that much of what the task force would determine would naturally transfer to the wider neighborhood though it is up to the neighborhood to decide whether it moves on to planning for the entire Avenue.  Kathy spoke of the many talented architects in the neighborhood and invited them to be part of the process.  

Motion: Moved that the SNG's Community Development Committee establish a task force with the primary goal of planning the Riverside Market site and subsequently, the wider Franklin Avenue.  Brad K. moved and Becca seconded.  Passed unanimously with no nays or abstentions.  
Discussion moved to the makeup of the task force and Dick Westby thought that the task force should have limited SNG/Redesign staff attendance so as to allow the neighbors to drive the process.   The effort needs artists and thinkers.  

Sara thought that everyone should be allowed to sit on the task force but that members needed to make a commitment to attend the bulk of the planned meetings (twice per month for two to three months).  Good minutes should be taken so the process isn't held back by newcomers with basic questions and a desire to revisit that already discussed. 

Charlie said that the task force could elect a chairperson at its first meeting and Brad K. recognized that getting the input of Seward Towers residents was critical.  Charlie summarized additional discussion by saying that the first meeting of the task force would be on April 20 at Seward Towers East, 7 p.m. and that the task force would choose a chair and secretary at that meeting.  The task force will report the results of its twice monthly meetings to the CDC at its regularly scheduled meetings. The task force will meet on a schedule determined ahead of time so that there is no misunderstanding as to meeting dates.  The first and third Thursdays of the month appear to be workable.    

Robin questioned the attendance of the City Council member at the task force sessions.  Brian thought that Cam or Robin need not attend every session but that it is absolutely critical that Cam himself attend enough sessions to be involved and conversant with the issues discussed in the sessions.  The neighbors will be speaking by means of the sessions and Cam will need to represent the results of the task force (and therefore, the neighborhood) to the City Council and City Staff.    

Motion: Moved that the SNG approve the makeup of the Riverside Market site task force as coming from both near neighbors and the wider neighborhood; that it choose a chair and secretary at its first meeting; that prospective members should indicate their commitment to the process and promise attendance; that minutes be well-kept; that Redesign and SNG provide staff to the Task Force; that the process have a limit of three months with two meetings per month, and that the Task Force report its findings monthly to the Community Development Committee for its consideration.  Kathy Sikora moved and Victoria Woolley seconded.  Passed with no nays or abstentions. 
There was a discussion about the houses to the south of the RMS and the fact that one of the houses is citable in terms of upkeep.  It was recognized that the problem isn't with the house but with the behavior of the residents.  The Crime and Safety Committee discussed the property at its meeting on April 10th.  In terms of an eminent domain action by the City against the two properties, Robin thought that there was no appetite on the part of the City and that although there might be requests by developers to purchase the properties, the owners had the right to say "no", effectively restraining development to the north side of the current alley.  Linda noted that the owners of the two properties two doors south of the alley (she being one) don't want to be adjacent to an alley. 

There was a discussion about pollution on the site and Brian said that any asbestos, tank removal, etc. within the building would be professionally removed.  Bernie noted that per the MPCA, the Skelly station tanks were removed under State supervision and no leakage into the surrounding ground was recorded ​the site is clean.  

Meeting adjourned at 8:40.  
____________________________________


The next meeting will be on May 9th at Matthews.  On the agenda will be the presentation of parking lot plans by Jehovah Witness Kingdom Hall and a request for support by the Birchwood Café in its application to City Licensing for an entertainment license.  City Inspector Ken Zeigler will attend and the discussion will be the City's official hearing on the matter.

