CDC Meeting Minutes, Aug. 12, 2008

Attending: Charlie Hoffman (chair), Jill Hentges (Metro Transit), Councilmember Cam Gordon and aide Robin Garwood (City Council), Todd Sample, Kathy Sikora, Bob Hain, Ewart Martens, Emily Wergin (Seward Redesign), Rita Doucet, Gabriel Hoffman (SNG representative to Midtown Greenway Board), Sheldon Mains, Theresa Nelson (Midtown Greenway and resident), Suzanne Weinstein (Coastal Seafood), Garry Hesser, and Bernie Waibel (resident, minutes). 

Kathy moved approval of the minutes from the July meeting and Todd seconded.  Approved.

Jill distributed a handout showing the planned configurations for the lengthened Cedar-Riverside LRT platform and separately, the Franklin LRT platform.  She also included photos from a fact-finding bicycle ride along the LRT trail the previous day, Aug. 11, which was attended by six individuals from the neighborhood.  

Jill said that of the 17 LRT platforms, seven were built to accommodate three-car trains but that the remaining ten, including the Franklin and Cedar-Riverside stations need to be extended from their current 200’ to 270’.  Most trains will be three cars long by 2010 for the opening of the new Twins stadium, but because some cars will be back-ordered due to demand for train cars, some trains will still be two cars long until 2011.  

Construction will last for about a year and must be arranged around rush hours and events such as Twins games.  Very large construction equipment will not be needed to extend the platforms although the precast paving sections will require a crane. Canopies on the platforms will be extended along with the platforms.  The Cedar Riverside platform will be extended to the south while the Franklin platform will extend to the north so that the exits on each end of the platform will not let out onto private land (the corridor narrows outside of the platform areas). Federal ADA law requires ramps at each end of the platform.

Jill related some observations from the previous day’s bike ride on the trail: 1. There is real confusion where bicyclists and pedestrians intermingle at station areas, with near-accidents commonplace, 2. At road crossings, the trail should be linear and not veer off in a different direction to the line of travel, 3. Different pavement textures or painted markings should be used at points where bikers and pedestrians meet to warn of the danger, 4. The trail is heavily used with 800 bikers recorded in October of 2007 (the count is probably higher now given fuel prices). 5. The trail crossing at E. 26th is quite dangerous. 

Sheldon observed that the Franklin Avenue Planning Process had identified a number of problems with the station area and environs: 1. Many people use the AIOIC parking lot to drop off LRT riders, often with luggage, while others use the lot as a sidewalk, 2. Unpaved footpaths have come into existence as LRT users find the easiest, shortest path, 3. There is a lack of way-finding in the neighborhood –where is the LRT station/ where is the business district? 4. Coffee and magazine kiosks are needed as amenities and for crime prevention at the station. 

Given that the Franklin platform will extend to the north towards the bars, a speaker asked whether the bars had been problematical for riders.  Jill responded that the bars were no more difficult than the bars downtown in the warehouse area –whenever alcohol is present, there will be problems. Another speaker thought that trail users found the bar area to be safer because of the number of people present outside. 

There was a discussion about the difficulty of placing an entrance to the platform midway along its length. 

Jill summed up the problems to date with finding an official maintenance agent for the LRT trail: 1. The land under the trail is owned by the Met Council, 2. the trail was built by the Met Council, 2. The Met Council had the money to build the trail but none to maintain it, 3. The City and the Council haven’t been able to come to an agreement as to who should maintain the trail, though the City has been doing plowing in a type of guerrilla activity.  (A proposed agreement is on paper but the document remains unsigned).  

Robin reported that there appears to be some willingness on the part of Public Works to arrive at a Memorandum of Understanding. 

Jill suggested that all parties involved could choose a common lighting standard (streetlight) to make maintenance easier and that the needed trail lighting be installed in stages.  For example, the Council will build its System Maintenance building between 24th and 26th Streets and perhaps trail lighting along that section could be included in the building’s budget.  The improvements will not include call boxes though they do exist at the station platforms.

Charlie observed that discussion was bouncing back and forth between the platform extensions and LRT trail lighting, and asked for a motion concerning the platform extension.  

Motion: As part of the Franklin LRT station extension, SNG urges the Met Council to plan for the safe and effective movement of both pedestrians and bicyclists.  Additionally, way-finding signs should be installed to help travelers find their way to the LRT station, and conversely, into the neighborhood for services.  Sheldon moved and Kathy seconded.  Passed unanimously with Cam and Robin abstaining. 

Jill went on to say that each station under construction will have three weekend closures though the next nearest station will remain open.  There was a discussion as to how to warn riders about the closures, with mention made of the Seward Neighborhood Issues Forum; the SNG Newsletter, and posters/handouts for the Towers residents.  Public service announcements should be made at the station platforms, and this would be a good chance to use different languages. 

Regarding the trail proper:

Motion: The Seward Neighborhood Group urges the Met Council and the City of Minneapolis to invest effort, time and resources to resolve LRT trail safety issues.  Specifically, lighting of one style must be installed along the entire length of the trail; pedestrian and bicycle interactions must be kept to a minimum; the very dangerous crossing at E. 26th Street must be made safe; sight lines must be improved by cutting back vegetation that narrows the trail, and the trail must be made safer by eliminating hiding spots and repairing holes in the fencing.  Bob moved and Todd seconded.  Passed unanimously with Cam and Robin abstaining. 

Jill expressed appreciation for the way that Councilmember Gordon and his staff along with neighborhood residents, were working with her to solve the trail’s problems.  Speakers thanked Jill for having the enthusiasm and willingness to work with the community. 

_____________________

The two-hour parking signs on the south side of E. 25th Street between 27th and 28th Avenues were discussed.  Both individual residents and the barbershop owner have requested that the signs be removed.  Parking is not a problem on the street and the signs are probably a holdover from when there was retail on the street.  The signs will not be removed from the north, park side of the street.  Residents were informed by Robin that the topic would be on the evening’s agenda, but none were present.  (note, Bernie had notified John K, owner of the House of Color, who owns the old Siewert Hdwe. Store building). 

Motion: The Seward Neighborhood Group requests of Public Works that the two-hour parking signs be removed from the south side of E. 25th Street between 27th and 28th Avenues.  Sheldon moved and Gabe seconded. Passed unanimously with Cam and Robin abstaining.

_______________________

Charlie suggested that the group depart from the agenda and discuss Suzanne Weinstein’s problem before the Bystrom Bros. discussion.  

Suzanne said that her wholesale/retail Coastal Seafood business is 27 years old, of which 23 have been at the corner of Minnehaha Av. and E. 24th Street.  The business employs 21 people between the Minneapolis and St. Paul locations.  Coastal owns the building on the corner of E. 24th Street and Minnehaha as well as the empty lot to the north.  Suzanne bought the lot in 2005 for short-term rental income as well as for possible future expansion.  

In the summer of 2007, City Inspections cited all the business owners on Minnehaha Avenue, directing them to pave their out-lots and install opaque fencing back from the City right of way (the current chain-link fencing sits on public right of way).  A neighbor to Coastal Seafood, AA Equipment came to the Community Development Committee in the fall of 2007 and requested neighborhood support for a variance from the City regarding paving.  The company argued that because its lot is currently unpaved, water pools for a short time before leaching back into the soil.  The AA lot is used for the storage of several trailers and for the parking of several employee cars.  The City granted the variance but is requiring a fence.  

Suzanne reported that the cost to pave her lot will be between $60K and $90K, and she doesn’t have that kind of money, especially absent a renter for the property.  In 2006 she’d rented the lot to Minnehaha Transportation, a provider of buses to charter schools but the City deemed this use inappropriate for the lot, even after class-five gravel was installed.  Given all of the restrictions on the lot’s use, Suzanne has been unable to rent the lot.

City Inspections has told Suzanne to come to them when she has an interested renter to see if the intended use is conforming.  She feels unduly restricted in how the property is to be used, especially given that the area now falls under a “pedestrian overlay district” zoning classification.   She’s also losing the rent from the back of her building because of the restrictions on the lot. 

Robin reported that the City considers a lot which is not used by the business for its own purposes a commercial parking lot, subject to the guidelines for those lots.  Guidelines would require stormwater retention in the form of short-term rain gardens to allow the water to return to the soil.  Additionally, the AA Equipment lot is being used by the business for its storage and by its employees, while the Coastal lot isn’t.  

A speaker observed that the City is requiring the paving and upgraded fencing of an unused lot with no renter in sight, much less an intended use.  Another speaker recognized that asphalt is made of petroleum and gravel and the former is currently at peak prices.  Another speaker thought the citation particularly ill-timed in that the neighboring Bystrom Bros. site would be redeveloped in the near future.

Motion: Moved that the SNG urge Councilmember Cam Gordon’s office; City Zoning, and Coastal Seafood owner Suzanne Weinstein to work together on clarifying the issues relating to the use of the lot owned by Coastal, and that enforcement of citations be abeyed until a use for the lot can be found.  Bob moved and Todd seconded. Passed unanimously with Cam and Robin abstaining.

____________________________

Emily presented the booklet that the Franklin Planning effort has produced midway through its work, which is intended to draw comment and interest.  The booklet states the values and vision of the planning group and gives examples how those values can be applied to the Franklin streetscape.  

Emily described the proposed diversion of Minnehaha Avenue to Cedar Avenue via the creation of a street connecting the two at the latitude of E. 22nd Street (on the north side of the Bystrom site).  The diversion of Minnehaha will allow the removal of the northern leg of Minnehaha where it passes in front of the Taco Bell, simplifying the intersection and making it safer for pedestrians.  

The Bystrom site is also a redevelopment site and its future use needs to be discussed by the community.  The Franklin Avenue Planning effort and its methods have been successful in organizing the community for discussions that have elicited common themes and values.  It makes sense to approach the Bystrom site with these methods, tools and and now, background.  

Currently, LHB Architects has a contract with the City to conduct community outreach and design planning for the Bystrom site.  Seward Redesign is working with LHB and the City to have the community outreach component performed in concert by City Desk (the consultant to the Franklin planning), Redesign, SCCA and SNG.  

Outreach would take the form of a kickoff event at the site followed by three or four Bystrom site task force meetings.  The community input/outreach findings would be reported both verbally and in document form, and a charette or workshop would be conducted to begin the design phase.

Already ten minutes past the time for adjournment, a SNG Board member asked Emily how staff participation could be financed.  Emily reported that Redesign is working with the City and LHB to have the community outreach (“community engagement”) component either contracted by the City to the neighborhood or subcontracted from LHB. 

In closing her remarks, Emily reported that Redesign, along with Project for Pride in Living (PPL) had made application for funding for a supportive housing project on the site.  A speaker was incredulous that Redesign had done this without consulting the neighborhood.  

Motion: Moved that SNG support the formation of a Bystrom Bros. task force and directs the SNG Executive Committee to explore funding for this work.  Charlie moved and Theresa seconded. Passed unanimously with Cam and Robin abstaining.

Meeting adjourned at 8:55 p.m.
