
Notes from Minneapolis Downtown Council’s 2025 Plan

East Town Development Group Meeting
Tuesday, November 15, 2016, 9:00-10:30 a.m.

MSR Design, 210 South 2nd Street, Suite 800
I. Welcome and Updates

Dan Collison, MDC Director of East Town Partnership, welcomed the audience to the November East Town Development Group meeting and thanked MSR Design Principal Paul Mellblom for hosting.  Mellblom advised his firm is busy and in a hiring mode for interior designers with ±10 years of experience.

Collison then gave an overview of the agenda:  


· An introduction to The Aberdeen Apartments, the market-rate, micro housing project in Elliot Park (https://www.dropbox.com/s/j2ssjci3v8pxjex/Aberdeen%20Apartments%20Presentation%20for%20East%20Town%20Development-REV.pdf?dl=0); and 
· The featured presentation, activating public spaces (https://www.dropbox.com/s/mvhdq7wqybnwuzp/East%20Town%20Development%20-%20Activating%20Pubilc%20Spaces%2011.15.16.pdf?dl=0).


Then he reviewed the upcoming East Town Development Group meetings:

· Tuesday, December 20th.    Topics will include the recently launched East Town Development website (http://www.easttowndevelopment.com/), an evolving digital bookshelf for individuals, businesses and developers interested in the district; and the Green Infrastructure Foundation (http://www.greeninfrastructurefoundation.org) by co-founder and former board chair Michael Krause who will discuss the need for greater awareness and resources to promote the design, installation, and maintenance of green infrastructure in local communities.  This meeting will take place at one of the new Wells Fargo Towers located at 550 and 600 South 4th Street.


· Tuesday, January 17th.   Topics will include Urban Land Institute Minnesota’s Healthy Communities Initiative Report on how interstates (for East Town’s purposes, I-94 and I-35W at Washington Avenue “Lid” initiative) could be rebuilt to restore connections in adjacent neighborhoods and foster new growth opportunities (http://minnesota.uli.org/advisory-services/mndot-technical-assistance-panel-healthy-communities-initiative/); and presentation on the Park and Portland Avenues as Residential Corridors initiative and new website by BKV Group (http://www.bkvgroup.com/). 


II. Introductions

Carina Aleckson, Catholic Charities Opportunity Center
Gretchen Camp, Elness Swenson Graham (ESG) Architects
John Campobasso, Kraus-Anderson Construction
David Fields, consultant to Minneapolis CPED
Chris Fleck, North Central University
Sylvia Frank, Carlsen & Frank Architects, LLC
Geoffrey Glueckstein, JE Dunn Construction
Brent Hanson, Wells Fargo
Tom Hayes, Hennepin County Medical Center
Jeff Hemer, Boarman Kroos Vogel Group (BKV) Group
Varun Kharbanda, The 511 Building
Michael Marguiles, consultant to Aberdeen Apartments
Paul Mellblom, MSR Design
Robin Mooney, BKV Group
Max Musicant, The Musicant Group
Ben Shardlow, Minneapolis Downtown Council/Downtown Improvement District
Thomas Schmidt, DMNA Land Use Committee
Carletta Sweet, Downtown Minneapolis Neighborhood Association
Dale White, TFS Corporation

III. Aberdeen Apartments

Sylvia Frank from Carlsen & Frank Architects, LLC (http://www.carlsenfrank.com/) advised they are working with the St. Paul Development Corporation (http://stpauldevelopmentcorporation.com/), managers of and investors in mixed-use, retail, and residential properties in the Twin Cities, to construct a 5-story, 50-unit, market rate micro housing project.  The project team is also comprised of Michael Marguiles, consultant, and Weis Builders (http://www.weisbuilders.com/) which has worked on similar projects in the Twin Cities. 

Frank then gave an overview of the site and floor plans, building materials and amenities.  SPDC has purchased the western half of the block bounded by East Grant Street to the north, Portland Avenue to the east, 14th Street East to the south, and 5th Avenue South to the west.  The existing 3-story office building where Horty Elving Architects is located (but must vacate by the end of 2016 to allow the developer to move in) at 505 East Grant Street will remain for the time being and The Aberdeen will be erected to the south of it on an existing surface parking lot at 1321 5th Avenue South.  The surface parking that will remain between the two developments will be for the existing office building.

On the first level of the apartment building will be a fitness center and a common kitchen larger than what’s available in individual units.  First level units will begin 3 feet above the sidewalk affording the opportunity to build terraces and have eyes on the street.  Floors 2 through 5 will have similar configurations but with 1-bedroom units on the corners facing 14th Street East.  All units will have stackable washers and dryers.  There will also be a rooftop garden.  Unit sizes will range from 394 square feet to 527 square feet and will range in price from $1,100 to $1,200. 

There will be 17 below grade parking spaces for the residents with secure indoor bicycle storage accessible via a vacated alley off of 5th Avenue South, and outdoor bicycle racks.

They are proposing to use burnished block on the lower level, brick piers, cement lap siding, and metal shingles on the stair towers with round windows.

The location is easily accessible to downtown and surrounding attractions and amenities, and millennials who may not be able to afford larger apartments in the vicinity and/or may not want a roommate are the target market.  

Thereafter, Frank entertained questions from the audience during which she advised this project has received a couple letters of support from the neighborhood and it is in the works to receive Preliminary Development Review and Committee of the Whole approval.  When asked whether the design elements were intentionally made similar to the Hilton Garden Inn just across the 5th Avenue exit off of I-35W thereby creating a gateway of similar buildings, Frank advised it was totally unconscious and that Cozē Flats (http://cozeflats.com/) by the University of Minnesota had served as the inspiration.  

For more information, read the City Planner’s report to the Committee of the Whole at http://minneapolismn.gov/www/groups/public/@cped/documents/webcontent/wcmsp-189811.pdf. 


IV. Activating Spaces 

Collison advised that as Minneapolis experiences more urban growth in commercial, residential and public spaces, there’s an awakening to the fact that you can no longer just build places and spaces and expect people to come; you must also program them to be able to attract people to use and enjoy them.  The Musicant Group (http://www.musicantgroup.com/) feels like the front edge of a sector that is still not very well known and creates the intangible adhesion to place.  Collison is happy to know that TMG is being brought into the design process to create a sense of value and develop programming even before spaces are built and why he felt it important to have this topic be presented before this land use group.

TMG Founder and “Chair-man” Max Musicant advised there are a lot of new spaces being created and existing spaces being rediscovered in East Town and there is a ripe opportunity to derive social and commercial value from them.

Then he conducted a brief “placemaking” exercise by asking the audience to (1) move their chairs so that they could be alone; (2) move their chairs so that they could be next to one other person; (3) move their chairs so that they could be in a group of 4; and (4) move their chairs to where they can best listen to his presentation. 

Musicant explained what the audience just did was placemaking, and movable chairs in TMG parlance is a metaphor for what placemaking really is, i.e., adapting the environment to make it conducive to what we really want to do.  In any given space, whether inside or out, public or private, places that we can adapt, alter and change to be most conducive to the things we want to do, experience and feel are the places we will seek out.

Unfortunately, a lot of our environment is like stationary benches and unlike movable chairs in that they are good at one or two things but are fixed in place and unwieldy.  Through the physical milieu, rules and regulations, and cultural norms, a lot of our environment is in the bench world.  Through placemaking we can transition our environment more into a movable chair world.

Why does this matter?  Because of two macro trends reshaping real estate:

· Mobile technology has eliminated the ability of businesses and organizations to force people to be somewhere; and
· At the same time, people are increasingly demanding more human interaction and experiences. The meaning of access is transitioning from the open road to open data, walking, and biking.

How can commercial and community actors adapt to these emerging demands?  They have to create places where people want to be and to remain competitive and profitable, organizations of all kinds must create places that people seek out and demand.

The strategy of place is if people have positive and useful experiences in a given location, they will use it more, and by using it more they’ll start establishing habits and routines.  Through habits and routines, relationships with each other and commercial and enterprise activities are established.  Through these regularly occurring movements and usage, people can support businesses more so than one time occurrences thus creating economic and social value.

How do you make a place/activate space?  For TMG it is a process rather than a product and is about following the desire lines for ourselves and community; what is it we want to do and how to continually adapt our environment to accommodate our personal and collective desires.  It is also: 

· A lens through which any activity related to the built environment goes through;
· An ongoing iterative holistic process of community engagement; data collection and evaluation; and communications with internal and external partners out of which adaptable, meaningful and useful places are created; 
· A balancing act between the physical improvements; stewardship and management capacity; and activities, uses and events;
· The proper processing of ingredients (e.g., seating, bathrooms, activities, water); and
· A reintroduction of upside and learning into design and capital projects.

As an example of placemaking in the software industry, Musicant described the horrible versions of Windows that were released in response to bugs in the system.  Now software has gone through a much more iterative development and unveiling process; they are running a cycle of feedback and constant improvement and the same can be done in the built environment.

How can placemaking be put in action?  Musicant displayed a subset of TMG clients where their approach and process has been applied; it doesn’t matter what the space is as long as the placemaking process is used.  Then he displayed a map of TMG’s past and future projects in East Town and Downtown Minneapolis which included:

· 333 South 7th Street
· Capella Tower
· Franklin Steele Park
· Minneapolis Convention Center
· Piazza on the Mall
· Loring Greenway
· Water Works Park
· Cancer Survivors Park
· Target Field Station Plaza
· TCF Bank Building Atrium

Musicant then described three case studies to demonstrate how the placemaking process was applied in the downtown:

· 333 South 7th Street (http://www.333southseventhstreet.com/home.axis).  Although an attractive space and well maintained, it wasn’t being used except as a pathway to the building, smoking area, and venue for 2 to 3 tenant events per year.  The client, CBRE, brought them in to help make it a more value amenity that drives leasing activity.  TMG’s process involved tenant engagement and research which helped to establish a brand and marketing platform, the result of which is an increase in tenant satisfaction, tenant recruitment, retention, and development within tenant organizations. 

· Living Room Station at South 6th Street and Nicollet Mall (http://www.minneapolisdid.com/livingroomstation).  TMG responded to an RFP issued by the Minneapolis Downtown Improvement District to re-imagine four bus stops in Downtown and was awarded this busiest stop that lacked a shelter.  To determine what people wanted, they employed their placemaking process and made small improvements — places to sit, warm material, signage, a clock, branding, attractive bus schedule, games, art supplies and books — that created big change, i.e., an increase in bus riders who felt this station improved their experience downtown, made them feel safer downtown, and made them want to catch a bus at this station.

TMG has had conversations with Metro Transit about how they can incorporate this project into their entire system and that has led to TMG taking over St. Paul’s busiest stop next year, Central Station on 5th and Minnesota Streets.

· Piazza on the Mall (https://www.facebook.com/piazzaonthemall/).   This is an example of how TMG applied placemaking to a capital project.  As part of Westminster Presbyterian Church’s expansion plans, it planned to raze the adjacent 9-story former Wells Fargo office building it bought at 1221 Nicollet Mall which came with a decrepit concrete plaza that had remained inactive since it was built.  TMG was hired to help activate the site in the short term and to discern what the long-term redevelopment should be.

Through engagement and experimentation, they discovered people were only using the first 15 feet of frontage along Nicollet Mall because of uneven grade changes, broken fountain beds and nothing to do in the back.  To fully realize the potential of the plaza, they had to make it more usable and address the strange paving changes and steps by making a capital improvement to build a large patio deck and bring in games and activities that would be a hit across generations and cultures, e.g.:  an outdoor ping pong table; a bocce ball court; little free library; concerts; and in winter pushing the boundary by building a snow maze, curling court, and an outdoor sauna which catapulted around the metro and led to a successful Kickstarter campaign (https://www.facebook.com/saunasociety/).

Incredibly important to the process was communicating that people were allowed and welcome in the space.  Eventually they developed the daily habit and routine of usage, built relationships, took ownership over the site, and made it a safer amenity where people wanted to gather.

The success of this project guided WPG’s long-term design and redevelopment plans for the site which will now include an enhanced plaza so that it can reach out and connect to the community through the public space it owns and manages.

Musicant then entertained questions from the audience during which he noted awareness and indifference are his competitors; but he doesn’t believe they have a direct competitor either locally or nationally.  There are other organizations that do similar work but they are geographically constrained and only provide services within a specific zone, e.g., a neighborhood, commercial district.  There are other consulting firms but they only advise, not execute.  TMG’s combination of providing advice based on operating experience is a compelling argument to use their services and they are also going into the forgotten public and private common area spaces.

Musicant advised they prefer filling the gaps of a development and not directly competing with the commercial real estate design process, i.e., they prefer being value added and providing something that no one else is doing.  They have begun, however, to be on design teams (e.g., BKV Group’s Lake & Hiawatha project) to create frameworks on how a new public space will be designed given their operating experiences.  They use the placemaking process to discern what the priority uses and experiences all stakeholders want to have, create a matrix of how they will deliver through the permanent design, and collaborate with the landscape architects and owners to ensure the design reaches its full potential.

Responding to an inquiry about public safety at the LRT Central Station in St. Paul, Musicant advised through this project they are beginning to bring Metro Transit Police and St. Paul Police to the state of mind that pure enforcement has not been effective, i.e., maximizing the stick with no carrot is ineffective.  For the past 2 years they have been working with the Minneapolis Youth Coordinating Board (http://www.ycb.org/) and the Minneapolis Downtown Improvement District on transit stops and events they’ve had at the Target Field Station Plaza which have been successful.  And when asked to step in to solve the “youth problem” in St. Paul, they explained they would not be solving the youth problem but would be aspiring to create a place that everybody wants, likes, enjoys and feels save in and would do so via a highly participatory process with the existing users of the space, surveying office building tenants and users, residents, and visitors to find out what they’d like to have happen and create those things on site to give them positive reasons to be there.

Responding to an inquiry about activating space around the 511 and 1010 Buildings, Musicant advised to work off of their edges.  One of TMG’s mottos is “active edges make active interiors,” and if you don’t have an active edge people won’t come any further.  People experience things as an edge (walking along pathways, street frontage) and if that linear experience is compelling then they’ll want to come through and stick around.  This has been done in strip malls and small town main streets all over the place.  Figure out the existing flow of people and their unmet needs (e.g., seating, plantings, public art), and then bring in amenities that are too far away to build momentum in usage.

Musicant advised they have begun to use stop motion cameras when there are good places to install them; some spaces however, do not have an advantage point to use them and for other spaces they work closely with the building’s security team.

Responding to an inquiry on how TMG finds clients, Musicant advised they have built their business on relational transactions, placemaking training and education for professionals, workshops for community groups, and sometimes are funded through other agencies’ grants.  He purposefully began TMG as a for-profit and not another entity competing for a fixed pie or going after the same pool of funds.  His philosophy is if we’re creating value, people will pay us, if not then he would learn it wasn’t a good idea.
TMG has had only one grant; they pursued a Knight Foundation grant (http://www.musicantgroup.com/press) to develop the Front Yard Placemaking Toolkit (http://www.friendlyfronts.com/) to transform front yards into places where people enjoy inhabiting.  They ran a pilot in summer 2015 and data indicated that people who used it met 6 new neighbors.  They’ll be updating it and re-releasing it in spring 2017.

Lastly, Musicant announced he’s working on a new park space coming soon to downtown; more details to follow.

Thereafter, Collison thanked Frank and Musicant for their presentations, the audience for attending, and reminded them of the November 20th ETD meeting at Wells Fargo.
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