
Minutes - SNG Community Development Committee

June 8, 2010

Present: Charlie Hoffman (chair), Katya Pilling of Seward Redesign, Cam Gordon, Susan Kolstad, Ken Webb, Suzanne Weinstein, Dan Breva, Jim Welna, Tan VanDeWeghe, Monique Mackenzie, Susan Hoffman, Laura and Philipp Muessig, Mike Cronin (representing Holiday Station Stores), Jim Welna, Tal Anderson, Dan Sholl, Don Barton, Rebecca Alderson, Ashagre (Ash) Atre, Andrew Dahl, Claudia Peppey, Michael Farnsworth, Mary Blitzer, Kathy Sikora, Tim Keeffe, Liza Laurence, Julia Slapp, LoAnn Crepeau (Riverton Community Housing), Roxanne Miller, Ann Fandrey, B. Chase, Wade Russell and Jeremy Nordenstrom (Community First Development) and Bernie Waibel (minutes).    

Introductions were made and minutes of the April meeting were approved subject to one clarification: that the minutes and the motion concerning the Franklin Avenue pedestrian safety plan reiterate not a full approval of that plan’s findings to date but only approval of the concept of a plan.

__________________________

Riverton Community Housing wishes to construct an enclosure for its dumpster at the NW corner of its Franklin Housing Cooperative site at 2124 E. Franklin Avenue.  The location of the dumpster is on Franklin Avenue at the property line separating the site from Cedars 94 to the west.  There is currently a chain link fence dividing the Riverton and Cedars 94 complexes. 

City code requires that a dumpster enclosure be built some feet away from a property line but in this case, Riverton wishes to build adjacent to the fence so that a hiding place can be eliminated.  Management at the neighboring Cedars 94 agrees with, and supports the proposal to build the dumpster enclosure directly at the fenceline.  

LoAnn distributed site plans and photos which clearly showed the locations in question.  The photos showed that the dumpsters have been located at the fenceline for many years, all without problems arising. 

Attendees commented that the proposal to build at the fenceline is quite reasonable; that another dangerous hiding spot could be eliminated by doing so, and that overall, an enclosure will improve the general appearance of the 
Avenue.  

Motion: Moved that the SNG Board support Riverton’s request of City Zoning for a variance to allow the construction of a dumpster enclosure adjacent to the site’s western fenceline.  Jim moved and Don seconded.  All in favor with Cam abstaining.  

__________________________

Because Charlie’s wife, Susan is the realtor involved in the sale, Charlie recused himself from leading the discussion about the subdivision of 3800 E. 26th Street.  Ken took over and asked one of the sellers, Rebecca, to apprise the Committee.  

Rebecca and her husband Rolf Miller will divide their double-lot, 18,000 s.f. site back into two separate lots, making it possible for Seward residents Monique and Tan to construct a new infill home on the new site (Tan is an architect). The lot that will be sold still carries its original, separate, legal description and is of a desirable size on a nice street. The minimum size for a lot is 5,000 s.f. so the new lot will be well in excess of that size.  (Staff note: currently, the overall site consists of two 55’ wide lots on 38th Avenue, with one lot parallel to E. 26th Street.  A modern, single-story house facing south was built on the southern of the two lots within the last forty years.)

Rebecca and Monique explained that there is an old-forest oak tree on the new lot site but that an arborist has determined that the tree can survive with good design of the new house and careful construction. However, the oak tree is quite aged and currently has a large strap holding a large split together halfway up (installed when Rebecca and Rolf bought the property four years ago). Monique and Tan will make every effort to save the oak. At the front of the site on 38th Avenue, there are an ash and a catalpa tree, though the ash has a dim future given the ash borer. 

Many years ago there was a house on the northern of the two lots facing 38th Avenue, but the house was torn down.  The house’s lot was joined (via a ‘tax parcel’) to the southern lot where the site’s house now sits on E. 26th Street (facing south).  With the demolition of the old house and conjoining of the lots, an uber-lot with 110’ of frontage on 38th Avenue was created. 

If the conjoined site were now split equally so that each lot had 55’ of frontage on 38th Avenue, the existing house facing E. 26th Street would sit five feet in from the northern (the home’s rear) property line.  Because current zoning guidelines require a minimum of six feet, the property will be divided so that the existing house site will have 56’ of frontage on 38th Avenue and the new lot will have 54’ feet of frontage. The lots are 157’ deep.   

Motion: Moved that the SNG support the subdivision of 3800 E. 26th Street to produce a new building site; and that the division allocate 56’ of frontage on 38th Avenue to the existing homesite and 54’ of 38th Avenue frontage to the new homesite.  Kathy moved and Mary seconded.  Passed with all in favor.  Cam abstained.  

___________________________________________________

Mike Cronin reported that the Holiday Station Store chain is in the process of changing all of its black and white ‘specials’ boards (know by Holiday as its ‘reader boards’) to electronic signs employing LED technology.  New boards are needed Mike said, to bring people into the store because drivers are unaware that in addition to the gas at the pumps, there are many food items available within the store.  The cost for each new LED sign is about $60,000 so quoting Mike, the ‘Big Audience for the sign’s messages is the driving public’. The ‘pay at the pump’ technology actually works to keep people out of the store.

In Minneapolis by City law, the signs may change no quicker than every eight seconds and the new sign on Franklin Avenue at 22nd Avenue will conform to this guideline.  Additionally, the sign text will ‘snap out’ so that there won’t be a fading or transitioning to the new message. Messages will be shown in batches which will then repeat.  

City code also regulates the brightness of the sign relative to the ambient light level so the sign will be the brightest at noon and dimmest after dark.  More technically, the sign’s emitted light level must be within 0.3 foot candles of ambient. 

To a concern expressed by a resident, Mike reported that once the message is on the screen (which is essentially a huge LED TV screen) it must remain static, so there can be no ‘dancing bananas’.  A second resident observed that St. Paul’s electronic sign ordinance requires a twelve second interval before a new message is shown –there is no set standard for these signs.  

Another resident reminded the group that one of the ongoing discussion items over the last fifteen years at the Development Committee has been the excessive light levels illuminating neighborhood businesses and the escape of that light into neighborhood homes as well as into the night sky.  Will this sign compound an ongoing problem?  The renderings of the proposed sign that Mike distributed show a very bright sign.  Mike reiterated that there is an ambient light level sensor so that light levels will be low. 

Another resident questioned whether studies had been done on this type of sign and whether the signs affect safety.  Mike said that the only studies done to date have been on very large, highway-sized signs and that the study findings showed no negative effect on drivers. 

This resident also asked, in light of recent Franklin Avenue planning efforts, whether there were guidelines as to the size and nature of signs on Franklin Avenue. 

Jim Welna reported that as the president of the Seward Civic and Commerce Association (SCCA) which includes over 80 neighborhood businesses, his group had written a letter opposing installation of the sign.  Jim described the corner of E. Franklin and 22nd Avenue as a very busy one with a gas station, two restaurants and a retail store all residing at the intersection’s corners.  Further from the corner are thriving businesses with a lot of vehicular and pedestrian traffic.   

Jim said that given the many pedestrians at all times of the day crossing at the intersection and the large number of vehicles wheeling through the intersection and navigating its corners, the crossing is a dangerous one.  The hazards of the intersection are magnified for the residents of Seward Square, located one block to the north.  Seward Square is an eighty unit facility for people with mobility issues and wheelchairs are common at the corners of the intersection.  Anything that takes drivers’ eyes off an already dangerous intersection and rivets them to an electronic signboard endangers everyone and renders any economic benefit to Holiday a poor tradeoff for the neighborhood. 

Several members of the SCCA had driven to the Vernon Avenue Holiday Station store near 50th Street and Highway 100 and had viewed the electronic sign there.  All noticed few, if any, pedestrians at the Vernon Avenue location. 

Charlie supported Jim’s comments by saying that there are times of the day when the street is a busy zoo with pedestrians crossing to businesses and coming and going to the light rail station nearby.  Also, Franklin Avenue is considered a ‘bike friendly’ street with many bicyclists at rush hour.  The sole purpose of the $60,000 electronic sign is to grab the attention of drivers and pedestrians and focus that attention on something other than safety.  The sign will be detrimental to pedestrian safety.  

Katya talked about the recent planning efforts conducted on Franklin Avenue and reported that while there are no sign guidelines for the Avenue, there are statements reflecting the neighborhood’s core values.  The core values are like lenses for focusing on issues like electronic signs.  She read several of the pertinent values from the plan’s final report.  In summary, buildings, signs and infrastructure should be on a human scale so that pedestrians and drivers may have a safe and pleasant experience.    

A resident said that an electronic sign several feet from the sidewalk with changing messages will give the Avenue more of a ‘downtown’ feel and less that of an intimate neighborhood. 

Another speaker ventured that if drivers at the pumps need to know that they can go inside, why not put video screens on the pumps?  Mike dismissed that idea by saying that placing video advertising screens on the pumps doesn’t bring gas-pump customers into the store.  

Mike said that he didn’t necessarily need a motion at this meeting and that he would take the concerns expressed back to Holiday.  Two speakers repeated that the purpose of the sign is to grab attention and that the signs do what they’re supposed to do very well.  

Phil urged the group to consider the appearance of the Avenue when the future cost of the signs really drops.  Proactive discussion is needed.    

Bernie’s note: planning for better traffic movement and greater pedestrian safety on Franklin Avenue has been a long-time priority for the community.  A large planning effort was conducted last year that involved City and County traffic engineers in the discussions.  At the conclusion of the process, these engineers commented very positively about the Study’s workings and findings. 
Currently, a ‘Pedestrian Safety Plan for Franklin Avenue’ is being funded by a grant from the University of North Carolina, Highway Research. Seward is one of 17 areas nationwide receiving funding. The current planning has pedestrian safety-enhancing modifications that include bump-outs to reduce the distance that a pedestrian must traverse crossing the street, and for bicycle safety, 5’ bike lanes on each side of the Avenue.  For information about these two planning efforts, please contact Seward Redesign. 

________________

Wade Russell of Community First Development reported that he once sat on the LCC Board of Directors and has done rehab/development work in Phillips, Longfellow and other inner-city neighborhoods.  Wade’s company doesn’t do large developments but concentrates on smaller residential projects. He himself is a broker and has a background in real estate.  

Two years ago a local real estate agent approached Wade regarding 3008 E. 26th Street.  The original hope was to build on the house’s existing foundation but the foundation was found to be failing and along with the house, was removed.  Wade reported that had he been able to use the existing foundation, several Zoning and Inspections Department hoops could have been avoided.  

Now, a point system has been developed by the City where fifteen points minimum are required for a project to go forward.  A developer receives points for such things as windows, trees, a full basement, covered porches, etc. 

Wade reported that several variances are required to build on 3008 E. 26th Street:  

(1.) City code requires a minimum lot width of at least 40’ feet, but the lot at 3008 is only 30’ wide. Wade also said that City code requires a minimum house width of at least 22’ but because the lot is only 30’ wide, a narrower house is the only way to achieve the required side setbacks. The house will be 16’ wide by 52’ long and will be set back from the front sidewalk by the City-required 20’. 

(2.) City code requires a lot to be at least 5,000 s.f. in size while the lot at 3008 E. 26th Street has only 2,880 s.f..  

(3.) Current City code requires that new houses have garages but this site is so narrow that a garage driveway can’t be built on the site.  Wade asked for support in his request of the City to escape the garage requirement.  

Wade and Jerry said that the house will be attractive and affordable for a first-time homebuyer. 

A resident asked about the burned-out and abandoned duplex next door at 3010 E. 26th Street –his ideal solution would be to build on both lots combined. The lot next door is not huge and combined the lot would at least be of legal size.  

A speaker bluntly criticized the development plan, stating that the size of the proposed house at one story is not compatible with the other homes on the block, each of which is 1 ½ to two stories in height.  Additionally, if the proposed house is set back 20’ from the street, it will further accentuate the differences since the existing houses are set much closer to the front property line.  The burned-out duplex next door at 2010 will most likely be gone soon and her preference too is that both lots be combined and an appropriate sized house be built on the site.   

Jerry said that the City requires that the house be set back 20’ from the front property line and that at 1 ½ or 2 stories, the house would be priced out of the market -no entry-level buyer could afford the extra story.

A speaker criticized the placement of the bedrooms in the basement and argued that even with good waterproofing, the bedrooms will be damp and will promote the growth of mold.  The adjacent houses are too close to the proposed building-site and the water dumping from all their roofs combined will make the building unlivable.  It’s not fair to make low-income people live in basements so that they can afford to pay the mortgage. 

Jerry countered that the house will have rain gutters and that modern waterproofing techniques can keep a basement dry -all houses are now required to have drain tile systems and gutters.  Wade and Jerry’s company will build a dry, livable house for a buyer needing an affordable home.  

There was a discussion about the affordability of the home.  Wade reported that the site at 3008 was bought for $34K and that $24K was spent on demolition.  He thinks that building costs for the proposed house will be $130K to $140K and that a sale price will be about $175K.  This will produce a net loss for the company but the company has reserves.  It’s also better to lose $20K than the $60K now sunk into the property. 

A local realtor thought that a $175K sale price was unreasonable and that buyers would reject the property based on the location of the bedrooms in the basement.  She’s found over her 18 years in the business that homes with basement bedrooms just don’t sell.  Additionally, the overall dimensions of the house are wrong.  Currently, she has a railroad house on the market measuring 18’ by 42’, not much different from the 16’ by 52’ house proposed.  The 18’ by 42’ house has been on the market for two years.  

Discussion turned to the four-square house built two years before at 2921 E. 26th Street.  That house sold for $250K and is a solid, above-ground house with three bedrooms and a new garage.  It’s two stories in height and a speaker said that this house sets the standard for what the community wants built on the site at 3008.  She too advocated for waiting for the site at 3010 to be made available and building something similar.  

Jerry said that Wade and he don’t have the luxury of time to wait for the owner of the burned-out duplex to respond to their phone calls –he hasn’t responded at all.  Jerry also said that this discussion at the neighborhood level is an illustration of the frustration and roadblocks that developers in Minneapolis encounter.  Many of Wade and Jerry’s cohorts in the business avoid doing business in Minneapolis completely because neighborhood politics are difficult to overcome and the Zoning and Inspections Departments constantly come up with new requirements.  When they bought the 3008 property two years before, Jerry said that there was no requirement for a garage –now they have to jump through that and other hoops.  It’s very frustrating because the company is trying to do something good for the City and neighborhood.  

A neighbor of the site who lives two doors away said that a two-story house is needed on the site to be compatible with the existing homes, of which hers is one.  The proposed single story house is also too narrow at only 16’ wide and it will sit back from the sidewalk too far. She believes that the neighborhood should withhold its approval until the lot at 3010 can be bought and combined with the lot at 3008.

Don made a motion that Community First Development work with Seward Redesign, City Zoning and Cam’s office to purchase the property at 3010 E. 26th Street.  The motion did not receive a ‘second’.

Liza made a motion (and Don seconded it) to delay the decision on the variances but it was then pointed out that the proposed house and variances would go before the City’s Board of Adjustment anyway in the coming month -the motion didn’t say anything about the proposed construction and the neighborhood would be left without a voice in the City discussion.  The motion was voted on and the motion did not carry. 

Motion: Moved that the SNG Board of Directors support the several variances required to build a 16’ x 52’ single-story house on the 2,880 s.f. site at 3008 E. 26th Street.  Andrew moved and Kathy seconded.  Motion failed, six in favor and 11 opposed.  Liza, Don and Cam abstained. 

Charlie strongly encouraged Wade and Jerry to contact Redesign and Cam’s office and try to enlist help in securing the adjacent site at 3010 E. 26th Street.  A better project will result and the company will probably make money, instead of losing it. 

______________________

Charlie apologized to Tal Anderson for allowing the meeting to chew up the time allocated for a report about problems arising at the Blue Nile.  Tal graciously accepted and promised to attend the next meeting where the topic will be heard near the beginning of the agenda. 

Hopefully, the next meeting will also have a report about the Nice Ride bicycle rental program now operating in Seward.  It had been hoped that a report could be shoehorned into the meeting just finished. 

Meeting adjourned at 8:55 p.m.
Minutes approved July 13, 2010
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