West Summit Neighborhood Advisory Committee

Minutes

May 11, 2010

Members present
Scott Banas, Joel Clemmer, Rina Cooper, Doug Hennes, Samantha Henningson, John Hershey, John Huber, Jeanne Matross, Jim Sachs, Jared Scharpen,  Russ Stark, LeoViktora.
Invited guests
Mike Barrett & Dan Meuwissen, UST Public Safety; Linnea Bicking, Undergraduate Student Government; Commander Colleen Luna, St. Paul Police; Mary Anne Ryan, Executive Director, Campus and Residence Life. 
Guests who signed the register

Andrew Andersen, 2157 Lincoln; Carol Caauwe, 2142 Grand; Faith Cable, Smith Partners; Clarence Chaplin, 1921 Lincoln; Peter Cooper, 2129 Lincoln; Arlyce Eide, 2082 Lincoln; Rita McConnell Mattaini, 2097 Goodrich; Glen McCluskey, Union Park District Council, 2016 Marshall; Katya Pilling, 1916 Laurel; Tim Plunkett, 2173 Fairmount; Ed & Donna Rotter, 71 S. Cleveland; Michael & Jenifer Semmens, 2163 Goodrich; Joe Stinchfield, 1931 Selby; Tom Vellenga, 2091 Lincoln; Michelle Vojacek, 1897 Selby; Barbara Wolf, 2147 Lincoln. 

The meeting commenced at 6:33p.m. With 18 guests in attendance, introductions were exchanged. The April 13, 2010 minutes were approved as submitted. The minutes are posted at www.wsnac.net.  The May 11, 2010 agenda was approved with one addition.
Housing subcommittee action item
Jeanne Matross described the subcommittee’s work over the past five months. She reviewed its newly created mission and vision statements as well as the subcommittee’s list of short term goals. A Mattross/Viktora motion to approve the mission and vision statements and to give consent to the subcommittee to proceed with its short term goals met with unanimous approval. 
Campus Development subcommittee action item
Doug Hennes presented the Anderson Student Center construction management plan, stating that it mirrors the one already in place for the athletic complex and employed during the Sitzmann Hall project. There will be no pile driving and work will not begin until 7:00 a.m. on weekdays. A Hennes/Matross motion to approve the plan met with unanimous approval. The plan will be posted at http://www.stthomas.edu/construction/. 
Outdoor concert disturbance issue.

Doug apologized for the concert disturbance on campus on Saturday, May 8. Though university officials did obtain the necessary permits, he stated that the concert was too loud, that the university will work internally and with WSNAC to insure that it does not happen again. Russ Stark then described the city’s noise variance application process.
Public Safety director Dan Meuwissen described his actions in asking the band twice to lower the sound level, once after the afternoon sound test and then after the first act. The band complied each time and he apologized to the group for not realizing how far the sound traveled that evening. He reported that his office has now ordered its own decibel meter to monitor future events of this kind. A suggestion was made to have a citizen monitor the meter during concerts.

Residential Living director Mary Anne Ryan stated that the afternoon sound check should not have occurred.  She will take steps to see that afternoon sound tests are not conducted at future events.

Scott Banas suggested that WSNAC participate in the planning process before the next event. He asked for more advertising and notification for neighbors, for the “flyering area” to be enlarged and for the inclusion of a “live phone number” (to register complaints) in the notification document. He also suggested that the university develop an email notification list for the neighborhood.
Liquor license update
Doug reviewed the legal reasoning behind the university’s application for a liquor license and provided Rep. Erin Murphy’s rationale for withdrawing the St. Paul license application from the floor in April 2010. He stated that the university has no interest in opening a pub on campus. Scott Banas read from part of Ms. Murphy’s statement and informed the group that WSNAC will be actively involved with the university and interested neighbors this fall to help the state craft the enabling legislation and to help the City of Saint Paul craft appropriately specific conditions and use restrictions. WSNAC will take up the issue this fall with the hope of helping to produce a proposal for the 2011 legislative session.

Katya Pilling expressed her hope that the ensuing legislation conversation is broader and addresses alcohol-related neighborhood disturbances.

Russ Stark expressed his interest in working with St. Thomas and other Saint Paul colleges by asking them to participate in a broader legislation formulation discussion since it is likely that each will ultimately pursue its own licensing application.  
Residential living patterns, student disruptions in the neighborhood management actions, general discussion
Scott Banas asked Joel Clemmer to address a long range plan for the university to reduce the proportion of undergraduates who live off-campus. Joel proposed that the Campus Development subcommittee take up the issue and bring a report back to WSNAC. He invited non-WSNAC members to participate in the process.
Doug Hennes then reviewed on- and off-campus housing statistics. The undergraduate population has increased from 4900 to 5900 since 1989. The on-campus housing capacity has also increased by 1000 beds and the percentage of undergraduates students living in residence has increased from 33% to 44%. He anticipates that the university will maintain a stable enrollment base from this point forward. However, since the university has achieved its maximum debt capacity, having invested over $200 million in facility construction in the past ten years, it has no short term plans to construct additional on-campus housing. 

Union Park District Council president Glenn McCluskey asked that WSNAC and the university join with the community council in moving away from a “complaint based system” of addressing neighborhood disturbances to a united planning process. He committed the community council to participating in that process.
Joel Clemmer raised several questions for discussion regarding the city’s rental inspection process, the creation of contact information handouts for neighbors and the ZAP program.  He expressed his opinion that the university ought to have an expressed aspiration to house a larger percentage of undergraduates and committed WSNAC to engaging in that process.

Rina Cooper commented that though the current educational outreach programming is needed and welcome, attention needs to be paid to the “continued systemic problem” of the reduction of owner-occupants in the neighborhood and the increase in the number of rental units.

Andrew Andersen, apartment complex manager for 2158 Grand Avenue, identified an emerging trend of non-UST, ESL international students living in the area and addressed the need for finding ways to acculturate them.

Russ Stark reviewed the history of the city’s single-family, duplex rental inspection program. He stated that the city has now inspected roughly 50% of the approximate 12,000 rental units and that it started the inspection and “C of O” program by addressing problem units. The process has been slowed by the attention required to inspect foreclosed and vacant properties.
Commander Colleen Luna stated that the systematic funding of the ZAP program disappeared from the budget 3½ years ago but that the Western District continues to fund the effort each spring and fall by using her existing budget. This spring, after the adoption of the social host legislation, her officers worked with St. Thomas to identify problem properties that have had multiple disturbance calls. Police officers made proactive, educational visits to 24 properties in the area to advise tenants about the new ordinance and calls for service to those properties have been significantly reduced.

Jennifer Semmens asked if students are ever dismissed from the University for creating neighborhood disturbances. Jim Sachs responded by citing the 2171 Temple Court incident where ten individuals appeared before a university hearing board resulting in five suspensions.  

Joe Stinchfield summarized the Minneapolis police procedure of placing rental properties on probation for violating the city noise ordinance; a second violation results in a significant fine. Commander Luna responded that her officers do make use of a similar procedure by issuing an “operating a disorderly house” citation. She asserted that she is still looking for the most effective educational tool to help prevent disturbances before they occur. She believes that the social host legislation may provide appropriate leverage and cited an instance where a graduating student recently called her to ask for guidance in conducting a responsible graduation party.

Leo Viktora referred meeting attendees to http://www.tommiemedia.com/ should they have an interest in keeping track of the concerns of university students and pulse of undergraduate life. (TommieMedia is the new online student newspaper.) He referred specifically to two recent party-house related articles. 

A Banas/Cooper motion charging the Campus Development subcommittee with collecting and analyzing data to formulate an “off-to-on-campus-housing-initiative” report and list of recommendations to be produced and submitted to WSNAC by September 15, 2010 met with unanimous approval. Joel Clemmer invited citizens present to participate in creating the report.
Russ Stark asked if every dorm room is occupied on campus. Mary Anne Ryan responded by saying the housing system is typically 100% occupied each fall and that it drops off to about 96% in the second semester. She believes current the current supply of on-campus student housing meets the student demand, since she typically is able to provide on-campus housing for the greater proportion of students who place their names a waiting list.  
Samantha Henningson asked if students are removed from the residence halls for behavioral violations. Jim Sachs responded that “small handful” of students is removed each year, no more than “12 to 15 during a huge year,” but his office tracks their presence in the neighborhood if they move off campus.

Michelle Vojacek asked the committee to consider ways to engage parents in the renter education process and to ask them to take more actives roles in encouraging their children to behave with civility in the neighborhood and elsewhere.
Dan Meuwissen told the group that he regularly participates in the student orientation process and does address parents and students with regard to university behavioral expectations both on and off campus.  

Tim Plunkett suggested Campus Development subcommittee investigate census data to determine more accurately where college students are living now as opposed to 20 years ago.

A neighbor asked a question about the number of graduate students living in the neighborhood. Doug responded that the university doesn’t typically track that number because the majority of UST graduate students are part-time learners who hold down full-time jobs. The same person asked about the percentage of faculty/staff living in the neighborhood. John Hershey responded that a recent study indicated that roughly 25% of UST faculty/staff have 55104 or 55105 home zip codes.
Michael Semmes asked the university to reconsider including a residential “aspirational goal” of accommodating up to 60% of its undergraduates on its campus. He suggested that the university consider modeling itself after other local colleges to which Joel Clemmer responded by saying that a residential comparison might make for better sense for St. Thomas if it compared itself with other urban Catholic universities.

Scott Banas expressed his disappointment that the university dropped its 60% on-campus residential goal when Student Affairs leadership changed hands several years ago. He also expressed his disappointment that the Housing Buyback Program has not served as a springboard for a larger owner-occupied housing conversion/rehabilitation project.
Doug Hennes reiterated that the university would consider a financially feasible CDC development proposal but that none has been forthcoming even though significant effort has gone into investigating that possibility. He believes that the university has done a good job in converting rental property to date. He also stated that the UST Board of Trustees has not engaged in a formal discussion about university-established on-campus housing percentages. He stated that perhaps the issue would come forward as a result Campus Development subcommittee’s charge to produce its “initiative report and recommendations.”
Jeanne Matross asked the university to consider the proposal to move more undergraduates into on-campus housing in a different light by asking the question, “What is the best experience for students?” She believes that studies show that students are more engaged with campus life if they live in residential housing and that universities achieve better graduation rates if students live in residence halls. She expressed her hope that the university will have an appropriate internal discussion to consider the issues.
Leo Viktora shared statistics from the university’s crime logs and suggested that properties which regularly appear, over time, in the reports deserve more particular university and police attention.
John Hershey asked neighbors to consider ways in which WSNAC and the university can engage landlords of single-family and duplex rental units in a larger renter education effort.

Jared Scharpen described his and Linnea Bicking’s student-led initiative to promote civility by providing a specific incentive-based challenge to local commuter students to introduce themselves to neighbors on their respective blocks. He expressed his frustration that some students have been shunned by neighbors as they have tried to initiate positive outreach.

Linnea Bicking underscored the “Give Respect, Get Respect” theme of the initiative and stated that she hoped to secure the funding to fund the initiative in the fall 2010.

Leo Viktora thanked the students for their efforts and asked the university to consider launching a larger internal educational effort in the residence halls—via, for example, posters and hall meetings—to educate incoming students about the expectation for civil conduct in the neighborhood.

Jared Scharpen indicated that he will be a summer orientation leader and that he will specifically address civility issues in the orientation sessions with incoming students and parents.
Tom Vellenga shared his history of growing up in the neighborhood.  He stated that the long term issue for St. Thomas and the city is to address the impact of students living in the neighborhood. He expressed a real concern that on his block, for example, student rentals have dramatically replaced owner-occupied properties. He urged the university to focus on—and to put in writing—a goal of providing more on-campus housing. He challenged St. Thomas to consider how it plans to use its resources to make it more attractive for students to live on-campus rather than off-campus. He stated that neighbors “are feeling impatient” and urged the university “to feel our real sense of urgency” in addressing this vital issue.

Russ Stark told the group that this year his office has experienced a significant increase in the number of complaint-based disruption calls for this neighborhood. He cited his recent letter to the university which asked that it add an additional off-duty police officer to assist with neighborhood weekend patrol for the duration of the school year. The university complied with his request. He also referred to the current housing market volatility as a factor which has added to the problem to which Mr. Vellenga referred. Mr. Stark expressed his interested in working with citizens and university officials to address the issue.
Commander Luna stated that while Mr. Stark’s complaint calls may have increased, her complaint calls are down by 25%. She told the group that she assigns officers to specific patrol areas based partly on the number of complaint calls she receives. She urged citizens to call (651) 291-1111 or 911 when they experience an immediate disturbance, no matter how small. If she can establish a need for assigning more patrol officers to the area, she can receive more funds and provide more officers to accomplish that end.

Dan Meuwissen told the group that his office experienced an increase in complaint calls during September 2009 but that the number dropped off after that time. He urged citizens to keep to the police and his office informed of their concerns and indicated his willingness “to work together to have an impact.” 

Mike Barrett urged citizens to provide accurate data when they place a complaint call to Public Safety, including a house address or location and, if possible, a police incident (case) number. He urged people to call the police first about a disruption since his staff does not have off-campus jurisdiction. He asked everyone to help create “consistent message” on the best way to respond to a disruptive situation.

Jim Sachs told the group about the TPS&SR subcommittee’s effort to engage a consultant to help everyone address the general civility issue more effectively. He has set an informational meeting with a consultant from Smith Partners for May 25.
Scott Banas encouraged meeting attendees to join the WSNAC subcommittees to broaden participation in an effort to address their concerns. He thanked people for attending, participating and listening.

The meeting adjourned at 8:56 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

John Hershey

WSNAC co-chair 
