Minutes – SNG Community Development Committee

April 13, 2010

Present: Charlie Hoffman (chair), Sheldon Mains, Katya Pilling of Seward Redesign, Sheldon Mains, Ramona Bolton, Joyce O’Meara, Ann Dormann, Robin Garwood of Cam Gordon’s office, Magdalena Brown, Jill Wiese, Susan Kolstad, Ben Walen, Ken Webb, Peter Fleck, and Bernie Waibel (minutes).    

Introductions were made and minutes of the March meeting were approved.

Purchase negotiations between Tracy Singleton and Jim Lupient concerning the Lupient-owned building on E. 25th Street across from the Birchwood have ended, with Lupient deciding not to sell the building.  An attendee conjectured that had negotiations been successful, conducting the Birchwood restaurant business from two locations would have been difficult.

There was a discussion about the Zoning limitations placed upon the existing site which complicate even modest expansion.  The kitchen cannot be expanded to the south onto the adjacent property which Birchwood owner Tracy Singleton also owns, because the City will not allow a property to have more than four sides.  That said, the situation exists in numerous places elsewhere in the City so efforts will still be made to work with City Zoning.  

A traffic/parking problem was identified at the nearby intersection of 34th Avenue South and E. 25th Street.  Birchwood patrons park too close to the intersection corners to allow visibility.  It’s illegal to park within 30’ of a corner but few drivers know this.  Because it’s on the law books, the City won’t install signs advising drivers of the law because a lack of the signs at a different intersection would appear to allow the practice.  This type of parking problem (dangerously reduced visibility) exists at other locations within Seward such as at Franklin and 28th Avenues and at 24th Street and 22nd Avenue (at the Jehovah Witness building).  It’s frustrating that seemingly, nothing can be done. 

Motion: Moved that the SNG urges Minneapolis Public Works to install signs at the intersection of 34th Avenue and E. 25th Street advising drivers that there can be no parking within 30 feet of the corner.  Ann moved and Magdalena seconded.  Passed with all in favor.  Robin abstained.  

Attendees determined that the parking lot at Ramona’s building (Lupient building) could be made more efficient in parking more cars.  The lot could hold six cars and an egress lane if the pavement were marked with diagonal spaces.   

There were short discussions including one about installing diagonal parking in front of the Birchwood and removing parallel parking on the north side of the street (conclusion: the City won’t allow this).  Also discussed, Tracy is known for engaging the community as concerns her restaurant business, so she encountered real difficulties when she made public several weeks ago, her negotiations with Jim Lupient to buy his building.  Per his instructions, she wasn’t allowed to talk with the existing tenants.  The net effect was to create uncertainty for the tenants and stress for all.  

________________

Katya reported on the Pedestrian Safety Plan for Franklin Avenue which is being funded by a grant from the University of North Carolina, Highway Research. Seward is one of 17 areas nationwide receiving funding. The funding has allowed the hiring of the traffic engineering firm, SEH and the formation of a local pedestrian safety task force which has met several times to examine those Franklin Avenue intersections which were identified in earlier planning efforts to generate safety problems.  City and County traffic engineers were involved in the discussions and at the conclusion of the process, commented very positively about its workings and findings. 

Katya distributed maps/diagrams of Franklin Avenue which showed the task force’s recommended pedestrian safety-enhancing modifications.  Along the entire Avenue, 5’ bike lanes on each side are shown, with two 11’ automobile traveling lanes.  There will be 9’ parking lanes next to the curb (the bike lanes are between the traveling lanes and the parking lanes).  The plan notes that State Aid standards call for a minimum 10’ parking lane so a ‘design exception’ will be sought. 

Bump-outs are the primary means of improving pedestrian safety in the plan as bump-outs provide a ‘safety island’ effect and shorten the distance a pedestrian must traverse.  On the plan, bump-outs can be found: on the north side of Franklin at 23rd Avenue; on Franklin at the SE corner of the intersection of Franklin and 23rd Ave, and on Franklin at the NW and SW corners of the intersection of Franklin and 24th Avenue. At these and other intersections, the bump-outs are located in the parking lane, much like the recently renovated 27th Avenue.  

A couple other measures are called out on Franklin at the 24th Avenue intersection, such as relocating the bus stop at the SW corner of the intersection (in front of the Sierra Club offices) east across 24th Avenue (to the front of the old Big Olaf restaurant). 

Further east, the intersections of Franklin at 25th and 26th Avenues were identified in last year’s planning discussions as dangerous for pedestrians.  The plan calls for bump-outs on Franklin at the NW, NE and SE corners of the intersection of Franklin at 25th Avenue. 

At the intersection of Franklin and 26th Avenue (which Avenue is a County Highway) a bump-out is indicated on Franklin Avenue at the NW corner.  Additionally, bold chevron striping is proposed in the painted crosswalks at this intersection to highlight the presence of pedestrians.  All along the Avenue, pedestrian level lighting is recommended to enhance the pedestrian experience and promote visibility. 

Katya reported that much to the task force’s dismay, the SEH traffic consultants/planners, in concert with City and County engineers did not support the neighborhood’s desire for a pedestrian crossing of the infamous ‘S’ curve between Seward Towers West and Triangle Park –it’s simply not a legal crossing.  Sight lines are compromised for drivers due to the curve and the engineers believe that with a pedestrian crossing, safety will actually be lessened. 

An attendee cautioned that in her opinion (based on her experience at her retail store on Lake Street), bump-outs: create unpredictability; absorb parking spots in their construction, and lastly, cause snow plow drivers to plow poorly, further restricting parking.  Other speakers countered that with bump-outs there’s a trade-off between parking and pedestrian safety, and that given the hazards on Franklin for pedestrians, it’s a good trade. 

A speaker praised the bike lanes on the plan and noted that Minneapolis was just rated the #1 city in the U.S. in terms of bicycle usage, even superseding Portland OR, which prides itself on its bicycle utilization. 

Robin reported that bike lanes will be installed on Franklin Avenue east of 29th Street as a continuation of the Riverside Avenue bike lanes.   There are no plans at this time to continue the lanes west of 29th Avenue, but he’s heard that City officials have indicated a willingness to consider this, given that the current traveling and parking lanes are well above minimum widths.   Robin also mentioned that before the City applies expensive ‘Duratherm’ (adhesive, reflective) road markings, it usually removes the top couple inches of asphalt through milling and replaces it with an overlay.  

Redesign will now apply for a grant from Transit for Livable Communities to actually implement the construction of some or all of the recommendations.  Attendees praised the plan as showing careful thought. 

Motion: Moved that the Seward Neighborhood Group registers an initial approval of the Pedestrian Safety Plan and urges continued efforts to improve traffic and pedestrian issues in the Seward neighborhood.  Charlie moved and Sheldon seconded. Passed with all in favor.  Robin abstained.

For a more detailed look at the proposed plan, please contact Seward Redesign.  
________________

Seward has the amount of approximately $200K for the second phase of its NRP housing program.  A year ago the CDC devised housing repair programs which would be administered by the Center for Energy and the Environment.  A part-time staff person at SNG would aid in getting the word out to Seward residents and perform directed outreach to those homeowners most in need. 

During the many months of waiting for the programs to be approved and all contracts to be signed, the staff person who was hired to implement outreach, Bernie Waibel, found other full-time employment and he now doesn’t have the time to perform his part-time housing program duties (he’s submitted a resignation letter).

Sheldon related that there may be a way to have the office person now in place, Mike Rollin, perform some housing program-related office duties while engaging a person with building experience for limited visits with homeowners.  CEE has staff who can meet with homeowners or there are people within Seward who might be interested.  The SNG Executive Committee will meet to discuss replacement.

Bernie will remain as volunteer staff for the CDC. 

________________

Sheldon updated the Committee as to the hearings on the two Xcel substations (one on the existing power line at Seward’s border and another near 35W), and the transmission line which will join them.  The State still needs to do an Assessment of Need for the line which Xcel states is required to satisfy added demand by Abbott Hospital, the old Sears buildings, and the Wells Fargo building at 35W --need should be easy to prove. 

The exact route of the transmission line is under current consideration and the choices are several: overhead route along the Midtown Greenway; underground along the Greenway, and along two of the following three streets: 26th, 28th or 31st (the transmission line is of such a size that one street is inadequate to carry all the cabling). At the earlier State hearings the neighborhoods along the Greenway showed why streets make poor corridors and the overhead street option now appears to have been discarded. 

The question now is whether the transmission line should be buried along 28th Street or the Greenway, or installed overhead along the Greenway.  At the hearing, detractors showed that installing the line overhead would ruin the aesthetics of the trail as well as kill any type of future development (homes proximate to an overhead line are not considered to have mortgages which are insurable by HUD).  

If the transmission line is buried, it is probable that the cost will be shared among a large pool of ratepayers, not just those in South Minneapolis.  

Regarding the new substation, the industrial sites along Minnehaha Avenue (which now hold buildings including Zimmer-Davis) have been discarded as potential substation sites by the State Hearing officials. This leaves the Arbor Day tree planting site at the east end of the new Greenway bridge (the Martin Sabo bridge) as a prime site for a new substation. However, the graveled park and ride lot between Lake Street and 31st Street on the east side of Hiawatha is still the neighborhoods’ preferred substation site.   There is precedent that if the Arbor Day site/park is taken for a substation, equivalent public space must be provided to replace it.  

Sheldon emphasized that public comments are still very important and that they’ve influenced discussions so far.  The Midtown Greenway Coalition website at http://www.midtowngreenway.org/XcelEnergyGridExpansion.html has information as to where to send comments.  

The SNG is one of 17 ‘interveners’ who have added authority at the hearings.  Part of that authority derives from attendance at all the hearing sessions of which there are many.  When SNG officials cannot be at the hearings, the Midtown Greenway Coalition attorney will represent SNG.  Sheldon reported that the MGC and its attorney, Paula Maccabee have done an excellent job of laying out its and the neighborhoods’ positions, and conducting its representation in a very competent manner.  Sheldon also had high words of praise for the City and County attorneys who have participated in the process –they’re also articulate and well-prepared. 

The slow progress of the hearings has given the neighborhoods time to organize and develop their positions.  Sheldon again emphasized the need to forward comments to the Hearing officials. 

________________

Charlie reported that the Jehovah Witness parking lot on E. 24th Street at 22nd Avenue is again under construction.  He recently spoke with a congregant who said that the lot will be paved with permeable pavers for rainwater mitigation onsite and that the parked cars will be oriented west so that headlights don’t shine into the adjacent home.  There will be ‘night-friendly’ lighting and ample landscaping. 

Meeting adjourned at 8:30 p.m.
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