Meeting Notes
Downtown Action Alliance
November 24, 2010
Partners in Attendance:
Alison Fried, BID; Joan Redeen, BID; Steve Malicott, Chamber; Brant Birkeland, City; Patty Cadwell, Neighborhood Councils (NC); Carol Lindseth, CVB; Brett Doney, GFDA; Ellen Sievert, HPAC; Sheila Rice, NeighborWorks (NW); Carol Bronson, Weed & Seed (W&S); Mel David, VISTA; Mark Willmarth, Vision West & City.
I. Call to order: Alison called the meeting to order at 9:09am.
II. Follow-up on Action items:  

1. Rocky Mountain Building:  Sheila reported that she sent the letter to Set Free Ministries approximately ten days ago and has not had any response yet, a copy of the letter was provided to everyone present.  Ellen noted that there has been no forward movement.  Carol B inquired if SFM had made any decisions about the 4th floor.  Ellen noted that SFM has said that it appears as if they will have to remove it.  She added that there is a lot of interest in the building; it has been brought up in every working group with the Master Plan process.  Brant noted that the final engineering report should be in before too much longer.  Brett inquired if the building department has determined if the building is safe to make it through winter without any improvements.  Ellen noted that all of the windows are boarded up; the engineering report has noted that the roof can be phased in and it shouldn’t affect the structure.  Alison inquired if the conversation continues with SFM or if things are at a standstill and who at the City will be sending a letter with firm deadlines.  Ellen noted that this is SFM’s busy time of year, but the conversations are continuing.  She added that Terre Gift, the building official with the City has resigned.  Brant added that Mike Haynes or the new building official will likely be the ones to communicate with SFM.  They are planning on meeting with them and with the engineers.  Alison noted that a copy of the DAA’s letter that Sheila sent should be provided to the City.  Brant will make sure that a copy is provided to Mike Haynes.  Ellen and Brant will present a summary of the engineering report to the DAA as soon as it is received.  
2. Downtown Police Officer:  Carol B presented seven action items that include: 1. Funding; 2. Dedicated Downtown Police Officer; 3. Volunteer Program; 4. PR Campaign; 5. Encourage Ordinances; 6. Business Watch; and 7. Create an Emergency Preparedness Plan for Downtown.  Everyone present received a copy of the proposed action items.  Brett commented that he believes it would be very helpful to bring in folks from other towns to give a presentation to the Commissioners about how they’ve managed their downtown safety programs.  Carol B noted that the Safety Zone in Billings was accomplished through an expansion of their BID and includes their hospital.  She added that she thinks a TIF is the way to do it in Great Falls, but we need to be educated on TIF’s.  Brett noted that he would be happy to work with the City and find someone to educate us on what Montana law allows/provides for.    Alison noted that the Safety Committee includes several members of the DAA as well as others.  She added that the Downtown Master Plan may include some items that are important to downtown safety.  She reminded everyone about the Downtown Business Watch being held every other month.  Carol B noted that funding is the essential component, nothing else will happen without it.  That makes funding the key action item.  Sheila commented that she likes the idea of educating us on TIF’s instead of an additional tax assessment.  She inquired how all of this fits into the master plan.  She noted, in regard to the seven proposed action items, with the exception of #2 items 1-5 could be included in the master plan, item 6 is being done already and item 7 we could do and include things like a fire or water main break.  Joan informed everyone that the Business Watch is planning on having disaster preparedness as one of the topics next fall for a meeting.  Alison noted that Mel David has put together a Business Watch packet that includes information about what it is, who is involved, how it works, etc.  The packet would be provided to all businesses downtown with the hopes that there would be buy-in for the program and move it to the next level.  Brett noted that you need to show folks the benefits, what they need to do and what they get for doing it.  DGFA & BID are hoping to create a packet of everything that takes place downtown over the course of a year and provide that packet to all downtown businesses in January; the packet would include information on the Business Watch program. Brant added that he believes our BID is unique in not providing a Clean & Safe program and that we need to really look at providing one.  He added that it is an easy thing to set up and provides leverage above the 32 hours a police officer is patrolling downtown.  Brett will work with Sheila and Brant and explore education opportunities on what authority municipalities have, what we are able to do, essentially a fact-finding mission for us.  
3. Downtown Master Plan – 

a. Livability:  Sheila reported that their working group ranked their assets & issues and brainstormed how they envision downtown in 2035 (what they want to see stay, what they want to add and what they would like to go).  They had a healthy discussion about historic buildings.  One of the main visions for 2035 is that there will be more residents downtown and that it is safe & vibrant.  She noted that their main asset was the beautiful buildings and some of their issues were that there are too many empty upper floors, the one-ways and parking.  She added that they have two people from the City/County Health Department and a downtown developer and it’s been helpful to have their perspective.  Carol B noted that it is very important for downtown residents to keep a grocery store.  Sheila commented that in 2035 they envisioned the Weissman property as a hotel/convention center.  
b. Character:  Ellen reported that they had similar issues.  They discussed an extended streetscape, design review, public parks/civic spaces.  Their working group went on a walking tour.  Ellen noted that the walking tour was very beneficial and she is now thinking they should have done it at the very beginning of the process. She had everyone pretend they’d never been downtown before and they looked at the buildings with new eyes and came away with a different perspective.  They discovered voids that need to be filled on Central Avenue between the Civic Center and 5th.
c. Vitality:  Brant reported that they met at the library and had a good, large group.  They generated a lot of great ideas for 2035.  It is good to see the working groups approaching the elements from their working group perspective.  Their group discussed turning the Weissman property into an entry way to a dining/entertainment district leading to Machinery Row and Baker Bob’s, etc.  Brant noted that he had shared some of the survey results with the Vitality working group.  
d. Accessibility:  Joan noted that Accessibility had narrowed their assets and issues down to five assets and six issues (there was a three-way tie).  She added that she found it interesting that most groups brought up some type of train or trolley service downtown and that her group discussed it at length.  Missoula’s downtown master plan also calls for a downtown trolley system.  Steve added that it’s all about how traffic moves through the streets downtown, a system that runs a continuous loop.  Joan noted that they discussed inventing an intelligent traffic signal, one that senses a vehicle so you don’t have to sit and wait when there is no traffic.  Steve commented that way-finding was an important piece, getting folks here and helping them find their way around once they are here.  The group discussed parking and there was mixed feelings about whether it was an issue or not.  Brett noted that there is an issue with the City and the parking contract.  The City is going to have to pay more to reach the prevailing wage.  He added that if the wages increase the fees will increase and businesses will leave downtown.  We need to look at creative ways to manage the parking program. He noted that some cities pay or offer reduced rates for public transit programs for large businesses to encourage their employees to utilize the services.  Joan commented that Missoula has a program like that.  Brett noted that we need to advocate; more advocacy with the City is needed specifically for parking rates right now.  
Discussion followed on looking at other cities in the US who have gone through similar issues and processes.  We can learn a great deal from others who have been there before.  Brett noted that we need to go through the planning process and keep it up-to-date and we have to have an organization like this one to advocate.  He noted that looking back three years ago the idea of a master plan was brought up and look where we are now.  He added that it is not a 5-year or a 10-year effort; it is a constant, on-going effort.  Alison commented that the BID Board is completely invested in the Downtown Master Plan; each board member is on a different working group.  She added that the board was given homework last month to make their personal wish list as a property owner and business owner downtown.  She noted that she, and a few other BID Board members, have reviewed Missoula’s downtown master plan that was adopted last summer.  Alison inquired if our working groups were missing any key folks who might provide beneficial input.  Brant noted that 52 people attended the four working group meetings this past week, and he felt the cold had an effect on attendance.  He added that there is no meeting in December for the working groups; the steering committee is meeting in December and everyone is welcome to attend that meeting as well.  The City is working to compile the surveys and exercise data.  They hope to build the master plan as they go so they are working on gathering the info for current conditions.  He wants to sit down with the BID, DGFA and GFDA, etc. to discuss the survey results.  Additional discussion was held on the recent improvements done to the Civic Center.  Brett reminded everyone to advocate, the DAA should communicate to the City Commission our thanks for the Civic Center improvements.  Sheila noted that she will draft a letter to be sent from the DAA to the Commissioners thanking them.  
III.  Action items for next meeting:
Brett proposed three action items:
1. Advocate now with the City in regard to parking, it is not the time to increase parking costs.  

2. Look at expanding the alliance; Civic Center Advisory Group, Farmer’s Market, etc.  

3. Educational opportunities in the US that Great Falls should be represented at:  National Main Street Conference and the International Downtown Association.  GFDA would be willing to provide some funding to send someone from Great Falls.  He added that it is important to hear outside ideas.  

The following action items were decided upon:

· Brett will write a letter to the City Commissioners regarding parking.

· Carol B will find out when conferences are, where they are held and what they cost to attend.

· Everyone will think about any additional people who should be in attendance, it will be discussed in December, and they will be invited to attend in January.  

· Brett will co-ordinate with Sheila and Brant to get someone to come to Great Falls and provide some education on funding options for a Safety Zone.

· Sheila will write a letter to the City Commissioners thanking them for the Civic Center upgrades.

· Brant & Ellen will provide a summary on the engineering report on the Rocky Mountain Building if the report is in.

· Brant will provide a summary of the Master Plan.

IV. Information Sharing:  

HPAC: Ellen noted that there is a Preserve America planning grant for technical assistance that the City can apply for.  It requires a 1:1 financial or in-kind match and the deadline is December 17th.  They are discussing establishing a fund to create a program that will provide funding for feasibility studies.  Brett noted that it would be a great program, but property owners need to buy-in so it should be set up as a 50/50 program.  Brant noted that the goal is to have enough money to set up the program, do the first study and show success.  Ellen will be attending some board meetings to inquire if there is funding; BID, GFDA, etc.  City ornaments will arrive Friday and will be available at the Visitor’s Center, the Library and the Planning Department.  The City is submitting an application to the Main Street Program to be an associate member, at no cost.  
CVB:  Carol reported that the CVB’s fall campaign in Canada has been extended to December.  Wendt has done a quarterly photo shoot, this summer the photos were done on the Missouri.  The Chamber provided CVB with a half page ad.  The theme for the ads is recharge Great Falls.  The ads are also on the internet.  
DGFA: Sheila informed everyone that the Christmas Stroll is December 3rd.  It includes First Friday Art Walk and the Parade of Lights as well.  Alison noted that she usually has between 1800 and 2400 people in her store during a stroll.  Joan added that Sue is on the cover of the new edition of the Tribune’s What Women Want magazine.  
NW’s: Sheila reported that NW’s recently had some publicity about the Sunnyside townhomes.  There was not enough good communication so they are learning from it.  Their fiscal year end was 9/30 and they built 31 houses in the last year.  As a result of that 42 jobs were created and sustained.  

BID: Alison reported that, as a business and property owner, the amount of money that folks spend over the next six weeks defines what she can do with her building over a year.  She noted that she has a very large amount of Canadians in the store; Saturday she had 150 people in the store, 100 of them were Canadians.  Joan reported that Jonas Sprinklers has done the holiday decorating for downtown this year.  Four Seasons had been lined up to do it for the next four years and a week ago they e-mailed and said they were unable to do it due to unforeseen circumstances.  There was a scare that downtown would actually go without decorations, but Jonas stepped up and is to be commended.  The BID and DGFA are hosting an open house on Thursday, December 9th at 4pm in our offices.  Everyone is welcome to stop by.  The BID has not approved or paid out any new grants since last month.  Sheila noted that DGFA annually hosts their light replacement party at Gibson Park in the storage shed near where the geese are housed.  It is always fun, pizza is always provided.  
W&S: Carol B reported that they are working on establishing a permanent prescription drug take-back program.  The City/County Health Department, City Attorney and W&S are working on setting up a permanent location in the Dante’s building.  They are working on setting up public education and sustaining the program.  Joan noted that they need to include education of pharmacies as well as she had called a local pharmacy to inquire about what to do with expired prescriptions and was told by the pharmacy to flush the drugs down the toilet.  
GFDA:  Brett reported that GFDA currently has 21 active downtown clients.  They have approximately $3M in downtown loans.  They have been working with Sole Mate, Iron Pine, My Viola, Gaelectric and Mountain Mudd as a few examples.  They’ve hired a new grant writer.  They are working on their brand development.  He added that there is a new article in Signature Montana magazine about downtown.  
City: Brant reported that the City is offering free parking the week of December 20th through the 24th.  A press release will be going out to the media outlets.  The City has hired a new Deputy Planning Director for the Planning and Community Development department.  Chuck Fulcher provided some work for the City on the master plan, free of charge.  
Chamber: Steve reported that the most recent Chamber quarterly luncheon was held with Jon Tester as the speaker and Mark Willmarth was recognized at that event.  Their annual dinner is in January and they will recognize local businesses in several categories.  The new business directory and community guide will be published in January as well.  
NC’s: Patty noted that Anders Bluett and Kenny Volk are working on addressing the stop lights downtown with the City, and their timing.  Gibson Park lighting was installed in the spring using a CTEP grant.  Community Police Officers will be attending NC meetings again.  
Carol L inquired if she is allowed to share the DAA Meeting notes with her board.  Alison noted that she is free to share them with anyone she wishes.  

V.  Adjournment:  The meeting was adjourned at 11:05am.

The next meeting of the Downtown Action Alliance will be held on Wednesday, December 22, 2010 at 9am in the NeighborWorks Learning Center.   
