
Minutes – SNG Community Development Committee

July 13, 2010

Present: Charlie Hoffman (chair), Katya Pilling of Seward Redesign, Robin Garwood, Ken Webb, Andrew Dahl, Mary Blitzer, Bob Hain, Liza Laurence, Barb Fasching of Max-it-Pawn, Mark Smith (CEO, owner of Max-it-Pawn), Howard Roston (Atty, representing Max-it-Pawn), Tracy Singleton, Peggy Clark, Peter Fleck, Adam Jonas and Wynne Yelland (Locus Architecture), Scott Henderson, Magdalena Brown, Ramona Bolton, Robert Arndt, Bruce Johansen, Ann Risch, and Bernie Waibel (minutes).    

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

Howard related that the motorcycle repair shop at 815 Cedar Avenue will be shut down and a Max-it-Pawn store will be installed in the space (the store will actually be a ‘Cash n Pawn’ store under the parent company, Max-it-Pawn). There will be upgrades to the site in terms of better lighting, a rain garden, the closing of at least two curb cuts (one on each of the ‘new’ and ‘old’ Cedar Avenues), the planting of trees, installation of bicycle parking spaces, installation of ornamental fences, etc.. 

Mark said that every transaction at a Minnesota pawnshop is electronically transmitted to the police department where stolen items are compared to the items being processed by the many stores that day.  This system is known as the ‘Automated Pawn System’ or APS.  Only ½ of 1% of items taken in by the Max-it-Pawn system of 16 shops is confiscated by the police.  The customer pays the sum of $1.50 per transaction to pay for the APS and the fact that the transaction will be reported to police is stated right on the pawn ticket.  Mark emphasized that pawn shops are stringently regulated by the State of Minnesota and operate under special statutes.

City Zoning has told the company that there isn’t sufficient parking for another retail use in the building so the entire building will be used for the pawn business.  The nearest Max-it-Pawn owned store is the Cash ‘n Pawn at 2726 Lake Street.  Barb thought that 75 to 80% of the employees at that store use mass transit to get to work and she expects the same or more at the new store. 

There will be the equivalent number of 31 full-time employees hired to staff the new store (there are about 212 full-time employees already in the system) and like all employees, will receive benefits such as medical coverage.  

Mark said that a pawnshop is simply a place where a person can get a loan by pledging a piece of property as collateral.  Over 60% of customers who bring in an item as collateral return to pay back the loan and redeem the item.  Customers needing a short-term loan cite a variety of reasons for their loans: they don’t have good enough credit for a conventional loan; they might have an emergency such as needing to buy a uniform for a child, or they might need to get out of town for a funeral, etc.  A meeting attendee reinforced Mark’s comments by saying that a pawnshop is a needed financial resource for low-income individuals. 

If an item is bought outright from a customer it must be held thirty days before it can be sold.  If an item is used for a loan, the ‘hold-period’ before a loan is ‘out of pawn’ is thirty to ninety days (though sixty is typical).  Regarding loan fees, Mark said that a $100 loan of less than two weeks would cost $12.50, so that to recover the collateral, the total cost would be $112.50.  A loan of $100 for over two weeks would cost $25 for a total redemption cost of $125.  

Hours of the store will be 10 – 7 M-F; 10 – 5 Sa, and 12-5 Sunday.  There will be a sign on the building internally lit with LED lights for energy efficiency (the sign is not programmable). 

Under City Zoning code, a nonconforming use can be changed to another nonconforming use if certain conditions imposed by Zoning are met.  In the case of the Max-it-Pawn application, the additional conditions are site improvements.  

Motion:  Moved that the SNG support the application of Max-it-Pawn to change the nonconforming use of 815 Cedar Avenue from that of a motorcycle repair facility to the nonconforming use of a pawnshop.  Ramona moved and Liza seconded.  Nine attendees voted in favor of the motion and three voted opposition.  Robin abstained.  Motion carried. 

___________________________________________________

Tracy Singleton, owner of the Birchwood Café related that she wishes to remove her house at the SE corner of E. 25th Street and 33rd Avenue and expand the Café onto the former house site. Tracy and her architects have met with a Committee of the Whole of the Planning Commission and presented a plan which architect Adam Jonas distributed to Development Committee members.  

The plan shows an addition of approximately 1,800 s.f. sited to the west of the current restaurant and set back from E. 25th Street a number of feet to allow for ample exterior dining. 

Adam went through the plan and presented the problems that must be overcome with the help of Zoning:

1. The lots on which the house and the restaurant now sit are zoned as R1A, or residential.  By removing the house and expanding the restaurant, the two sites would need to be rezoned C1 or commercial.  

2. Tracy owns the house to the south of the restaurant at 2505 33rd Avenue South and seeks to create a new loading area at the rear of the 2505 site through a process known as a ‘minor subdivision’.  This loading area would also need to be rezoned to C1.

3. The setback of the new addition from 33rd Avenue on the west will be roughly in line with the front of 2505 so that the residential setback standard of the block is maintained. 

4. When a commercial property abuts a residential property, the residential sideyard standard of 5’ must be observed.  The current restaurant sits either on the property line or not more than a foot away from it, so a variance would be needed to continue this setback on the new addition to the west. 

5. The business currently has the required seven parking spaces so a request will be made for a variance reducing that requirement to zero spaces. 

6. Lastly, there will be a request for a permit to allow on-street bicycle parking on E. 25th Street in addition to the space used by Nice Ride Minnesota. 

The restaurant addition adds 24 seats for interior dining and 40 seats for outside dining.  
A neighbor to the restaurant pointed out that the shortage of parking in the area is still a problem. 

There was a discussion about a recent Supreme Court ruling which chastised municipalities for laxity in allowing too many variances –the Court favors strictness in adhering to zoning guidelines.  City Zoning officials didn’t know how this ruling might affect the Birchwood variance requests. 

A speaker questioned the wisdom of removing a house in a residential area so that a commercial enterprise could be enlarged.  Another speaker thought that removing a house to expand an existing business was less detrimental than dropping a commercial building into a solidly residential area.  

Tracy talked about trying to ‘right-size’ the new addition so as to maintain the ambiance of the existing restaurant.  Adam thought that a basement under the new addition was a strong possibility but said that a second floor was too expensive due to the need for, and cost of an elevator.  Seward Redesign is advising against second floor residential construction because a business owner should concentrate on the core business and not residential rental. 

There are no plans currently as regards the existing house at 2501 but it needs to go somewhere.  A speaker suggested that the current house at 2505 33rd Ave. So. be demolished and Tracy’s house at 2501 be rolled directly south onto the cleared site.  This would be much cheaper and simpler than finding a lot and moving the 2501 house essentially off-site. 

Tracy will return to the Committee to keep it apprised and will now start meeting with neighbors on a one-to-one basis (as well as in larger groups as before). 

________________________________________

Bob reported that Riverside Avenue will be rebuilt and bike lanes will be installed. Certain individuals in Public Works want to eliminate the bike lanes on the two blocks of Riverside nearest Cedar Avenue so that three lanes for vehicular traffic can be installed.  Where will the many bicyclists levitate to? 

Bob also complimented Seward Redesign for bringing in TLC to suggest other possibilities for lane markings, etc. 
Minutes approved by Committee September 14, 2010.
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