Prior University Development Meeting

November 23, 2009  Minutes

In attendance: Alan Peterson, Rob McCready, Michael Wirth Davis, Jason Seifert, Nell McClung, Kevin Lynch, Tom Kosobayashi, Tom Brinsko, Bobbi Megard, Catherine Holtzclaw, Marvin Plakut, Jonathan Grothe,  Bill Morrissey, Russ Stark, Josh Williams, Tim Griffin, Adam Maleitzke, Brian McMahon.

Brian briefly outlined the goals and operating assumptions of the Prior Development working group. He explained that the architectural plan being presented was a revision of an earlier concept that was critiqued in several one-on-one meetings with property owners and stakeholders. The plan was put together by Adam Maleitzke, Tim Griffin, and himself. Brian described several underlying assumptions. The study area was for three large blocks which were subdivided in the proposed plan into a more typical urban scale of seven blocks. This was accomplished by introducing a new street grid in accordance with the approved Fairview Station Area Plan. The plan also was informed by identifying a series of desirable “adjacencies”, or land uses that were compatible and mutually supportive. These include, for example, a new YMCA connected to a new hotel; Goodwill connected to a new YMCA where they could collaborate on programming; supportive housing close to job training organizations like Rebuild Resources and/ or Goodwill, etc. It also proposed to consolidate businesses or organizations that were truck dependent, including Goodwill, Rebuild Resources, and Pyramid Trim. Brian also noted that some land uses, such as a new hotel, required highly visible locations fronting University Avenue. Others such as Episcopal Homes, worked well a block off the corridor – provided that the frontage lots were appropriately developed. Retail could be located adjacent to the new LRT station. The plan also was designed so that it could be implemented as a whole, or as a series of separate smaller projects. Brian felt that the plan represented a rich diversity of land uses, including housing, office, industrial, and retail, as well as the blend of private businesses and non-profit organizations and could be seen as a microcosm of the larger city.
An interactive SketchUp 3-D model was presented and described in some detail. Bobbi Megard was positive about how the new residential development connected to the existing Hamline Midway neighborhoods. Marvin praised the overall vision and said it would work nicely for a major expansion of the Episcopal Homes campus. He needs approximately 3 to 5 acres. Tom Brinsko asked about the phasing of the new streets, and whether the new northern street along the rail spur would be for cars. Tim Griffin answered that the hope was that the streets would be built as development proceeded but acknowledged that the city had not yet identified any financing mechanisms. Tim also said the plan assumed that all new streets would be “complete streets”, serving all modes of transit including cars. Michael Wirth Davis noted that it would be difficult to make the north- south street adjacent to the LRT station a two-way street because of safety concerns

Brian mentioned several additional benefits of the network of new streets: they significantly increased the value of adjacent property by providing more “frontage”, and they provided a substantial number of new street parking spaces.
Bobbi Megard inquired about the possibility of using tax increment financing (TIF). Russ Stark responded that the city was exploring a variety of ways to come up with funding, some of which would require specific legislative authority. He noted that TIF funding could only be generated by land uses that pay property taxes. Brian added that the plan linked non-profit development with commercial development, which should generate significant TIF. A base map listing current assessments was distributed, and posted on our website at www.prioruniversitydevelopment.com.  Russ added that on the federal level there was a new push to integrate funding across departmental silos, including transportation, housing and social services. The Prior project could be a good candidate for future funding opportunities. Russ and Brian both mentioned that similar planning conversations were beginning to start at other station areas and agreed that the first completed plan could likely benefit by accessing funding for demonstration projects. 

Nell McClung expressed concern that development plans could eliminate over 50 parking spots which were tied to her leases at Griggs Midway. Brian assured her that any development plan would include adequate replacement for her lost parking. He added that he recognized there were different types of parking – convenience parking for a dry cleaning store was very different than that for an office worker.

In reviewing the presentation, Tom Brinsko agreed that a collective and cooperative effort was essential to meet the programmatic needs of the various parties. Michael Wirth Davis concurred and said that if the YMCA and Goodwill could have solved the parking problems, they probably would have done a joint development 8 years ago.

Environmental Contamination Grant

Josh Williams, from St. Paul PED, was introduced and he explained a one million dollar grant recently awarded to St. Paul by the federal Environmental Protection Agency to do tests along the Central Corridor to identify potential contaminated sites. Eligible areas for the study include the “area of change” identified in the Central Corridor Development Strategy, which is most of our Prior focus area. The city anticipates that 20 to 25 properties could be analyzed, and is now in the process of creating guidelines and criteria for how the funding will be spent for both Phase 1 and Phase 2 evaluations. Because funding can only be used to do the studies – not the actual cleanup work -  Josh acknowledged that some property owners may fear liability if identified contamination is not cleaned up. That is why the funding will be available only to owners who have applied. Josh also expected that the city would continue to look for clean-up funds. Finally, Josh pointed out that the findings from the contamination reports are only valid for a certain period of time, after which new studies must be done. As information becomes available about the application process, it will be distributed to Prior stakeholders.
Next Steps

Brian proposed that one-on-one conversations continue with property owners and prospective developers to further refine the architectural plan, which will be revised and presented to the group at a December meeting. He will also have some very preliminary  financial analysis for different development options. By the end of the year, Brian hopes to identify those stakeholders who have a strong interest in taking this process further and will “call the question”. A draft informal survey was distributed as a possible tool that can be used to elicit the level of interest.
Draft Stakeholder Survey to Gauge Level of Interest:
1.)   Strong Interest – I think this process could work and I am willing to help make it happen


Would you be willing to make a financial investment in the pre-development effort?  _______
2.)   Moderate Interest – I think it’s possible it could work and I’ll give it some more time

3.)   Passing Interest – I think it’s unlikely that it could work, but would appreciate being kept on the 
mailing list

4.)   Not Interested – Does not work for my current needs 
