Minutes of the SNG Community Development Committee

September 15, 2009
Present: Charlie Hoffman (chair), Bob Hain, Alex Wohlhueter, Pete Wagner, Dick Novak, Lonnie Nichols, Cindy Burns, Brinsley Davis, Mary Jane Mueller, Erin Dyke, Sue Tveter, Dan Swenson, Tim Morgan Molly Dolan, KJ Starr, Tuesday Casey, Dave Chadbourn, Abbie Loosen (PPL), Katya Pilling (Seward Redesign), Robin Garwood (City Councilmember aide; Robin arrived at the end of the meeting, having been at another, regularly scheduled meeting), and Bernie Waibel (minutes). Approximately twenty people attended. 

The meeting convened at 7:05 with introductions.  Minutes of the July meeting were not considered for approval (there was no August meeting). 

Charlie gave an overview of the proposed Touchstone Mental Health residence at the corner of Snelling Avenue and E. 24th Street at the south end of the Bystrom Bros. site.  The facility will include forty dwelling units for persistently mentally ill individuals as well as support facilities and offices for Touchstone employees.  

Touchstone operates two other group homes in the neighborhood and few residents know that they even exist.  Touchstone has been working with the neighborhood and Seward Redesign for over ten months and a relationship of trust has evolved.  Katya observed that many aspects of the proposal have been extensively discussed and that the SNG has given its written ‘Concept Approval’.
Abbie distributed site plans which show how a sliver of land 32’ x 160’ north of the site will be used for an inclined ramp to access parking under the building.  The City of Minneapolis (CPED) has title to the land and will consider a sale if it is supported by the community. Abbie said that the ramp will also be available for use by the site to the north for access to underground parking there. Use of the ramp will allow full utilization of the Touchstone site for residences and support offices.

Moved that the Seward Neighborhood Group support the sale of a portion of land measuring 32’ x 160’ in size by the City to the Touchstone Residence Project.  Mary Jane moved and Bob seconded.  The motion passed unanimously with two individuals abstaining (Redesign’s and Touchstone’s representatives).   

The City is rezoning the areas along the Midtown Greenway as part of its ongoing efforts to make the Zoning Code reflect current and projected land uses.  Neighbors living in the residential area between 29th and 30th Avenues south of E. 26th Street only recently learned of this rezoning (as did SNG). 

 

Some residential neighbors disagree with one of the findings of the Seward/Longfelllow Midtown Greenway Land Use Study of 2003-2004, which determined that multi-unit construction is appropriate along the Greenway.  The neighbors wish to reverse this conclusion of the Study and make future zoning on the block and one half (aka “island of residential”) R1 or single family/duplex only. The current zoning of the area is for industrial use, which makes the many residential structures non-conforming. If one were to suffer heavy damage such as by fire, rebuilding would be prohibited.

Neighbors stated that they like the low-impact industry that is found scattered throughout the residential area and that the four-story residential density allowed by the proposed zoning would place too many vehicles on nearby roads.  Staff (BW) pointed out that the Study envisions taller, multi-unit structures along the Greenway with two story rowhouses making the transition to single family homes to the north (Page II-31).   Neighbors countered that there isn’t enough land between 27th and 26th Streets to allow this type of transition. Residents complained that much of the area along the Greenway in Seward is held by two entities, Ron Green of Gamber Roofing and Hauenstein Burmeister and this places too much power into the hands of too few persons. 

Charlie discounted the statement by one neighbor who said that he thought his house could be seized by the City and the land sold to a developer.  Charlie said that eminent domain cannot be used to benefit another private party and that no one can be forced to sell.  In his explanation, Charlie also said that there are ‘grandfathered’ uses which are those that exist prior to a rezoning.  The small business uses that exist in the block and one-half would be allowed to stay even if the area were rezoned entirely residential (they would become the non-conforming uses that currently residential use represents).  

Neighbors presented a list of six complaints about the Study and proposed rezoning which are appended to these minutes (see below). 

Staff defended the Study by pointing out that the Land Use Study was the result of two years of considerable effort by many different parties at a substantial monetary cost (approx. $30K).   Numerous neighborhood meetings were conducted and people at one CDC meeting can’t overturn the study. Staff stated that there are reasons for a long-term development plan for the area, reasons which supersede the interests of the current property owners.  Lastly, given the probable ground pollution which will require costly remediation, a large number of dwelling units are required to subsidize the cost of remediation (the nearby Van Bus site was excavated to a depth of twenty feet and the soil hauled to a leakproof landfill).  A site sold for a single family or duplex home can’t support the cost of needed pollution remediation and in fact, probably can’t be cleaned up to a level which would allow single or duplex unit construction.  The subject area has been used for industrial purposes for 130 years and during that time, it is probable that many and sundry chemicals have been dumped into the soil. 

Residents said that more immediately, the proposed re-zoning for the area does not allow for the mixed use, live/work scenario envisioned in the Midtown Study, which they favor.  The Study acknowledges that more individuals are working from homes which have become defacto workshops and offices combined with a residence.  It would be preferable to allow the construction of structures which separate the activities within, and permit them legally under accommodating zoning codes. 

 

The City Planning Commission will meet on September 28th at 4:30 p.m., Room 317 at City Hall to vote on recommendations to the City Council regarding the proposed zoning changes. Individuals and representatives of neighborhoods can testify at this hearing.  After more discussion, a speaker proposed that SNG send a letter to the City stating that more time is needed to discuss the zoning matter.  Another speaker agreed that requesting a delay is appropriate but that the SNG should concentrate on the ways that the proposed rezoning deviates from the recommendations of the Study.  

Motion:  Moved that SNG write a letter to the City stating that more time is needed to properly discuss the proposed rezoning of the block and one-half of residential between 29th and 30th Avenues south of E. 26th Street, and that the complaints of the area’s residents be appended to the letter. Lonnie moved and MJ seconded.  Motion passed with Pete, KJ and Robin abstaining. 

8:15  Adjourn

_________________________________________________________________

Complaint submitted 9.15.09 by neighbors of the block and one-half of residential between 29th and 30th Avenues south of E. 26th Street (compiled by KJ Starr):

1) We are concerned that residents' expressed preference against higher density housing is ignored in the proposed zoning changes.  Residents of this "island of residential" expressed concern about the limitations imposed on their property due to the underlying zoning of light industrial, preferring for their homes to be zoned residential.  Residents expressed comfort with the current industrial uses on the "island of residential" and did not express a desire to relocate [II-10; II-11; II-26; III-35]

 2) The proposed rezoning of the properties adjacent to the greenway as R-4 would not allow for "residents' ground level studies, offices, or workshops" and "live-work" possibilities as envisioned in the plan. [II-12;II-26]

 3) "Universally supported" aspects of the plan - such as the creation of greenspace at the proposed No Lo site- to temper the effect of higher residential use is not implemented in the proposed zoning changes. [II-14]

 4) The proposed zoning changes do not limit to a maximum of three stories construction adjacent to homes on 29th and 30th avenues (as contemplated in the plan), but rather allow for a maximum of four stories. [II-31]

 5) The market analysis is outdated.  Current market forces, given the dramatic change in economic realities since 20003, do not support continued residential development, but the retention of jobs. {II-12; II-31]

 6) Amended changes to the zoning on 34th Avenue adopted by the City Council on 2.09.07 are not implemented. 
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