Environment Committee Minutes, Feb. 19, 2007

Held at Woodland Stoves, 2900 E. Franklin

Attending: Peter Solac (host), Carol Greenwood (chair), Jim Scheidt, Rick Greenwood, Mike Luken, Scott Vreeland, Robin Garwood (Cam Gordon’s office), Ann Stahn (Mpls. Environmental), Bernie Waibel (Sng, minutes).

At 7 p.m., Peter gave a tour of the store and demonstrated to the group several models of highly efficient pellet burners that consume a high proportion of the gases contained within the firewood.  The most efficient stoves burn either corn or pelletized wood though given volatile prices in the corn market, it makes sense to invest in a stove that can burn either.  A year or so ago, corn sold for $1.90/Bu. while today, the price is over $3.50.   

Burning pelletized wood is not economical at this time due to the processing required.  Burning firewood (logs) in an efficient stove can save a resident $3 to $5 per day if a person looks upon cutting firewood as an exercise that one can perform oneself.   Peter argued that burning firewood in an efficient stove is "carbon neutral" in the sense that the CO2 emitted is reabsorbed by the next crop of trees.   Taking fossil fuels from the ground however, in the form of coal or oil and introducing those contained gases into the air is not carbon neutral, but further burdens the environment.  

___________________________________

Ann Stahn gave an update on the Morningstar Coffee administrative citation of January 19th.  The company had until Feb. 19, which coincidentally was the date of the meeting, to respond with a viable plan but Ann had only heard from the mechanic who installed the smoke scrubbing system (which has proven ineffective).  The mechanic only wanted to revisit the matter of white smoke vs black smoke, etc.  Ann needed to hear from Jose Vido as the responsible party but he was out of the country. On Feb. 19, a secretary at the company said that the company does have plans for a new piece of unidentified equipment but when Ann asked that the plans be faxed to her, they didn’t arrive.  

The penalty for failure to comply with the citation is $250 and if that failure continues, the fines double to $500, then double again to $1,000, etc.   The company has the right to appeal and it’s possible that the penalty will be waived if the company has made a good faith effort to comply and the equipment is on order.   Ann reiterated that a system of due legal process has now been activated and the company must deal with not only her, but City attornies. 

Ann stated that environmental guidelines are being rewritten this year for adoption by the City Council next year and that within the new regulations, an afterburner will be a required piece of equipment on coffee roasters.  Existing roasting operations without afterburners won’t be grandfathered in. 

There was a wide-ranging discussion about other airborne pollutants that afflict the neighborhood but Ann said that her department can only work with those businesses who can be specifically identified.  

Staff reported that the company owner, Jose Vido had stated in a neighborhood meeting last year that he could be forced to install an afterburner, but that he couldn’t be forced to turn up the gas so that it would work properly –gas costs too much.  Ann said that when a plan for an afterburner is submitted, it must include equipment to measure gas use and temperature achieved, and record those values.

The ultimate enforcement tool that the City can employ is to withhold the company’s food preparation license.  Robin and Ann will keep the neighborhood apprised in the weeks ahead. 

_________________________________________

Robin reported that Cam Gordon and the Longfellow Community Council are working to slow speeds on West River Road and have invited SNG to participate in the effort. Speeds on the Parkway are well in excess of the posted 25 mph and now, the Midtown Greenway is completed to the river –more bicyclists and pedestrians will be accessing the Parkway from the Greenway. 

The planning done so far envisions a "share the road" type of campaign with a day of activity along the Parkway on Friday, April 20th.  Large signs will be installed at five staffed sites to call attention to the pedestrian and bicycle users who will share the Parkway at each site and points in between.  For example, the Becketwood residents who will staff the 44th Street site will emphasize that drivers need to be aware of seniors crossing.  The site at 27th Street will reflect the walkers and bikers who will be crossing or using the Parkway.  

The intention is for Seward to "own" the site at 24th Street and to design the campaign to most reflect the concerns of pedestrians there.  There’s not a stop sign at E. 24th Street but should pedestrians give obvious intention, drivers are obligated by law to stop and let them cross.  

Passing of one car by another was identified as a problem, with many drivers unwilling to travel at 25 mph.  This endangers some bicyclists who, traveling at more than 10 mph which is the speed limit on the bicycle trail, must use the street.  Scott reminded the group that the Parkway is part of a national park, the "Great River Road".  

The 27th Street site will be organized by a neighbor who lives at the intersection and the site will use the help of a girl scout troop.  Can Seward do something similar?  

The messages that should be conveyed to drivers in Seward include: stop at crosswalks and stop signs; share the road with bicycles, and honor the speed limit of 25 mph.  Bicyclists should respect automobile users and not ride two or three abreast.  

Staff was directed to organize a small meeting of interested residents to be held on  March 12th concerning Seward’s plans for its site.  

____________________________________

The Minnesota Energy Challenge tries to elicit a commitment from participants to make changes in their energy usage by installing florescent bulbs, for example or installing an energy efficient furnace.  The Challenge fails to acknowledge the efforts that a resident might already have taken to save energy and unfortunately, accepts a participant’s promise to install an energy saving measure as a completed action and a de-facto reduction in CO2.  That said, it’s a very positive advance in the right direction and a good attempt to get the participation of those residents who haven’t done much to date.  

The agency hired to promote the Challenge is Center for Energy and the Environment (CEE) and the Center will come up with incentives for block clubs to promote the Challenge. 

City employee Dan Huff is certified to teach the "Inconvenient Truth" seminar and he can be engaged to teach the event at Matthews.  Robin will see what CEE has come up with and whether Dan’s schedule allows a seminar in April.  

__________________________________

The Xcel Energy Windsource program has had a bit of a setback in that the company raised the surcharge on a kilowatt of wind generated electricity from $2 to $3.50 despite the fact that the cost of wind generated power shouldn’t be affected by a hike in the price of oil.  The good news is that with a fuel credit elsewhere in the bill, the real cost of the surcharge drops to slightly over a dollar.  

__________________________________

The solar array (photovoltaic) computer at Matthews had a broken wire in a connecting cable so it hasn’t been recording data for three weeks.  This hasn’t affected the functioning of the system.

Mike Luken has received training on the computer and is assisting Rick in finding software and/or a second computer that will connect the system’s pc platform computer with the school’s Macs (Rick thought that it’s odd that the solar software is written for pc’s when so many schools (to whom the program is directed) use Macs).  The school is now hardwired to the solar computer.  The big problem remains how to make the information usable to the students on their Macs.

There was a discussion regarding the commissioning letter; getting it the MPRB and having a dedication ceremony.

        ________________________________

SNG has been invited to make a presentation on how to build a rainbarrel at the Green Expo, May 5 and 6.  Staff will find the time for when the presentation is scheduled and involve volunteers to help.  

Adjournment at 9:05 with thanks to Jean and Peter Solac for hosting the group.  

