Environment Committee Meeting/Retreat Minutes,

January 16 at the home of Phil and Laura Muessig
Attending: Carol Greenwood (chair), Philipp Muessig (host), Jim 

Scheidt, Alexis Trochinetz, Alexis' guest Kurt Patterson, John 

Harkness, Rick Greenwood, Bernie Waibel (Sng, minutes).

After introductions, Philipp distributed copies of the minutes from 

last year's retreat so the Committee could review progress on the 

discussion items in the year past.   Items discussed at that meeting 

included green roofs, rainbarrel workshops, air quality, Earth Day 

cleanup, the 25th Street river bluff washout, garden tour, canoe trip, 

community gardens, household hazardous waste collection, solar panels atop Matthews, Empire Glass parking lot, Sierra Neighborhoods, 

rivergorge buckthorn removal, Birchwood bulletin board, and several 

other items.

Each item was discussed with work and progress noted in all of them, 

most notably with the exception of the 25th Street washout.  Rick 

reported that the panels on the solar installation atop Matthews are working well and that progress has been made in connecting the panels' monitoring computer to Seward Montessori, the real reason for building the installation.  

There is a problem though in that the school's student computers are Macs and the software ('Sun Tracker') on the monitoring computer is written only for a PC.  Rick listed options: 1) the school could use the software company's analysis services at a fee of several hundred dollars (or more) per year; 2) a translation program such as 'Virtual PC' could be installed on the Macs (at large cost), or 3) a PC could be made available to act as a server, consolidating information into an Excel spreadsheet which could be accessed by the Macs.  The latter is the plan that Rick and Scott Olson, the teacher who is working with Rick will track in the near term as they believe that the information should be widely available to students on a system.

The solar panel system is rated for 1 Kw but the capacity could be increased to 1.5 Kw without changing out the supporting electrical equipment.  If the system were to be placed on a private home today, the cost would be about $14K.   In a city which is connected to the electrical grid, a solar system such as Matthews' has a very long payback but if an individual wanted electricity at a remote location (e.g., a Northern Minnesota cabin), solar panels coupled with a wind turbine would provide the most economical power, given the capitalization cost of running power lines to the site. 

The pros and cons of a garden tour in 2007 were discussed with conversation (given the Committee’s reduced capacity) turning to King's Fair in the fall.  Members thought that sustainability should be a theme of the Fair, though the focus should be more local.  The theme of the 

Fair as proposed is one of measuring the Fairgoer's 'environmental 

footprint' and ways that it can be made smaller and more local.  For example, businesses could give data and information on how shopping 

locally saves the environment while providing jobs (read: ‘sustainability’).  

Kids should be involved in a footprint project so that their parents will come to the Fair, and other Sng committees should be invited to contribute their insights from their perspectives. The Fair's theme could be broadly described as 'Shrinking Our Environmental Footprints By Keeping Them Local'.  Phil and Bernie will develop text to communicate to others the concept and invite ideas for the Fair.  

The Committee’s rainbarrel activities in 2007 were discussed.  Seward has been invited by the organizers of the Green Expo at the State Fairgrounds to exhibit rainbarrels in some manner.  Staff described the logistical difficulties of moving a large number of barrels, each consuming 12 cu. ft.  Carol suggested demonstrating rainbarrel construction but taking names of those people who want to buy one.  The Green Expo runs on May 5th and 6th for seven hours each day.  Names of neighborhoods who would like to have Seward conduct workshops could also be taken.  Staff will communicate to the Expo organizers that Seward is interested in attending in some capacity. 

Areas in which the Committee should concentrate its 2007 activities were discussed, with the Xcel Windsource program getting high marks.  Windsource charges customers a slight premium on their electrical bills to make up for the increased cost of buying electricity from wind-generators in SW Minnesota.  Carol has signed up about 50 new residential members to the program and Alexis has been working on an incentive program using coupons from area businesses to increase that number.  She’s talked with about a dozen local business owners who are interested in giving coupons worth generally, $5 off a purchase, to those who sign up for Windsource.  Already, she has over 200 coupons committed.  

The businesses are of course interested in the starting and ending dates of the program and Alexis thinks that the Sng Annual Meeting is an ideal time and venue for a kickoff.  The Committee thought that a goal of 200 new signers for Windsource was reasonable, and Alexis will approach Jim Welna to see if he’d be interested in having his store act as a pilot project over the summer.  Much will be learned which can be shared with the other members of the Seward Civic and Commerce Assn. (SCCA), of which Jim Welna is the president.

As the meeting closed, Phil asked for topics and ideas not discussed.  Jim thought that the “Ring Around the Neighborhood” landscaping idea was one which should be discussed; Carol had wanted to chat more about the Energy Challenge; Phil thought that “de-paving” (removal of street asphalt) and the planting of fruit trees had merit, and staff thought that weekend bus service was needed to serve the new Co-op building given its intended move away from the light rail line. 

Traffic calming on the River Road will be discussed at the next Community Development Committee meeting.  

