Prior+University Development

Charrette No. 1, 

October 20, 2009

Meeting Notes – Revised November 13. 2009
In attendance: David Domineck and Bobbi Megard (YMCA), Al Carlson, Josh Williams, Anton Jerve (St. Paul PED),  Jonathan Grothe (Architect, Episcopal Homes), Randy Schold (MetroPlains), Kevin Lynch (Rebuild Resources), Alan Peterson (Realty Matrix), Tim Griffin and Ann Gardner (Central Corridor Design Center), Adam Maleitzke (U-PLAN), Brian McMahon (University UNITED). Architect Richard Gilyard later joined the discussion of design options.
Brian McMahon opened the meeting and gave a brief overview of the project.  
Tim Griffin described the charrette process and agenda for the afternoon. He also discussed the recommendations of a parking study recently concluded by the city which looked at site organization and shared parking concepts for existing surface parking lots along the corridor.

Stakeholder Introductory Comments:
David Dominick, YMCA   The “Y” has been at current site for 57 years, and at the Prior intersection for almost 50 years before that. Their Board has been exploring options for a new building and/or site during the last 10 years. A new structure would have between 40,000 to 60,000 thousand square feet.  The YMCA offers several programs, including a community center, pre-school and after school programs, recreation facilities that are shared with 6 private charter schools and a Sunday church service.  Highest parking demand is during mornings, evenings and during Sunday services. The Y has approximately 100 employees.
Bobbi Megard, YMCA, has been on their local Advisory Board for about 10 years including a stint as Chair. She added that the Y has a membership of about 1,500 units (singles and/ or families). The Y day care program serves approximately 60 pre-school children, and another 60 after-school.  They have a variety of other programs including Weight Watchers and Scouts. Bobbi expressed hopes that the overall development would include market rate housing and a more diversified tax-base.
Al Carlson, Director of Housing, City of Saint Paul Dept. of Planning and Economic Development, gave an overview of PED’s recent departmental re-organization. His engagement with this project was to explore its economic development viability.
Alan Peterson, Owner of Realty Matrix, reported that he was continuing to challenge Met Council’s plans to locate an electrical sub-station (TPSS) in the rear of his property as it would cause him considerable economic harm, and create problems for the larger redevelopment possibilities. He has retained a lawyer. (As a post-script, because of this complex issue, Alan resigned from the Board of University UNITED to avoid the possible appearance of a conflict of interest.)
Jonathan Grothe, Architect, representing Episcopal Homes. Earlier in the week Jonathan, and Marvin Plakut (CEO of Episcopal Homes) met with Tim Griffin and Adam Maleitzke to talk about their programmatic needs. The Fairview/University campus of Episcopal Homes currently has 250 units and given the waiting list and projected demand could potentially foresee an additional 200-300 units in a second campus.  Typically, they have capped building height at 4 stories to maintain a neighborhood feel, but could possible consider higher density buildings of 8 to 10 stories Co-locating with a YMCA and/or a hotel would be very beneficial. Another option they would consider is a mixed-use conversion of the Iris Park Place building. They would be open to exploring development on the northern block if the connections were attractively landscaped. Jon thought that a new campus would offer primarily market-rate housing. Parking demand is about 1/3-1/2 the number of housing units, or 100-150 spaces.  
Randy Schold, Metro Plains Development. Randy described the work of MetroPlains, including a recent affordable housing project project at Hiawatha and 54th, and another Minneapolis project on Central Avenue that was about to break ground. Affordable housing is very possible for the Prior site.  Forty affordable unit projects are realistic in today’s market, but market rate housing is more difficult in the current economic climate.  Metro Plains’ projects are usually a mix of 1, 2 (1,000 square foot), and 3 (1,200 square foot) bedroom units.  This type of project would require a 1/2-acre site, 4 stories, and underground parking.

Kevin Lynch, Executive Director, Rebuild Resources. Rebuild Resources is a non-profit organization that provides temporary training and employment to people recovering from substance abuse until they transition to long-term employment.  Their 2.2 acre campus has several structures with about 20,000 square feet, including offices in their south building and a light-manufacturing building in the center of the site, where they do screen printing, embroidery work and light assembly.  Part of their property is rented to Goodwill/Easter Seals for truck trailer storage.  Kevin mentioned that Goodwill was generating considerable truck traffic (50 trucks per day?)  which would have to be accommodated. Rebuild Resources has about one truck daily, and prefers access to transit for its workers. They would like to stay near light rail and are likely to stay on current site but open to reconfiguring and/or adding buildings. Rebuild Resources had a residential facility at a previous location in Blaine, housing about 40 men, each of whom would stay for about 6 months.  For a redevelopment project, Rebuild Resources would need dock access (preferably 2 stalls), and would explore the possibility of a housing component with supportive services. 
Brian McMahon, University UNITED, described his recent communications with Bill Morrissey of Morrissey Hospitality (St. Paul Hotel etc.). Bill has been interested in the possibility of building a new hotel on University Avenue since the demolition of the Midway Sheraton Hotel, and is willing to explore the potential for the Prior development project. A hotel could bring significant tax base for the city in a station area heavily programmed with non-profits. Brian described a possible precedent in Edina which has a senior housing project, hotel and office complex surrounding an enclosed public park. (Information on this project is posted on our website at www.prioruniversitydevelopment.com.) At the Prior/ University site, a high rise mixed-use building would offer sweeping views of both downtowns.

Planning Exercise:
Most of the attendees stayed and participated in an hour-long exercise to develop schematic designs for development.  Seven concepts were developed, presented, and discussed for several hours. One idea was to consider the historic Iris Park Place building as a possible hotel site. It was agreed that over the next several weeks Tim, Adam and Brian would work these ideas into three or four more refined options which will be posted on the project website. A follow up meeting will be scheduled for November.
