Community Development Committee minutes 



May 12, 2009
____________________________________________________________________________

Present: Charlie Hoffman (chair), Sheldon Mains, Bob Hain, Adam Eggert, Cindy Burns, Jean Johnstad, Theresa Nelson, Bill Greger, Roxanne Bergeron, Kevin Brown, Tal Anderson, Marilyn Jones, Liping Wang, Ewart Martens, Allen Aigbogm, Todd Sample, Suzanne Weinstein (Coastal Seafoods), Tracy Singleton (Birchwood Café) Greg Klave, Abbie Loosen, Chris Wilson of PPL, Martha Lantz of Touchstone Mental Health, David Miller and Jeff Schoeneck of UrbanWorks Architecture, Emily Wergin, Katya Pilling and Eddie Landenberger (the three are from Seward Redesign), and Bernie Waibel (SNG, minutes).  Two individuals (one was Anna) from the Seward Co-op Café attended the full meeting but didn’t sign in. 

Chuck Whitney (owner of True Thai) stayed through the discussion regarding his restaurants seating.  Christian Dean and Gayla Lindt of City Desk Studio stayed through the Franklin Avenue Planning discussion.  Worku Mindaye (owner of the old Co-op building), Carol Past (Midtown Greenway) and Cam Gordon joined the group later in the meeting.  

________________________________________________________________________________________
Motion: Moved that SNG support all the needed setback variances to permit renovations at 2104 30th Avenue South.  Bob moved and Ewart seconded.  The vote was unanimous with no nays or abstentions.  

________________________________________________________________________________________

Motion: Moved that the SNG support Charles Whitney’s request of the City for a license allowing up to eight outside dining tables at his True Thai Restaurant.  Sheldon moved and Ewart seconded. The vote was unanimous with no nays or abstentions.   

________________________________________________________________________________________

PPL and Touchstone staff will return in June to request neighborhood support for variances.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Motion: Moved that SNG support the Final Draft of the Franklin Avenue Development Guidelines with the provision that the height of buildings be limited to three stories in the area from 21st Avenue to the River.  Sheldon moved and Bob seconded.  The vote was 2 nays, 4 abstentions (Tal, Jean, Katya and Emily) while the remaining Committee members voted in favor (approximately 20 individuals).  Motion passed.

________________________________________________________________________________________
Loan

Charlie introduced Eddie Landenberger of Seward Redesign and Worku Mindaye, owner of the Shega Bakery as well as the old Co-op building, and related that Worku will move his bakery to the back part of the old building.  This will leave space for a retail business or restaurant at the front of the building and in fact, Redesign has identified a pair of businessmen who operate two successful sushi/noodle restaurants in the City (one downtown

and another in South Mpls.) and who wish to open a third outlet.   

Charlie said that Worku will be performing the very expensive renovation or build-out of the space into a restaurant while the operators will invest about $80K of their own money.  The City will award a loan in the amount of $75K to the business and the operators request the loan of $75K of Phase I NRP funds.  These funds were returned to the neighborhood by the Seward Co-op when that business moved to its new location at Franklin and Riverside Avenues. 

There was a heated discussion concerning the wisdom of awarding all of the neighborhoods funds earmarked in its NRP plan for Economic Development to one risky business.  SNG Board president Sheldon related that after awarding the $75K, there would remain about $3K from NRP Phase I funds.  Additionally, in NRP Phase II there is an amount of $18K for Economic Development and $45K for Mixed Use Development (housing combined with retail for example).  

Charlie said that the neighborhoods funding from NRP is restricted to certain predetermined uses and while it would be nice to use the $75K to dig SNG out of its financial hole, this isn’t possible.  SNG got into its financial trouble when its last Executive Director diverted NRP funds to pay for non-allowed uses.  

When questioned, Eddie said that the funds from the neighborhood would take the form of a loan directly to the restaurant business and not be secured by the larger building -the assets of the business would secure the loan.  The loans terms would match those of the loan from the City in being a ten-year loan at 2%, fully amortized.  The loan would be serviced by the City or its agent.  

Eddie emphasized that Worku will spend hundreds of thousands in doing the basic build-out and that that infrastructure would survive a possible failure of the sushi/noodle restaurant another restaurant concept could step in quickly and resume service.  The neighborhood/NRP loan will help the operators with a lower level of debt so that they can survive until the current economic malaise is past.  Lastly, the $75M loan will leverage the entire renovation of the building which will cost $2.3M -a very good deal for the neighborhood. 

A speaker argued that the funds should be directed to the building itself so that there is a sufficient level of assets to secure the loan the community has awarded loans to many businesses over the years and they were all secured with real estate.  

Katya stated that the loan from the City is essentially a match to that of the neighborhood and that the City’s funds come through the New Market Tax Financing vehicle.  That program precludes awarding funds which are secured by real estate and anyway, Worku’s lenders on the rest of the project have objected to Worku assuming more debt. 

A resident lamented the passing of the Pi Nightclub and the Cliquot Club café, saying that they had become wonderful components of Seward’s tapestry.  At the same time, she doubted the wisdom of now awarding such a large sum to one, poorly secured and risky business. 

A speaker said that if the restaurant operators were chefs who woke up one day and decided to open a restaurant, he would be the first to run in the opposite direction.  The operators in this case are seasoned, experienced and successful, and they if anyone, should be able to pull it off.  

Per a long-time restaurant critic who he couldn’t name, Sheldon said that the two operators took over a failing sushi restaurant in the downtown area and converted it into a successful outlet with very reasonable prices and excellent food.  There is risk in every business loan but given the caliber of these operators, the risk of default is actually lowered. 

A speaker said that perhaps a Subway Sandwich or a Dunkin Donut shop were viable alternatives for the building in that they could find and risk the loss of their own financing.  

Eddie said that the neighborhood in its Franklin Planning discussions had loudly and clearly stated its preference for unique, owner operated restaurants quite unlike the typical franchise.  Eddie reminded the group that the $75K is a fully amortized (repaid) loan which leverages a much larger investment ($2.3M) in the building.  

Eddie lauded Worku for not renting to the several franchises which had approached him.  Instead, Worku had put his trust in the neighborhood, even though the daily holding costs for the empty building are enormous.  The banking crisis has made it extremely difficult to re-purpose the building but Worku has hung in with the neighborhoods wishes -the community should reward his good faith. 

Katya pointed out that this site is a linchpin for the western end of Franklin Avenue.  Residents have repeatedly complained about the empty building and lack of activity the stretch between the LRT and Welna Hardware is too long with too few eyes on the street. 

Tal said that as a representative from the new condos south of the Blue Nile, he and his neighbors want very much to see a successful business in the building.  Due to the lack of activity on the street, graffiti is now appearing on buildings at the western end of the Avenue. 

 Anna, one of the representatives from the Seward Co-op Café stated that her collective was willing to negotiate the use of its property to enable the placement of a fire-escape door on the east side of the restaurant.  The Café collective wishes to see the restaurant succeed. 

Tracy returned to the subject of the demise of Pi and the Cliquot Club, saying that their loss was especially painful due to the fact that the Seward neighborhood had been approaching a critical mass of quality restaurants.  She said that while no one will come to the neighborhood for a Subway sandwich or a Dunkin Donut they will if there are enough interesting restaurants serving quality food.  

Motion: Moved that the SNG support the loan of $75K from NRP Phase I funds dedicated to Economic Development and that the terms match those of the loan awarded by the City.  Sheldon moved and Tal seconded.  A hand vote was taken with 14 people approving the motion; 4 opposing and 8 abstaining.  

Persons abstaining included Redesign’s employees, Cam, the Café representatives, and several others who hadn’t formed a definite opinion as to the propriety of the motion.  Charlie and Bernie voted in favor of the motion. Motion passed. 
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