Meeting Minutes

RAMSEY COUNTY RAILROAD AUTHORITY MEETING

The Ramsey County Regional Railroad Authority met on May 20, 2008, in Council Chambers, Third Floor Courthouse.

MEMBERS PRESENT:
Chair Jim McDonough

Commissioner Toni Carter





Commissioner Rafael Ortega





Commissioner Jan Parker





Commissioner Victoria Reinhardt 


Commissioner Janice Rettman

MEMBERS ABSENT:
Commissioner Tony Bennett

OTHERS PRESENT:
Terry Speiker, Tim Mayasich, Steve Morris, Angie Taylor, Alicia Vap, Kathy Kapoun, Julie Kleinschmidt, Mark Voerding, and Jackie Cooper.

Chair McDonough called the meeting to order at 1:00 PM 

AGENDA

Chair McDonough moved that items four and five on the agenda be reversed.  Commissioner Parker moved approval of the Agenda of the May 20, 2008 Board Meeting, as amended, seconded by Commissioner Carter.  Roll Call:  Ayes – Carter, Ortega, Parker, McDonough – 7.  No Vote – Bennett, Reinhardt.  Nays – 0.  Motion accepted.

MINUTES
Commissioner Parker moved approval of the Minutes from the May 6, 2008 Board Meeting, seconded by Commissioner Carter.  Roll Call:  Ayes – Carter, Ortega, Parker, McDonough – 7.  No Vote – Bennett, Reinhardt.  Nays – 0.  Motion accepted.

1. Ratification of Report of Contracts (R08-21)

Commissioner Parker moved the ratification of report of contracts, seconded by Commissioner Carter.  Commissioner Rettman noted her objection to the same.  Roll Call:  Ayes – Carter, Ortega, Parker, McDonough – 4.  No Vote – Bennett, Reinhardt.  Nays – Rettman - 1.  Motion accepted.
WHEREAS, Administrative Code 4.3.50A requires a report of all contracts and final payments approved by the County Manager; Now, Therefore, Be It  


RESOLVED, The Ramsey County Regional Railroad Authority hereby approves the Quarterly Report of Contracts for the period of January 1, 2008 through March 31, 2008.

2. Approve First Amendment to the Professional Services Agreement with URS Corporation for Union Depot Project Conceptual Engineering and Environmental Assessment Services (R08-22)
Commissioner Carter moved approval of the First Amendment to the Professional Services Agreement with URS Corporation for Union Depot project conceptual engineering and environmental assessment services, seconded by Commissioner Parker.  Roll Call:  Ayes – Carter, Ortega, Parker, Rettman, McDonough – 5.  No Vote – Bennett, Reinhardt - 2.  Nays – 0.  Motion accepted.

WHEREAS, Ramsey County Regional Railroad Authority is developing the Union Depot concourse as a multi-modal transit hub; and

WHEREAS, Ramsey County Regional Railroad Authority entered into a contract with URS Corporation to provide conceptual engineering and environmental assessment services for the Union Depot; Now, Therefore, Be It

RESOLVED, That Ramsey County Regional Railroad Authority hereby authorizes the Ramsey County Manager to execute the contact amendment with URS Corporation to extend the contract termination date to December 31, 2008 at no increase in contract cost.

3. Approve First Amendment to the Grant Agreement with Metropolitan Council for Transit Capital Financial Assistance (R08-23)

Commissioner Carter moved approval of the First Amendment to the Grant Agreement with Metropolitan Council for transit capital financial assistance, seconded by Commissioner Parker.  Roll Call:  Ayes – Carter, Ortega, Parker, Rettman, McDonough – 5.  No Vote – Bennett, Reinhardt – 2.  Nays – 0.  Motion accepted.

Whereas, Ramsey County Regional Railroad Authority is developing the Union Depot concourse as a multi-modal transit hub; and

WHEREAS, Ramsey County Regional Railroad Authority entered into a grant agreement with the Metropolitan Council for the pass through of $1,699,935 in federal funds for the Union Depot project; Now, Therefore, Be It
RESOLVED, That Ramsey County Regional Railroad Authority hereby authorizes the Ramsey County Manager to execute the grant agreement amendment with the Metropolitan Council to extend the grant agreement termination date to May 30, 2010, at no cost.

4. CTIB Update
Chair McDonough advised that following the Metropolitan Transit Development Board (MTDB) meeting, the CTIB had its first meeting and discussion on the process of dissolving the MTDB.  He advised that the dissolution of the MTDB will come back to the Rail Authority for approval, as well as all other regional rail authorities for their action.  He advised that the dissolution would not take place until the CTIB is fully functional, which would likely be late September, or October 2008.  He advise that one of CTIB’s functions will be to manage the sales tax revenue, allocating funds in the form of grants through the GEARS Committee, which is a committee appointed of City and County memberships to evaluate, review, make recommendations to the full CTIB, as well as make final determination in presenting grants.  Commissioner Rettman inquired when the next meeting is scheduled.  Tim Mayasich responded Monday, June 16, 2008 at 8:30 AM.  Commissioner Rettman inquired if the MTDB still exists.  Chair McDonough responded that the MTDB won’t meet again until the last meeting to make a recommendation to dissolve.

Commissioner Reinhardt cautioned that the CTIB members should remain cognizant that it’s not just about Central, Hiawatha, North Star, and Rush Line, but that there are other projects including Red Rock, high-speed, I-94, Robert Street, and many others and in order to make this a regional system, everyone has to be at the table and feel like they can participate.  Chair McDonough commented that that was the goal and everybody recognizes that. 

5. Central Corridor Project Update
Rich Rovang, Deputy Project Manager for the Central Corridor project distributed a document entitled Citizen’s Guide to the Municipal Consent Process and Preliminary Design Plans, advising that Metropolitan Council public information/public involvement staff created this document to assist units of government and citizens during their review of the municipal consent process and preliminary design plans.  He indicated that the plans are very voluminous, in the range of 1,150 pages.  Mr. Rovang advised that the Central Corridor Management Committee (CCMC) recommended on February 27, 2008, and the Metropolitan Council approved a project scope that included the following:  An east bank at-grade solution on Washington Avenue as a transit and pedestrian mall; and infrastructure for the three infill stations at Hamline, Victoria, and Western; the diagonal alignment in St. Paul at Cedar and Fourth Streets; a stop in front of the Union Depot; the maintenance facility in St. Paul, east of the Depot; and the three-car platform alternative with the alternative that included significant art input.  He advised that the current alignment resulted in fifteen new stations and five joint stations with the existing Hiawatha light rail system.  

Mr. Rovang continued, stating that the municipal consent process is not the true municipal consent process when working with the Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT), indicating that Minnesota Statute §473.3994 specifically addresses light rail, which calls for early review of the physical design components of the preliminary design and provides for local jurisdictional review and approval of the physical design component of the preliminary design plans.  That calls for the local jurisdiction to have two options.  One, they can approve the preliminary design plans indicating any areas to be further studied; or two, they could disapprove the plans with required changes.  Mr. Rovang emphasized the Metropolitan Council’s hope that anything that needs modifying can be worked out without your having to disapprove the plans to avoid having to repeat the review/approval process and/or appeals process through the Metropolitan Council for a final determination.  Mr. Rovang reiterated the time crunch this project is under with regard to submittal for new starts, indicating the Metropolitan Council’s intention to work with Ramsey County to review and reach agreement and resolution on issues.  He indicated that the plans are currently 10–15% complete, but will subsequently reach 30–35% completion, then 60% completion, then 90% completion, all of which will be made available to local staff for review, comment, and to address concerns this Board might have. 

Chair McDonough asked for clarification that the Board will have opportunities at 30%, 60%, and 90% to submit comments about the plans, but that there is no requirement to have public hearings at those points in times.  Rich Rovang responded in the affirmative, adding that there also isn’t a requirement to take formal action to approve or disapprove the plans at those stages.  Mr. Rovang continued, assuring members that they would have an opportunity to work with their staff to determine if key elements of concern being addressed during that process.  Commissioner Rettman requested a copy of the plans at 30-35%, 60%, and 90% and advised that at some point in the future she would like to talk about whether or not to have additional hearings.  Commissioner Rettman asked for clarification that the only time the Board gets to make decisions is before July 13, 2008.  Mr. Rovang responded in the affirmative, as long as no material changes to the physical design occur, otherwise the Metropolitan Council would need to come back to the Ramsey County Board for approval.  Commissioner Rettman commented that the Board would not have veto approval.   Mr. Rovang responded in the affirmative, however, indicating that the Metropolitan Council has every expectation to work closely with the Board along the process.

Mr. Rovang continued his presentation, directing members to the municipal consent timeline.  He advised that at the meeting on February 27, 2008, the Central Corridor Management Committee (CCMC) gave direction that they approved and supported the alignment, which the Metropolitan Council took action on and directed staff to proceed to provide the municipal consent plans, which were finished on April 28, 2008.  The plans were provided to each of the units of government bodies for their purview and review.  Not sooner than 30 days thereafter, the units of government bodies are required to schedule and conduct a hearing on the plans, allowing citizens and/or businesses to comment.  Following the hearing, the cities and counties will take affirmative action to either approve or disapprove the plans no later than July 13, 2008.  Chair McDonough advised that all hearing dates have been set and asked if they are shown on our website, or someplace for anybody watching can locate them.  Rich Rovang responded that the five public hearings are listed on the back of the citizen’s guide to municipal consent process.  Dan Soler added that that information is also available on the central corridor website, (www.centralcorridor.org).  Commissioner Rettman inquired if the comment line had been added.  Dan Soler responded that Ramsey County has a phone comment line that is also listed on the website and the citizen’s guide.

Rich Rovang continued his presentation advising that the content of the hearing would address the track location, the station location, and general layout, not design of the stations.  He stated that the Metropolitan Council has a general layout for the platforms and stations, which was recently reviewed by the Citizen’s Advisory Committee (CAC).  He indicated that the process is fairly detailed regarding how they will input art, the general configuration and makeup of each station, as well as other important features such as roadway features, turn lanes, lane widths, traffic signals, sidewalks, the dimensions of sidewalks, pedestrian crossings, and system elements.  Commissioner Carter expressed her concern about not having an artist on board, fully participating in all phases of design, and asked Mr. Rovang to comment on what the selection process will be and how it will impact not just the design of the individual stations, but the design of the project overall, including elements such as street design, stations, and the station areas.  Rich Rovang responded that his understanding is that the Metropolitan Council is in the process of providing and appointing an oversight group of artists and people with an art background to oversee that entire process, including putting out the Request for Proposal (RFP), and making suggestions to ensure that all of the art is not placed in one location and is distributed throughout the alignment, further advising that the intent is to allocate for a station and possibly that area adjacent to it, a certain amount of funding from the $3.7 million budget.  Mr. Rovang continued advising that a certain amount of architectural work will be incorporated right into the standard design elements in the structures as an option and will be further evaluated to determine whether they want to dedicate those features within the stations or areas adjacent to it to architectural features that form art, or whether they wish to use in some manner more traditional piece art.  Dan Soler added that the municipal consent plans items such as location of stations, number of lanes, sidewalks, etc. may not have a significant art element, but the ongoing design stuff such as station design, streetscaping, and public art, are all items that will have influence with our artists that will be on staff, indicating that the artist will do some of the design work associated with those.  He indicated a process is being worked right now that will identify how we will involve staff from the various agencies, elected officials, the public, and other groups to bring each of these items to their final design.  

Commissioner Rettman commented that the issue of parking is huge, indicating that throughout the DEIS it was guaranteed that parking was going to stay and now with the three platforms and with the U returns, almost 85% of the parking has been lost on University Avenue.  She suggested that parking be included as one of our comments in terms of parking mitigation, indicating that this issue must be addressed before final approval is given.  Rich Rovang responded that he understood, advising that the Metropolitan Council is vigorously taking a look at the parking aspect, working with City and County staff to conduct a block-by-block analysis of the specific impact it’s going to have.  He commented that Al Lovejoy specifically said that the City is appreciative and that they have gone a long way in refining which of those locations were particularly critical and identifying the fact that it isn’t an overall shortage of parking in the corridor, but rather distribution and who controls it in a lot of locations.  

Commissioner Rettman commented that she personally attended four of the parking issues meetings, where three to four parking issues were identified by County Commissioners, including parking access to small businesses, parking in the neighborhoods, the need for north/south connections, making sure there are park and rides elsewhere to accommodate the ridership; and getting people out of cars.  Commissioner Parker added that in addition going block-by-block, they should also consider how Ramsey County residents who will be paying for the line will get access, indicating that park and ride lots and good transit connections are needed in the suburbs, otherwise people who are living around light rail, and rightfully so, are really going to be mad at the suburbanites coming into their neighborhoods to ride the light rail.  Rich Rovang expressed his understanding and advised that the Central Corridor project is interested in being a part of the solution, but cautioned that it does not have adequate funds to be the solution.  He indicated that it will take a concentrated, coordinated, long-term effort on the part of everyone concerned, including implementing City ordinances and reassigning of spaces that are available.  He also commented that parking for small businesses is not just for customers, but for employees as well.  Commissioner Reinhardt stated that it’s not just the suburbanites coming in, but also local residents who want to get closer to ride the rail.  She continued stating that the City of St. Paul is going to have to recognize that it’s not St. Paulites versus the suburbanites, but that we are all in this together and have to deal with the issue no park and rides up front, otherwise its going to hurt the entire project and not just the neighborhoods.  

Dan Soler expressed his agreement with what Commissioner Rettman stated.  We have certainly focused strongly on the impacts of parking to both small and large businesses along University Avenue in this linear manner.  We started to get into some of those experiences and successes or non-successes that were in the City of Minneapolis, around Hiawatha.  Commissioner Reinhardt is correct, it wasn’t always suburban residents driving into Minneapolis, but just maybe people four blocks away driving four blocks, keeping it a little closer.  We have to look at what different kinds of things can happen.  We’ve not to date talked a lot about this north/south connection piece and I’d be interested to go and find out from Metro Transit if they’ve done any planning around park and rides because we are adding a Lexington Avenue bus back into the system as a result of that.  I know they are talking about building a park and ride site as part of their UPAs program in various spots, including up in the Twin Lakes area and what other park and rides can serve these routes, because we really talked about north/south bus routes serving Central Corridor and then east/west to the University of Minnesota, Minneapolis or St. Paul.  Some have asked if we can build a great, big, tall parking ramp right on 280 and University Avenue to bring everyone in.  Well that kind of defeats the purpose, because then you’ve brought all those cars right into that spot and everybody accesses the light rail.  If people are coming in from further away, it’s better if we can get them from further out.  Commissioner Parker suggested talking to the State Fair Grounds because they have a lot of parking.  Dan Soler acknowledged her point.  Rich Rovang advised that it would be further explored and advised that there would be other opportunities for continued review and comment, indicating that the municipal consent process is separate and apart from the supplemental draft environmental impact statement (SDEIS), which will have its own separate public hearing process and public agency review process.  Then following approval of that SDEIS, there will be a final environmental impact statement (FEIS), for which there is no requirement to conduct a public hearing.  The FEIS process is essentially to take all of that comment that occurred during the DEIS and respond to it with a FEIS.  Then there is the timeline for the municipal consent process, going back to the February 27, 2008 instructions that came from the CCMC and the Metropolitan Council that headed us down this direction.  On April 28, 2008, the preliminary engineering plans were submitted to the agencies, and on May 29, 2008 MnDOT and the two Regional Rail Authority held a public hearing for those plans.  Minneapolis, St. Paul, Ramsey and Hennepin Counties have tentatively scheduled their own hearing dates.

Commissioner Rettman asked Mr. Rovang to clarify that the hearings are apart of the municipal consent timeline, to confirm that he was just repeating those, and there is no hearing on the SDEIS until it is in the Federal Register.  Rich Rovang responded in the affirmative.  For the SDEIS process, June 27, 2008 is the publishing in the Federal Register and then the July 21, 2008 public hearing date and the August 11, 2008 closing comment period and then the August 27, 2008 intent that the Metropolitan Council, if it wishes to, would then re-determine what its actual locally preferred alternative is, if there are any changes.  Of course, there are because we now have a tunnel that can’t be built in the locally preferred alternative, as it exists today.  We will also continue working with your staff at 35%, 60%, 90%, and 100% level of detail of the plans.  Your staff at the County has been excellent in assisting us, commenting on different things and we want to continue that relationship through the entire process.  As many of you know, the Central Corridor Management Committee, the Citizen’s Advisory Committee, the Business Advisory Committee, and Project Advisory Committee all have key members from your staff.  We have regularly scheduled issues meeting that FTA has given us kudos on for identifying early on in the process 37 key issues throughout the alignment.  We worked definitively and specifically on those 37 issues in order to solve them and in order to move ahead with the engineering process.  We solved those problems one at a time and really concentrated on them.  Some of them we are going to be instituting now.  One of them will be related to parking and there are a couple of others, Dan that I have forgotten that we mentioned that we want to begin.  Dan Soler added that there have numerous ones; especially around the areas that we are developing processes for, so we will have a committee that’s working with staff and with our design folks on public art.  We will have one on streetscaping.  We have one on traffic signal issues and water resource design issues and any of these other design elements that need to come through will have those groups working together with us so that we have that direct communication.  Rich Rovang commented that engineering staff would refer to this as over the shoulder review where you are getting concurrent review as you are developing the solutions to these issues.  You are reviewing them on an ongoing basis, or essentially, over the shoulder and we think it’s working very well.  We have a very strong community outreach effort.  We have the seven-outreach coordinators for the various segments of the alignment.  They have done a wonderful job of hosting and helping with community activities and I think working in a coordinated fashion with the City and the County on doing some of the station area planning and some of that they did specifically within the scope of the project office, but certainly are within the overall impact of the project.  I would be remiss if I didn’t take this opportunity to express our huge thanks for your willingness to allow Dan Soler to come over and work with us.  Dan has just been terrific.  As a traffic engineer, he is respected and we think the world of the way he goes at himself.  Without Dan’s help and knowledge and background in traffic, I just can’t imagine how we would have gotten this job done.  Chair McDonough thanked him for his kind words, commenting that it is nice to get verification.

Commissioner Rettman inquired if the Central Corridor website would continue to be updated as you get to the 30%, 60%, 90%, and 100%, so that the public will also be able to see those modifications.  Rich Rovang responded in the affirmative.  Dan Soler commented that they may be stored and made available through an FTP site.  Commissioner Rettman further commented that it would be wise to let people know from our website that those would continue to be updated and made available to the public.  Rich Rovang responded that the Metropolitan Council has every intent to do just that, and the only limitation will be if there is some technological problem.

Chair McDonough stated it sounds like the municipal consent process is clear, but I was hearing some difficulty from my colleagues about how do you weigh in so early in the process, and that’s really our last time to do that, without delaying the process, and being able to weigh in on issues that are important not only to Ramsey County, but both Cities, and Hennepin County will have to be in the same position that we are.  I think the message I am hearing from you is that there will be continued input through our staff and the over the shoulder input, and continued input with the communities in all of these focused areas on how this line was formed through 30%, 60%, 90%, and final where we actually building the line.  Rich Rovang responded in the affirmative. 

Commissioner Rettman inquired where the July 21, 2008 SDEIS public hearing be held.  Dan Soler responded that a location has not been scheduled yet, advising that it is his guess that the July 21, 2008 public hearing is dependent on the actual ability to have that notice printed in the Federal Register.  We will update staff and they will let you know.  Commissioner Rettman stated the reason why I wanted to bring that up is because I believe there are some who have responded to the SDEIS that didn’t originally respond to the DEIS and so if they had their issues that they may want to make sure that they go to that public hearing. 

The meeting adjourned at 2:26 PM.
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