Environment Committee Meeting Minutes,

February 20, 2006 at the SNG Office

Attending: Carol Greenwood (chair), Rick Greenwood, Roy Cato, Jim Scheidt, Lee Colby and Bernie Waibel (SNG, minutes). 

_________________________________

Roy reported on the meetings that he's attended since joining the Midtown Greenway Coalition (MGC) Board of Directors in December.  There was a recent MGC discussion about landscaping with attention paid to the hard packed soils of the right of way.  Should grass be planted or more expensive, deep rooted prairie plants?  Should bark chips be simply laid down and let the right of way determine which plants will survive?  Discussions continue.

Roy talked about the new Bike Center planned for the Midtown area which will be funded by Abbott Hospital.  The Bike Center will have showers, restrooms, security systems including cameras, and will be staffed by volunteers.  The Center will also have public meeting space, will house a branch store of the Freewheel Bike Co-op. and will have the offices of the Midtown Greenway (Coalition?).  The Center will be located at approximately 10th Avenue and will be open to all bikers and bike commuters.  Roy said that the Center is still "very much in the planning stage".  

There are still plans to install a single set of trolley tracks in the trench with laybys to allow two-way traffic. About the planned art for Phase III (which begins west of Hiawatha at the Smith Foundry and ends at the river), Roy thinks that there will be a reopened RFP although his impression is that there isn't any funding for art at this time.  He was unaware of plans for an installation involving bronze shoes.  Carol talked about a need for exhibits on history and the savannah environment that existed before the railroad.   

Roy indicated that there will be some manner of "gate" to signal the beginning of Phase III near the Smith Foundry.  Roy is enjoying his involvement with MGC.
____________________

Lee reported on the community garden at 29th and E. 26th Street and said that in all, the garden has about 32 plots.  Several of the plots aren't leasable however because they're in the shade of an overhanging soft maple tree.  Plots lease for $25 each which Lee and her co-organizer Sara believe is a fair price for this year's leasing (CPED owns the garden and lets the neighborhood use the space for gardens rent-free).  The organizing fee to the coordinators is $200 each plus the use of one space so the garden at least covers its gross expenses.  Lee didn’t see any large expenditures coming along this year.  Many small sundries such as twine and paper come from the $200 stipend. 

There was a discussion about the large soft maple tree which sits on the east edge of the property, shading a good part of the garden.  Staff will call CPED to inquire about trimming the tree, and also inquire as to the cost of removal.  Staff thought that the tree is in the wrong place for a garden and is not a durable, long lived species.  Staff was directed to contact Tree Trust and get good trees donated to plant elsewhere in the neighborhood to "compensate" for removal of the maple.  

Unfortunately, on the west property line, the neighbor has allowed fenceline trees to get to a good size and they're taking water from the soil as well as starting to shade the garden.  An attempt will be made to find the property stakes to find the true property line but in event they can't be located, the tree limbs overhanging the fence will be heavily trimmed.  The neighbor states that the trees are valuable in shading his house from the morning sun and this neighbor also furnishes the water used in the garden.  

Lee has placed an article in the Bridge stating that the garden is now taking applications for rental.   With the earlier spring thaws Lee and Sara think that the spring cleanup day can be moved ahead one week to the last weekend in April.  The two women were praised for their management of the garden and the enthusiasm with which they do it. 

Motion: Moved to extend the Hub of Heaven community garden coordination contract at the same price (two coordinators at $200 each) and the same terms.  Carol moved and Rick seconded.  Unanimous approval.  

__________________________________
A green roof funding proposal to the Minnesota Office of Environmental Assistance (MOEA) was discussed.  The proposal is for the funding of four roofs, hopefully employing different types of green roof technology on each.  Each of the four homeowners selected will either build anew or retrofit an existing building to support a green roof.  The building must be heated and occupied daily so it may be an office or residential building. The aspect of improving stormwater  runoff won't be emphasized in a grant proposal as there are cheaper ways to deal with runoff (i.e., a simple raingarden).  

The deadline for a brief letter of interest to MOEA was two weeks ago and staff wrote a memo expressing SNG's interest.  Hopefully, MOEA will write back inviting a full grant proposal.
_______________________________

There was a discussion about the upcoming Earth  Day cleanup of the river gorge on April 22nd. The Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board is once again staffing the effort, thanks in part to the efforts of Scott Vreeland (last year, Solid Waste organized the event).  MPRB will provide trash bags, gloves, posters, and will provide public relations and sign-up sheets.  Solid Waste will provide the cost of entertainment, food, prizes, etc. to a maximum of $1,000 per Celebration Site (Longfellow and Seward share one at 36th and West River Rd.).   

There was a discussion about how to expend staff time on the cleanup and staff was strongly encouraged to budget his time to organizing the logistics of the cleanup itself in Seward.  He should avoid spending time on organizing the Celebration Site on 36th.

_______________________________

The last Toxic Hazards program will be held on Feb. 28th at Matthews and everything seems to be in place.  Carol has done a great job of spreading the word and flyers have been posted and distributed widely.  Staff inquired as to a letter of appreciation and commendation for the main speaker for the series, Dr. Wm. Toscano.  After discussion it was decided that Carol will discreetly inquire as to where Dr. Toscano and his wife enjoy dining and a gift certificate in the amount of $50 will be given to him.  Staff will write the letter and forward it to the other committee members for their editing.  The certificate will be funded in part by private donations though SNG may be asked for about $30.  

_______________________________

Regarding a Community Power Grant through Minneapolis Solid Waste, SNG has been invited to make application in partnership with another neighborhood.  However, given the large East African population in the Seward Towers, and given their unfamiliarity with western chemicals,  coupled with the apparent lack of serious recycling at the Towers, should SNG write its own grant?  Household chemical reduction and the use of safer alternatives could be the subject of a grant proposal and this would serve to protect children as well as preserve the environment.  In conjunction with this, an educational program could be started to educate about recycling and the need for it in the buildings.  

Carol reported that currently, SNG staff Niki and Josie are working on a program with Towers residents in how to read the labels on various chemical packages.  A program involving toxics could expand on this.  

There was a discussion about working with Common Bond, the organization which manages the buildings in lieu of working with another neighborhood.  The buildings almost constitute a neighborhood by themselves with their relative insularity and 640 apartment units.  

Staff will inquire as to the status of recycling in the buildings.

_______________________________

Carol will chat with Chris Steller of the Bridge to see if there's opportunity for a regular, environmentally oriented article.  She's interested in doing an article about the energy saving vendors who will be at the S. Mpls. Housing Fair in March.  

Staff reported that the Minnesota Green Guide had approached him to write an article with photographs about rain barrel construction.   He'll do so and include the reasons to retain on-site stormwater.  

_______________________________

Regarding the Windsource Program, Carol has signed up 41 individuals to purchasing part of their electrical power from wind generated sources.  A total of about 30 individuals have signed a statement of support indicating that they already buy some or all of their power from wind-generated sources and an additional twenty or thirty individuals have pledged to purchase some of their power from wind.  The last group of people need to be called and Carol is looking for help in doing so.  Staff will contact Garry Hesser of Augsburg to see if any students can help.  

There was a discussion about placing a sign in the front yards of those homes where power is bought from wind sources.  Carol will call the electric company to see if it would underwrite the $4 or $5 cost of each sign. Staff was directed to retrieve the wire sign supports that were used for the composting program of several years earlier.  
_______________________________

The Matthews solar project is still not running correctly.  Rick has been devoting time to remedying the problems because the contractor who installed the device, IPS, is not providing the necessary support.  It's probable that the business simply doesn't have the expertise to manage the computer problems because this is apparently the only system that it has installed which involves computer monitoring.  

Rick reported that there are two necessary programs within the computer with one program tracking the amount of sunshine and power generated.  Another program serves to communicate the data from the array to the computer and it's apparent that this is the program which is currently malfunctioning.  

Previously, there were hardware problems with the transducers, which are devices which measure the amount of power generated.  IPS replaced those components and the array was then able to show that it was producing measurable power.  

One of the former employees of IPS, Mario Monasterio helped Rick resolve some of the computer glitches but now he's not returning phone calls.  

Staff suggested a 'shot across the company's bow' with a formal letter reiterating the ongoing computer problems and putting the company on notice that it needs to remedy the problems by a given date.  This would be the first step in a legal action against the company.   Rick stated that before the letter is written by staff (for review by him and others), that he try one last time to fix the problem by reloading software. Rick and staff will confer in about a week or ten days to determine if reloading the software fixed the problem.  

_______________________________

Meeting adjourned at 9:05 p.m. 

