Prior University Development Group

Minutes October 1, 2009

University UNITED, 712 University Avenue, Suite 105

In attendance: Bobbi Megard, Tom Brinsko, David Dominick, Rob McCready, Randy Schold, Brian Thoemke, Tefsa Berhe, Kevin Lynch, Josh Williams, Alan Peterson, Tim Griffin, Adam Maleitzke, Brian McMahon.

After introductions, Brian McMahon reported that Met Council has proposed to locate an electrical substation for the LRT project in the rear lot of the Realty Matrix building. It would be housed in a utility container approximately 14’x 45’, and would require access for service. As this is in area we are planning for redevelopment, the owner Alan Peterson, as well as University UNITED and other community groups are seeking to move the substation to another location.

There was a brief review of the goal of the meeting which is to have the various property owners and stakeholders jointly create a development plan that addresses common problems like parking, circulation, public space. Brian Thoemke asked the other property owners how they envisioned the project to proceed, and whether it was anticipated a single master-developer would be brought in to buy out the owners. Several owners said they were generally flexible about whether they would stay in the project long term. Rob McCready said that it is possible that the project could either be done with one developer who would buy everyone out, or the individual property owners could collectively act as developer. He added that MetroPlains did not envision at this time functioning as master developer of the whole project, but is interested in exploring a housing project.
Adam Maleitzke gave a SketchUp slide presentation showing how the individually owned parcels could be assembled as contiguous parcels into larger development sites. Six examples, or tiers, were shown although there are potentially dozens of other ways development could be configured. Tim Griffin reviewed the Fairview Station Area Plan, adopted by the city. Three new north-south roads were planned to help breakup the superblock, and the rail spur on the northern edge of the project area would be turned into a new east-west road aligning with Edmund Avenue. A new park is proposed for the rear parking lot of Iris Park Place. Tim added that typically on large development projects with new infrastructure, such as Wacouta Commons in downtown, the expense of the roads and parks would be approximately 10% of the total project cost.
Brian Thoemke expressed frustration that a city park has been proposed for his parking lot without sufficient notice or consideration. Tom Brinsko also questioned the benefit of locating a new park there and suggested a park abutting Dickerman Park would probably have more benefit. Tom repeated his concern that any new development for the Y must include sufficient parking. Tim Griffin inquired as to the typical mode split at the various businesses and noted that bus ridership is currently about the same as the number of cars traveling the Avenue. 
Tim also suggested that a park setting is ideal for a civic building like the YMCA, and raised the possibility of adapting the Iris Park Place building for that purpose. The Y’s current building is approximately 60,000 square feet. Iris Park Place, with 3 stories and a basement. has approximately 50,000 square feet.

Brian McMahon briefly described the history of Dickerman Park, and the 19th Century vision for University Avenue with linear parks and building set-backs along the entire corridor. The Fairview station area, with Dickerman Park, Iris Park, the Episcopal Homes pond, and the setbacks in front of Iris Park Place and Health East, are the best remnants of the vision which explains why this node is being billed as the “Avenue of Parks”. 

Tim suggested that the block being studied could be organized into east and west sections for planning purposes, with Iris Park Place being a “swing” building that could work with both. Rob recognized that the configuration and location of the 1919 University Building made it difficult to connect the two sections and mentioned that they could consider removing the single story building. Connected underground parking could be placed on three contiguous sites: the rear parking lot of 1919 University; the rear of Iris Park Place (under a new park); and under a portion of the Goodwill parking lot.
It was agreed that the next meeting should hone in on more specific design options. Tim, Adam, Brian, and Randy will do some initial work, and then the group will be reconvened for a three hour design charrette. Rob pointed out that it was probably more important to have the end users participate, rather than the property owners – but that all will be invited. The key end users identified thus far are the YMCA, MetroPlains with an interest in a housing project, Goodwill with a need to expand their administrative and programming offices, and the Eritrean Center which could consider alternative locations with more amenities within the development.
Brian McMahon mentioned his interest in exploring a funding opportunity through the Local Initiatives Support Corporation which could provide operating support through a three year grant. University UNITED and Goodwill are jointly preparing a Letter of Inquiry that is due October 5.
Brian McMahon also reported that a domain name for a website has been secured which is the best way to share information, particularly the data-rich graphics. The site, www.prioruniversitydevelopment.com, will not be password protected but as it is intended for the benefit of the working group it will not be publicized.
Kevin Lynch invited the group to an Open House at Rebuild Resources on October 6 from 3 to 6:30. Details will be sent out.

A three hour meeting will be scheduled for later in the month to work through some detailed design options.

