SNG Community Development Committee Minutes, 7.08.08

Attending: Charlie Hoffman (Chair), Alice Rasmussen, Bob Hain, Kathy Sikora, Brian Hughes, Jill Hentges and Claudius Toussaint of Metro Transit, Tonya Johnson Nicholie and Dennis Wallace of LSA Design Inc., Worku Mindaye and son Bereket Worku of Shega Bakery, Bruce Halbasch of Kraus Anderson, Tim Decker, Todd Sample, Katya Pilling and Eddie Landenberger of Seward Redesign, Sheldon Mains, Cam Gordon, and Bernie Waibel (SNG, minutes).

After introductions, Sheldon moved approval of the minutes and Brian seconded -approved with no changes. 

_______________________________________________________

Charlie reported that the barrier issue had been discussed by the Board at its June meeting and that the matter had been sent back to the CDC for further discussion.  Due to the full agenda the item would be discussed at a later date. 

Jill Hentges, Community Outreach staffmember at Metro Transit spoke about the planned “Rail Support Facility” to be built on County-owned land between 24th and 26th Streets.  She related that Metro Transit is contacting communities well before the project is fully designed so as to elicit informed public input.  While there wasn’t time to discuss the closing of the Washington Avenue bridge to vehicular traffic and how it will affect nearby communities, she would return at a later time with other staffmembers for that purpose. 

Dennis Wallace, the architect who is designing the new Metro Transit Rail Support Facility showed Powerpoint slides to illustrate his comments.  With regards to site and building design, the project is about 30-40% completed.  

The site comprises 4.5 acres; is irregular in shape, and the building itself will be about 35,000 s.f. in size.  The building will become the home of the Rail Support Group which conducts 24/7 maintenance and support for LRT power, signal and track systems (train and car maintenance is accomplished in the existing facility).  

The main entrance to the building will be on E. 24th Street (at the end of what is now a dead-end street) via a road which will parallel the bicycle trail connecting downtown with the Midtown Greenway.  The new access road will also give another means of ingress for several other businesses including Kraus-Anderson. 

Although the County is not seeking LEED certification for the building, it will still have 36 credits making it eligible for a “silver” rating (33-38 credits).  For example, the shop area will be illuminated by more than usual ‘daylighting’.  Outside, excessive amounts of storm water will move to Hiawatha and E. 26th Streets but will be filtered enroute by rain gardens which will have a percolation rate of 6” per day.  Dennis spoke about several rain gardens around the site, each employing ten to twelve species of native plants.  One of the gardens will be planted with trees and native shrubs including evergreens, swamp oak, red twig dogwoods and columnar spruce.  Ground covers and vines will replace lawn, making the grounds very low maintenance.  Irrigation will not be installed.  Charlie noted that the community will be very appreciative of the sustainable nature of the project. 

There was agreement that the building needs more windows for “eyes on the street” especially in the shop area which comprises over 2/3 of the building’s length (it has no windows on the preliminary elevation).  A speaker urged the designers to look at the guidelines generated by the Midtown Greenway Coalition for new construction along the Midtown Greenway.  

A speaker suggested that down-lights be installed on the building to light the trail because it’s dangerous for users after dark, and many people commute by means of the trail year-round.  Lights at this point on the trail would be appreciated but the speaker noted that the entire trail is poorly lit.  Lastly, any lighting should illuminate the trail and not the night sky.

With reference to the increased number of vehicles on E. 24th Street accessing the new site, a speaker stated that many bicyclists use E. 24th Street as a major access point to the LRT trail.  That access point needs improvement, especially in order to keep the increased number of vehicles and bicycles apart.  Dennis remarked that the bicycle trail won’t encounter the service road at any point and that access of bicycles to the LRT trail will occur on the north side of E. 24th Street.  

Another speaker urged Metro Transit to keep its trucks out of the residential parts of the neighborhood and have them access the freeway when needed via Minnehaha Avenue. 

There was a discussion about the stoplights at E. 26th Street and how dangerous the intersection is for bicyclists both crossing Hiawatha and simply E. 26th Street on the LRT trail –there’s no provision to accommodate them or pedestrians and near-collisions are commonplace. 

Charlie asked whether there was a chance that surrounding properties would ever be needed to round out the site.  Dennis stated that the building will accommodate sixty employees, or the number of maintenance staff that are anticipated with the addition of the LRT line between Minneapolis and St. Paul.  At this point, only 30 employees will use the building.  

For employees who bike to work at the facility, there will be showers and individual bicycle lockers.  

Near the end of his comments, Dennis mentioned that there would be a non-electrified rail spur crossing the LRT trail (connecting downtown and the Midtown Greenway) for use by ‘highrail’ trucks, or road vehicles with deployable steel railroad wheels. Trains will not enter the site via the spur, but high-rail trucks will use the spur to gain access to the rail system mostly at night when maintenance can be safely performed. There was a long discussion about this aspect of the project, especially as it affects night-time bicyclists.  Among several observations made, the spur will need to cross the trail at a right-angle so as not to catch bicycle tires, and it will need to be very well lighted.  The entire trail needs better lighting. 

Because the site is so irregular, Metro Transit may sell off odd triangles of land to adjacent site owners

Jill Hentges of Metro Transit took notes throughout the discussion.  Earlier she’d passed out her business card and again she pledged to be available to anyone wishing to email or phone her (612 349 7318, jill.hentges@metc.state.mn.us).  

__________________________________

Katya described Franklin Avenue planning efforts including the recently concluded sequence of meetings involving four task forces.  A Core Values Statement emerged from the meetings and the Seward Civic and Commerce Association (SCCA) has already adopted the document.  

Attendees made several comments about the process and the document:

--The process was very inclusive and it was easy to become involved at any point.

--Some meetings were too early in the evening or held at noon, restricting who could attend.  Despite the poor timing of the meetings, the core value statement looks great.

--The statement is sketched out in broad strokes but this is appropriate at this time.

--The document states that Franklin Avenue is to be viewed as a place to be visited and inhabited in its own right.  The speaker appreciated that Franklin wasn’t simply a way to get from A to B.  

--The document favors local ownership as a value, and the speaker appreciated this position.  

In light of the just completed discussion about the LRT and the completion of the Mpls/St. Paul line, Metro Transit should be invited back to speak about the closing of the Washington Avenue bridge in favor of a LRT crossing.  Cam thought that one lane of traffic in each direction would be preserved for vehicular use. 

Motion: Moved that the SNG approve the Franklin Avenue Core Value Statement for use as a guide to future Franklin Avenue development.  Sheldon moved and Kathy seconded.  Passed unanimously with Cam abstaining.  Motion passed. 

________________________________

Worku and Eddie spoke about Shega Bakery’s five-year residence in the old Du-All building (SNG rents space from Worku).  While the business has done well in the current Du-All space, the new space will be even more usable. The Co-op building is about 10,000 s.f. in size of which the bakery will use about 5,000 s.f., leaving about 4,500 to 5,000 s.f. for a business at the front of the building.  The bakery will have an outlet where injera can be purchased. 

Eddie has made numerous calls to local businesses and restaurants such as French Meadow and Floating World, in an effort to find a tenant.  A restaurant would be a very good choice in that restaurants seem to strengthen one another –witness Nicollet Avenue’s ‘Eat Street”.   Franklin could become known as a place to come for a good meal. 

A speaker noted that residents don’t want a chain coming in with deep pockets to cannibalize an existing business.  If an existing business loses just 10 to 20% of its business it can go out of business due to retail’s typical thin margins.  

Another speaker noted that it is Worku’s building and the community can’t dictate who the end-user will be.  He also noted that this is a very difficult economy in which to find a tenant. 

Uses that were suggested by attendees included a music school, a bike shop, and even a fast-food outlet.  If plans come to fruition near the light rail station, the area will have a higher residential density and all tastes and needs should be respected.  

The minutes from a May, 2007 meeting to discuss the reuse of the building had been distributed (see attachment) and while the effort was appreciated, a speaker said that some of the findings are suspect, such as the provision disqualifying “Nonprofits”.  Some of the neighborhood’s most successful businesses are non-profits such as Northern Clay.  (Editor’s note: the intent of this May, 2007 comment was that all businesses, both non-profit and for-profit, should pay property taxes to help pay for City/County services.)

Eddie reported that the space will be rented for $20 to $21 per s.f. per year plus “Common Area Maintenance” expenses (CAM) of $5 to $6 per s.f..  Heat, lights and taxes are included in the overall cost of $25 to $27 per square foot.  Eddie acknowledged that this is at the high end of what can be asked for the space.  The Seward Co-op will leave the building in January, 2009.

A speaker observed that a high-value, one of a kind shop selling a more exclusive product could command a higher margin.  A high-end bakery like the Baker’s Wife could make the space work.  

Charlie thanked Worku for attending the meeting and for asking for input from the community.  Charlie invited Worku to return whenever needed. 

___________________________

The Bystrom Brothers site located between E. 22nd and E. 24th Streets on Snelling Avenue just west of Minnehaha Avenue will be redeveloped at a future date.  Because changes can be made to the site, an opportunity exists to improve the Cedar/Franklin/Minnehaha intersection two blocks north.  If traffic on Minnehaha could be diverted from Minnehaha to Cedar via a connection through the Bystrom site, that portion of Minnehaha in the intersection could be eliminated.  The connection would be at approximately E. 22nd Street and would involve about a block of new street.  By removing the complications of the Minnehaha segment through the intersection, the intersection’s size is reduced and made more friendly for pedestrians.  Additionally, some amount of land is made available for LRT supportive development. 

There was a discussion about design problems in that the elevation between Cedar and Minnehaha is about 15’ to 16’, and over the length of a block, this might be problematical. This is an unknown, and Minneapolis Public Works won’t perform design studies until requested by the neighborhood.  

The condo market was discussed with a speaker noting that the owner of a condo project at 53rd and ‘Old Hiawatha Avenue” considers proximity to the LRT his strongest selling point.  Despite a relatively flat condo market, these condos are slowly but steadily selling out. 

Per Redesign’s preliminary site plan, Minnehaha Avenue north of E. 22nd Street would remain in use though it would be severed at Franklin Avenue.  In the Cedar Avenue trench where the new leg of E. 22nd Street would intersect it, there would be a new set of stoplights.  Additionally, this intersection would involve a softened curve for westbound E. 22nd Street as it turns onto northbound Cedar Avenue (a typical 90 degree turn would preclude use by semi-trailer rigs).  

Motion: Moved that the SNG request Minneapolis Public Works to move forward as quickly as possible with the planning and design work needed for a Minnehaha Avenue diversion to promote better access to the LRT station.  Sheldon moved and Todd seconded. Passed unanimously with Cam abstaining.  Motion passed.

Meeting adjourned at 8:50 p.m.. 

