Near East Side Task Force 

Meeting summary, March 29, 2011 


project website: www.stpaul.gov/index.aspx?NID=4460&ART=8176&ADMIN=1
In attendance: Jane Prince, Dayton’s Bluff Community Council; Barb Wencl, St. Paul Planning Commission; Trevor Oliver, St. Paul Planning Commission; Steve Trimble, District 4; Carol Carey, Historic St. Paul; Dave Gontarek, St. Paul PED; Dan Kuckler, Everest; Jim Erchul, Dayton’s Bluff Neighborhood Housing Svcs; Alex Bajwa, Dayton’s Bluff Area Business Association; Tabitha Benci-DeRango, Dayton’s Bluff Area Business Association; Bear Davies, Bears Place Repair & Parts; Kevin Rooney, resident; Eriks Ludins, St. Paul Public Works; Matt Wolff, St. Paul PED; Chuck Repke, NENDC; Bud Kelly, Kelly's Auto Repair; Al Oertwig, Payne-Phalen District 5 Planning Council; Ellen Biales, Ward 7; Rich Kramer, St. Paul Planning Commission; Karen Dupaul, Dayton’s Bluff Community Council; Eric Bestrom, Hmong American Partnership; Leslie McMurray, Payne-Phalen District 5 Planning Council; Monte Hilleman, Port Authority; Kate Reilly, St. Paul PED; Penny Simison, St. Paul PED.
Absent:  Karla Bachmann, CLUES; Daniel Bonilla, LEDC; Tom Cook, Metro State University; Giovanna Salerno, LatinRaza Services; Scott Renstrom, Ward 6; Andy Weisbrodt, Roger’s Printing.
· Task Force members introduced themselves, noting what they’d like to see from the process.  Some expectations/goals:

· “We need a working plan/ implementable plan”
·  “Actionable, both short and long term, quick’
· “Best shot to make the East Side stronger, both big picture and action”

· “Prosperity”

·  “Wants to know where people are headed”
· “See what you’re doing and make sure it’s fair”

·  “Embrace the diversity, connect community and businesses”
· “See it get better and become a place to be/come to”
·  “Help the commercial sector” 

· “Do is good for both business and for residents”
· Co-chair Jane Prince gave a little background on her time in the neighborhood, and described how the area doesn’t want another new plan, as there have been many, but it was time to raise expectations and finally do (implement) something, goal to attract industry and support job creation. Assets include a major state university, historic district, destination businesses, energetic immigrant communities, an artist community, large development sites, freeway and rail access, nearby airport access, a vibrant new business association, a supportive Mayor, City Council and Port Authority.  The neighborhood is like a block of high quality granite, at which to chip away/refine.

· Steve Trimble gave a short history of the neighborhood.  Beginning with the 1850s, Dayton’s Bluff was part of the “walking city,” with businesses at Maria/3rd St, etc.  People moved to the neighborhood from other states, as well as Irish and German immigrants.  Small houses and large Victorian homes co-existed.  In the 1880s, the streetcar system resulted in people beginning to shop outside of the neighborhood; a strong middle class existed.  Heavy rail also supported large employers.  Later, as auto use increased, many rich people moved to other neighborhoods, e.g., Summit Ave, as well as some middle class moving to neighborhoods further out like Hayden Heights over the 1920 to 1950s period.  Dayton’s Bluff was majority Caucasian, but Payne Avenue had more diversity.  World War II saw a boom to businesses in the area – Klinkerfues, the hospital expansion.  As population moved out, certain retail also left (e.g. hardware store).  In the 1970s and 80s, there was large demographic shift, with more African-Americans and Hmong, and more Latinos.  Before, neighborhood had a “shared ethic” or community, now it is a neighborhood of several communities.
· Trimble noted the lack of diversity in the room, with the exception of the HAP representative, and that population loss has continued.  He opined that a balance of economic groups was needed (not just more affordable housing), and noted the lack of a center for the African-American population, and the need more minority-owned businesses.
· Luis Pereira, St. Paul PED, gave a presentation on the planning background and context.  Key plans highlighted included the Near East Side Neighborhood Improvement Strategy (1989), the Phalen Middle Section Plan (2004), the Northeast Corridor Development Plan (2005), the District 4 Plan Summary (2009).   Project updates including highlighting the Hamm’s Brewery (both St. Paul HRA-owned and privately-owned portions, on the south and north sides - respectively), the ongoing 3M site (Beacon Bluff) redevelopment process, and the recently-adopted Dayton’s Bluff district plan.  Pereira drew parallels between the context during which the NE Side Neighborhood Improvement Strategy was developed (1989) and today.
· Prince noted the considerable progress since 1989 – the move of Metro State to St. John’s Hospital, the adoption of the historic district, the addition of CLUES and the Mexican Consulate to the neighborhood, the construction of Phalen Boulevard, Bruce Vento trail, and new job creation.
· A comment was made that Bus Rapid Transit is not a done deal, and a suggestion was made that a streetcar be created/supported, building on the historic district and the community development leverage they create.
· Karen DuPaul highlighted the recommendation from the District 4 Plan to create a small business incubator, small, affordable spaces needed. She noted District 4 holds small business classes twice a year by the Neighborhood Development Center, and Tabitha is a graduate of this program.
· Tabitha noted that many of the commercial buildings and spaces along 7th St are not desirable, they need to invest in these spaces within buildings to make them desirable for a small business.  She also noted that there are more than 300 home-based businesses in the area and we need them to be able to connect with each other and other businesses.  To the question of how businesses can support one another, there was agreement about the Dayton’s’ Bluff Area Business Association of holding a “keys to community” event to have residents get to know area businesses.

· Discussion followed.  Someone said, “It might be cheaper to build new than to renovate older commercial buildings,” to some agreement.  
· Dave Gontarek of St. Paul PED talked about the HRA-owned portion of the Hamms site.  The St. Paul HRA is preparing for when the economy goes up again, looking for further spinoff from the Phalen Boulevard (possibly a medical office use?).  The Asian Pacific Cultural Center proposal appears at a standstill (it relies on State of MN dollars to implement it).  The streetscape on Minnehaha needs to be improved.  There have been successes, such as the relocation of Hospital Linen to the old bottling plant at the Hamm’s site on the north side of Minnehaha (280 jobs were retained) 
· Dan Kuckler of Everest, the owner of the north side of the Hamms site, said there are 28 different businesses in the north complex, with 380 jobs there right now (most associated with Hospital Linens).  There is parking, great access, space, and security. We have a desirable location based on these measures.  Everest has funded art crawls where artists receive free space over a weekend and they provide transportation.   To the point about a business incubator, Kuckler noted a 50% vacancy rate at the Hamm’s site, so there is still opportunity for small businesses there.  Kuckler also opined that we need to make small businesses want to be in East St. Paul. Kuckler noted that the businesses at Hamm’s need more visibility in response to a comment from several Task Force members that they didn’t know there were businesses down in Hamm’s.  Better signage is needed to promote these businesses.  Kuckler noted that one building will be removed along Minnehaha to allow better visibility.

· Monte Hilleman of the Port Authority discussed the 3M/Beacon Bluff site, and mentioned the overall impact of Phalen Blvd job creation – going from 50 jobs and $130,000 in real estate taxes to 1.2 million in real estate taxes after the road was developed and industrial sites opened up.  The demand for this space is high and there is a need to increase the City’s tax base with commercial and industrial enterprises (typically it takes 22-24 months from the end of contamination clean-up to the sale of the last parcel in a Port business center).  Hilleman noted that businesses care about visibility, location, parking, and logistics.  An example is Westminster Junction, where parcels sold quickly as soon as land was remediated and infrastructure was created. The goal is to bring jobs back into the community. April 14th is the next Beacon Bluff Advisory Committee.
· The key is finding funding sources and developing innovative ways for attracting businesses.  Recent successes include the use of $14M in New Market Tax Credits for Baldinger Bakery and HealthEast Medical developments at Beacon Bluff.  The Port was recently awarded $19M in additional NMTCs, for use in low-income, high unemployment, high poverty Census tracts.

· Chuck Repke said that a list of available assets/funds was needed, in order to determine how realistic some of the goals to be developed will be.  Carol Carey agreed, noting the importance of categorizing assets to figure out which goals are attainable.  Jane Prince requested a list of such funding streams for a future meeting.
· Prince summarized the key emphases of the meeting:  job creation, increased communication and marketing among businesses and between businesses and residents, the need for aesthetic improvements in the neighborhood, and to find ways to market the area.  What works in other cities? Look at Austin, TX and Atlanta’s Hire One campaign.
