Prior Avenue Development Working Group

Draft Minutes August 26, 2009 Meeting

Revised August 28, 2009

In attendance: Alan Peterson (Realty Matrix), Rob McCready (MteroPlains), Tesfa Berhe (Eritrean Center ), Tom Brinsko (YMCA), David Dominick (YMCA), Bobbi Megard (YMCA), Catherine Holtzclaw (YMCA), Tim Griffin (Central Corridor Design Center), Adam Maleitzke (U-PLAN), Brian McMahon (University UNITED). Others who have expressed interest in keeping informed of the discussions include Michael Wirth Davis (Goodwill), Marvin Plakut (Episcopal Homes), Nell McClung (Griggs Midway), Michael Jon Olson (Hamline Midway) and Russ Stark (City Council). 
Brian welcomed the group and briefly explained University UNITED’s interest and possible role in this project. This site is of particular interest because of its significant development potential and the level of interest already shown by property owners and stakeholders. Complex issues of parking, open space, circulation, and storm water, he noted, could be best addressed at this larger scale. Introductions followed. Alan Peterson was in attendance as property owner and not in his capacity as Board Chair of University UNITED.

Adam gave a slide presentation introducing the two “superblocks” at the north east corner of University and Prior Avenues. Several historic pictures were also shown.
Tim Griffin explained how the Central Corridor Development Strategy, adopted by the city in 2007, and the Fairview Station Area Plan, of 2008, helped to frame the long term vision of the city and community for this intersection. He described how the proposed overlay of new parks would build upon the strength of the existing Iris and Dickerman Parks. (The Development Strategy calls for parks and/or public spaces at each of the station areas, but Fairview is the only station along the entire line in St. Paul that already has a green space.) Tim also discussed the proposed circulation plan which introduced two north/south streets breaking up the 1000 feet long frontage into something approximating an urban street grid. Tim brought a large 3D model showing the proposed vision and numerous illustrations to the meeting which he referenced. The Fairview Avenue Station Area Plan is available online – just Google University Avenue Station Area Plans.
Tim referenced some earlier discussions about an interest in exploring the feasibility of a skyway across University making it easier for seniors at Episcopal Homes to get to a new YMCA. He expressed his belief that skyways generally take away from the life of the street and would not be appropriate. Several people from the Y mentioned that they had heard that senior’s were reluctant to visit the Y because of concerns about crossing University Avenue. Brian agreed with general concerns about skyways, but suggested this could be thought of more as a “pedestrian bridge” rather than a skyway.  

Tom Brinsko applauded the long term transit oriented development vision but expressed concerns about the lack of clear policy towards parking, which he sees as a prerequisite for more dense development. Tim agreed that the city needed to address  parking – and parks - on a policy and financial level, and he believed that this exercise of working on a detailed Prior Avenue development plan would help sort out these issues. His role, he added, was to not only bring information about the city plans to the group, but to also bring back to the city concerns and suggestions raised by the owners. 
Six “Tiers”
Adam continued with a more detailed slide presentation showing how the potential development of the two large blocks could be envisioned as “tiers” or phases of potential project sites. Whether these would be included in the project depended upon the interest of property owners and availability of land:

Tier 1 – Includes Realty Matrix building, Eritrean Center, and the parking lot of MetroPlains across Charles Avenue
Tier 1A – Adds the Green and White Taxi site

Tier 2 – The Pyramid Trim Property at Prior and Charles

Tier 3 – Includes parking lots at 1919 University and the Iris Park Building
Tier 4 - Includes the Goodwill frontage lots
Tier 5 – The three commercial properties at the northwest corner of Fairview and University including: the former Andy’s Garage; FinnSusu; and the storefront church.

Tier 6 – The Rebuild parcel at Prior and Charles

Adam’s presentation included information on lot size and assessed valuations.
Brian felt that breaking the larger site into a number of smaller development parcels that could be assembled in different combinations could help end the logjam which typically occurs with larger sites and multiple owners. It could be established early in the planning process as to which owners and sites are ready to go. He also felt that as development starts, owners sitting on the sidelines might be more inclined to participate

With that overview, the group did a quick SWOT analysis (strength, weakness, opportunities threats) of the location. Rob thought fronting University Avenue was a strength, but that much of the site was off the corridor and therefore weaker – unless creative design could make visual and physical connections. He also believed that currently the overall site did not have sufficient amenities to attract housing. Tim felt there was a cause for concern with the area “trending towards nonprofit usage”, and that it would be better to have a more diverse land-use and stronger tax base. Adam listed the  truck traffic as a concern, and the NSP substation as a challenge. 
Brian thought the Prior intersection could be a strong market for student housing as it is just a few LRT stops from the U of M. Additionally, the bus which runs north/ south on Prior connects to St. Thomas and the St. Paul Campus of the U of M. Alan felt that a real strength was that three property owners were participating in this meeting

Tom stated that the Y was committed to University Avenue and had been diligently exploring options over the past decade, including rebuilding on their current site. He went on to make some general observations about their needs, and listed some of their criteria and parameters. The Y would consider a leasehold project if it could be done in a way that reflects their non-profit property tax exemption. He would be very open to being part of a mixed-use project, including housing, but would prefer to have their space developed as a separate ownership entity. The Y traditionally establishes a capital campaign for each of their new projects and would be prepared to fundraise for an identifiable project and for related programming. Parking is critical, and the Y does not see how structured parking is viable without some public support. They have partnered in a number of locations with shared parking, including libraries, schools, and hospitals. Their parking usage seems to peak in the morning and afternoon commuting hours, but they offered to get some more concrete data on that. Tom also mentioned that the Y has been very flexible and open to creative building options as can be seen in diverse examples around the country.
Tim asked if the Prior Avenue sites under discussion  would generally meet the needs of the Y and was told yes. Tom Brinsko also listed their current site – which is on the block east of Fairview. Everyone agreed that that entire block, including Griggs Midway and the Y, could be added as an additional “tier” - especially since a vacated Y site could be related financially to development west of Fairview. 
Three “Sections”
Tim suggested another way to organize the multiple properties. The proposed road grid could be used to define three sub-sections: a West Tier consisting of properties west of the proposed north/ south street (an extension of Lyndhurst East Avenue adjacent to Iris Park Building); an East Tier consisting of properties from the Iris Park Building to Fairview Avenue; and the “Griggs Midway/ Dickerman Park Block. Tim argued that the YMCA project was probably the first piece needing to be addressed and suggested that one way to proceed would be to have property owners in each of the 3 sections put together development proposals that could include the Y. Given its high amenity value, the possible inclusion of the Y in could be seen as motivation for the 3 sub-sections to create attractive proposals. This “competition” between the three sections would likely encourage a timely and serious effort. This idea was well received by those present, but it was recognized that conversations would be needed with other property owners.
Brian suggested that he, Tim and Adam would work on some development scenarios which could be shared with the group at the next meeting. With the use of the interactive SketchUp tool, ideas could be graphically presented and quickly modified by the group. Brian will follow up to set up the next meeting. Also, Adam will put together some graphics that will make it easier to understand the ideas relating to the varying tiers and sections. 
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