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TOWN CENTER SPECIAL WORKSHOP

SAINT MICHAEL CITY COUNCIL – PLANNING AND ZONING COMMISSION

January 16, 2002

Saint Michael Council Chambers
7:00 P.M.

CALL TO ORDER ROLL CALL: Pursuant to due call and notice, a joint meeting of the Saint Michael City Council and the Planning and Zoning Commission was held on Wednesday, January 16, 2002, in the Saint Michael Council Chambers.

Present: Mayor Wayne Kessler; Council Members Thomas Hagerty, Dean Eggert, Joe Hagerty, and Drew Scherber; Planning and Zoning Commissioners David Dayon, Jeffrey Lutz, Jean Bresin, Joseph Dubel, Brian Leonard, Sandra Mariotti and Cynthia Weston; City Engineer Jeffrey Roos, Engineer Roger Larson, Landscape Architect Kathy O’Connell, City Administrator Robert Derus, Community Development Director/Planner Marc Weigle, Planner Mary Dold Anderson, and City Clerk Carol Beall.

Also Present were:  Developers Ralph Munsterteiger, Mike Leuer, Brad Moen, Engineer Scott Dahlke, and Project Designer Miles Lindberg of URS Consultants. Additionally, there were representatives of the BKV Group and citizen representatives, including Tom Haller and Mark Haller, in the audience. A sign-in sheet is attached. 

Planner Weigle introduced the meeting, asking those present to introduce themselves, after which Miles Lindberg of URS Consultants, the designer for the developer, gave a brief introduction to New Concept “G” for the Town Center, with a comparison to Concept E2, which had been presented at a previous meeting. Exhibit G had adjustments in an attempt to come up with a better solution. Lindberg showed some of the pros and cons. They had toned back the amount of land area in the project to be devoted to retail/commercial uses. Extension of Orleans to the Parkway was shown. There was discussion of various uses. Weigle briefly reported on information from the traffic study. He reported one thing the Consulting Group looked at was peak hour traffic volume. Weigle specifically focused on the Edgewood and Larabee intersections with 241. He said they were calling for double right and double left turn lanes at Edgewood.  He showed MnDOT’s preliminary design, and explained the implications of the extended lanes for the 241 project. He also pointed out a double turn lane at Edgewood could eventually eliminate the ¾ access at the malls in future planning. Weigle said he would like the group to focus on general issues relating to the development. He said the City’s long-term needs for the municipal site can be accommodated on a 25-acre parcel. Weigle showed some preliminary drawings from BKV group, who are doing some planning for the City’s future, which give a sense of what space we have and what we might need in the future. Key issues discussed are transportation and the residential density numbers. As a point of discussion, Weigle said the City would look for a Planned Unit Development Agreement, which is very specific – wrapping up a very comprehensive project into one piece with design standards. 

Miles Lindberg next showed slides of proposed design guidelines for St. Michael Town Center. He said they would like to see some flexibility with there still being a level of control within the City. He said this was not a final proposal, but an opening of dialog to discuss goals for Town Center from the City standpoint and from the developer standpoint. They were also looking for an acceptable location and acceptable design for higher density residential uses--density ranges, without a specific product. Design guidelines are another important area, looking at building context and character, building massing and design, building materials and details and streetscape elements. 

Examples for the various density types, such as mid-density, high-density, and retail/commercial/civic were shown.  In some cases, they were looking at such things as reduced building separation, offset with landscaping.  Building massing and design, with building forms consistent with variety were discussed, as well as enhancement of storefronts with minimum requirements for such things as window area and signage.  Lindberg showed examples of enhancing of a simple form, with elements of architectural design. Examples for breaking down the massiveness of walls, and a variety of design to break down the facade were shown, as well as methods to break down the scale of the building, using details of window types, balconies, etc. to bring down the scale of residential.  Repetitive use of materials and details, establishing themes and following through on them, parapets and streetscape elements in a package were other means used for creating character and visual impacts, and could be a starting point for discussion.

Weigle asked if there was some general feedback based on the presentation by Lindberg. Councilman T. Hagerty asked to confirm we were talking about high and medium density residential, different street widths, different setbacks, and multi-story buildings. Those were items being considered. With regard to design elements, it was agreed the modeling was similar to Maple Grove.  Councilman J. Hagerty brought up Monticello as well. There was some discussion on doing the housing first because there is a market for the housing now, and the market determines commercial. Councilman J. Hagerty asked if the commercial were sold off for whatever reason, who makes sure the standard is maintained. Weigle said it is the City’s responsibility. He said as part of the preliminary plat and PUD approval, there would be standards established for the whole project. Part of the PUD exchange would be amenities put in the commercial part of the project. These would be recorded as a document, which goes with the land, so anyone looking at it would know the requirements. Weigle said it is an important role for the City to get the standards they want, including such things as exterior materials. There was a question as to possible subsidizing of some of the high density, three and four-story buildings. If they were subsidized, they would still have to meet all the design standards. The developers said they would try to create housing for a broad range of needs. Mayor Kessler said he does not like the street between the civic uses. There was discussion on the civic uses, and it being the central core part of the development. Some of the other locations were more peripheral. The Parkway is an established point, and there were several other established points. If it is an issue to have the civic broken up, there might be several other ways to do it; however, there would probably be some internal streets anyway. Weigle said BKV would help the City with plans. Getting a straight road connection of Edgewood seemed to be important. It was also discussed that bisecting the civic site is not necessarily a bad thing, as long as people feel comfortable crossing the road. Not all the civic area is integrated uses. 

There was further discussion on the alignment of Edgewood, and whether it could or should be shifted, including discussion of the substantial wetland, who is going to build it, and the mitigation and permitting process.  Dave Sebold, developer of the bordering property said he was not pleased with the double load and said it will affect the value of all the lots. He also said Albertville is not very favorable to a connection. It is an important connection for the future, even if it is not done now. Planning for the future is important. There was additional discussion on the possibility of going up the west side of the peninsula. One consideration was to avoid units driving and exiting directly onto the collector road, which also significantly changes the opportunity for housing types. What type of accesses would be allowed onto the collector road was asked, as well as impacts on other property owners. Tom Haller said he and Mark Haller, who was also present, own the properties the collector street is proposed to go through. He said he thinks it will happen some day. He discussed costs involved in mitigation with the way it is proposed. If the City wants to see it happen some day, maybe there could be some type of cooperative agreement between the City and developer. Weigle said this group was not going to come up with a design tonight. It was suggested the group might want to go out and see the area in person before making any kind of a decision, and before the next meeting. After discussion, it was agreed to meet at 9:00 a.m. Saturday morning at City Hall to drive out to the site.  Mark Haller said he agreed with what Tom Haller said and the road has no benefit to him. 

Commissioner Mariotti said there were some other things that changed, such as a larger City park, one big pond was now three smaller, and will they hold water, which could be an amenity. There were some comments on the Edgewood intersection and the impact of the Hagemeyer brick house. Kathy O’Connell talked about the nice strong main street component for a block, which was visually lost to some extent, and the medium in the road. It would not look as “Main Street” and traditional as the other design, but the City has to balance all needs. The first focus is the road alignment. The traffic study will help.

Commissioner Dayon asked if anyone has considered or tried, skyways, pedestrian walkways, or tunnels. He was told they are not workable in an area like this. Creating safe conflicts is part of the concept of town center. It is a fine balance. The exception parcel was questioned. It is not known at this time how it will be used. Commissioner Mariotti asked if the City is committed to this plan so the standards would also apply to City Hall and a Community Center.  They would have to be compatible. The bank site would probably be the first stage of commercial. The developers said some commercial will start soon. There was discussion on the trade-off on the PUD. Weigle said they included road alignments, community open space area, more attention to architectural details, streetscape and amenities, which add value to the project--a tradeoff being to get high quality commercial development.  It was pointed out the community open space would probably be there with or without a PUD. The developers said since they put their sign out on 241, they have been getting daily calls, but they cannot give very specific information until some approvals are given. There was additional discussion on some of the changes, among which was a little less space for the civic area. 

Paul Ederer of Great Northern Bank asked about the status in acquiring the Hagemeyer House. Weigle said the City has not pursued anything to this point, but with the need to widen the road and intersection, the Council may consider it further. They did vote to ask staff to look into some type of negotiations. 

Jeremy Zachman asked if the commercial was more than originally allocated under the City’s earlier comprehensive plan.  Weigle said the City designated Town Center about a year ago. There was an increase of commercial from about 23 to 25 acres to 40 to 45 acres. Zachman said he has 60 acres sitting as Business/Office Park and he thought along 241 it would be better used as commercial. Weigle said typically a city will have about 5% in commercial and about 10 to 15% in industrial/commercial office park. Retail is strictly based on the trade area and it is good to focus the commercial areas at just a couple locations. As downtown is redeveloped the amount of commercial may be reduced. 

Administrator Derus said one of the frustrations was the need to take care of a couple of commercial requests as soon as possible. He asked if it is possible in any way, shape, or form to expedite some of the initial commercial, a big key to making this work. There was discussion on how to expedite but still make certain the intersections and roads are designed right at this time. Commissioner Weston said she personally likes the layout of the last design, which could be very clean and nice looking. Commissioner Mariotti said she sat in meetings on the I-94 business park and heard buildings would look just like the drawings from Hans Hagen, but what we have is SuperAmerica. Two things to focus on are the roadways and the amount of City property. The developer said they need to get roads laid in so they have some dimensions to sell some property. Scott Dahlke said one thing to keep in mind is that the entire preliminary plat should be processed at the same time for the environmental reviews required on a project of this scope. Some questions now were the brick house, the City’s need for their property to be contiguous or not. The Saturday morning site visit was scheduled. A neighborhood meeting--perhaps the third Wednesday in February--was suggested as well. Mayor Kessler said he does not see a problem with density as long as we get a very high quality product. Some areas to look at similar commercial to what was shown on the slides were suggested. It was asked the amount of density per acre be specified.  A town center needs some density and a mix of housing; minimum and maximum densities would help. Development standards should be spelled out for each individual area, including what the variances are from standard. The preliminary plat and PUD packet will show that, and the developers said there will be covenants as well. The developers and City need to have a pretty good sense of what each is expecting. Administrator Derus also mentioned the acquisition specialist they have talked to at the EDA level and that he could probably be of help in trying to acquire the Hagemeyer property. Kathy O’Connell of MFRA said she had some Town Center design guidelines if anyone was interested in looking at them.

Joe Haller asked what the City would like to see for the exception piece.  Weigle said the City would be open to some kind of multi-family to go along with what is shown next to the property. It was asked why it was shown as an exception. Weigle explained the developers do not own the parcel, so they do not have the right to plan for it. Weigle reminded the Council & Commission of the meeting Saturday morning at 9 a.m.

After a short break at 9:55 p.m., the City Council and Planning Commission continued discussion on the buildings downtown. Mayor Kessler asked if the Planning Commission and Council see the need to start actively trying to acquire properties downtown as well as properties to provide easement for a possible frontage and/or backage road on the south side of Highway 241 from Larabee to County Road 19.  Engineer Roos said the City is dealing with easements for the Edgewood Sewer Bypass right now and it would seem appropriate if there could be negotiation and coordination with what may be needed in the future for 241 easements or bypass. The possibility of a bond issue to purchase necessary easements for future roads was briefly discussed, as well as the need to get good information to the residents, including letting them know the City is working on a plan for frontage and backage from County Road 19 to Larabee Avenue NE. Planner Weigle also stressed the need for a downtown plan soon. The marketing study was completed and now the traffic study is being completed – a good time to go back to downtown planning and try to finalize a plan. Weigle said if we are going to start spending money buying properties, we should have a plan about where the City is going – perhaps lay out a schedule to hammer through a downtown plan. Commissioner Dubel said we are looking at Plan G for Town Center, so we should get some kind of a plan started out there for downtown.  It was also pointed out the City should get a plan approved by the County before starting to purchase properties.

With SRF finishing their study, a public transportation meeting was suggested. The Friendshuh house  (27 1st Street SE) was briefly discussed. It was felt the time is premature to consider purchase at this time. Downtown redevelopment was briefly discussed. With the need for more turn lanes, it was felt any notion of making it look like a traditional downtown would not work. Some type of commercial development, probably focusing more on professional services with scheduled visits throughout the day which would not require a great deal of parking might be considered. Weigle said it could also be more residential. 

Administrator Derus said it is not just a problem of transportation and planning, but also a problem of perception. He suggested putting together a plan and opening up dialog in a very public manner. Otherwise, people conclude the City is doing nothing.  He said staff learned from the previous process. There was a miscalculation on the part of staff as to the interest and perceptions of the public, so a lot of misinformation was spread concerning what the City intended to do. He said we can manage a lot better than we did. A public forum on transportation in St. Michael, asking very open-ended questions with a consultant experienced in facilitating that type of process would be one idea. The City cannot just avoid the issue. The City does not have a good plan now, and traffic will continue to get worse. The public needs to know the State and County are not being very good partners in helping the City out. A key is managing information to the people. The City has put information in the newspaper and in newsletters. Weigle also suggested with the traffic study completed, we could bring out SRF for a transportation open house and invite anybody who wants to come, specifically inviting people from downtown. Engineer Roos suggested putting together an outline with four or five specific transportation issues, and then specifically notifying those people whose properties would be affected, as well as general notices.

There was additional discussion about the interest of local business people, and how the Town Center might affect them if it takes off.  Mayor Kessler adjourned the joint meeting at 10:40 p.m.
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