Downtown Action Alliance Meeting
Wednesday, December 28, 2011 9:00 a.m. 
NeighborWorks Great Falls Learning Center
Attendees:  Alison Fried, Jane Weber, Brett Doney, Jill Jennings, Sheila Rice, Carol Bronson, Ellen  Sievert, Brant Birkeland, Barbara Muirfield, Wendy Thomas and Martin Fleck. Steve Malicott called to say he would not be able to attend.  Meeting notes were taken by Carol Bronson.

 
1. Call to Order: Alison opened the meeting at 9:06 a.m. 
2. Correction to 11/23/11 Meeting Notes: Ellen noted that a deadline has not been set for the next round of Technical Assistance grants. The notes from the 11/23/11 meeting, Section # 6. Montana Main Street Affiliate states that the “Technical Assistance application deadline for next year is December 15th.” That sentence should be deleted from the minutes of that meeting; the deadline is yet to be determined.
3. Follow Up On Action Items: 
a. Low Cost Airline/ Airport Authority: In Steve’s absence, Brett stated that there is no news yet as to whether Frontier will be coming to Great Falls. Brett noted that they should be making their decision in March. He also noted that Frontier Airlines is for sale for $100 million dollars.
b. Downtown Master Plan Implementation: Brant Birkeland 
i. Complete Streets Segment of Master Plan: Brant noted that the Planning Department is working with many organizations to implement the newly passed Downtown Master Plan. One of the first of several groups to step up to help were Get Fit Great Falls, the River’s Edge Trail and City-County Health, who volunteered to write a grant to fund a portion of the Complete Streets initiative. Alicia Thompson, Executive Director of the City-County Health Department is chair of this coalition. An “Active” grant has been submitted and they should know by February 2012 whether they have received the grant. Billings, which already has received this grant, will serve as a “mentor” to help us implement the Complete Streets concept. (As noted in last month’s minutes, Billings received approximately $70K from the grant; it was used to bring in a training expert, create materials and policy implementation.)
ii. Get Fit Great Falls: As requested at the last DAA meeting, Brant asked Jane Weber to come to the meeting to discuss GFGF and more about the Complete Streets program.  Jane explained that GFGF was started by County Commissioner Peggy Beltrone and involves a coalition of organizations that already do health initiatives as a part of their mission. This includes: Benefis/ Spirit of Women, the School District, HANDS after school program, the county extension service, 4H, the Montana Wilderness Association, River’s Edge Trail, the Forest Service and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks. (This is not a complete list of the agencies that are working together on GFGF.) Last year, GFGF began working on a new strategic plan to make the organization sustainable. Those members were active in the planning process for the Downtown Master Plan.  GFGF and its partner organizations stepped up early on to tackle the Complete Streets part of the Master Plan; writing the grant was the first step in the process. They feel that a Complete Streets policy creates a strong infrastructure to help the community and the downtown grow and prosper.
iii. Complete Streets: Brant noted that only two communities in Montana do not have a Complete Streets plan in place ~ Great Falls being one of them. He said that there might be national complete streets policies implemented by the federal government; local ordinances would supersede the federal ones, if they were in place.
Multiple studies have shown that the program has demonstrated economic development and urban revitalization; it also positively affects home values, as well as entire neighborhoods; therefore, the City is going to ask the realtors to become involved in the Complete Streets planning. The program also brings a whole new demographic to the area, which is something the community has been trying to establish in the downtown. Brant pointed out that old pictures of Great Falls showed the streets as having multiple uses. This plan does not force people not to drive; it just makes it easier for people to use other modes of transportation.  

Brant said that any street could be a “complete street,” depending on its use. The goal is to design streets so they are appropriate for all users, not just automobiles. This would include appropriate use for pedestrians, bikes and bus transit. Because all these users already use the streets, which were designed only to move traffic through at the fastest rate possible, they are often not safe for other uses.  Putting in a bike lane, for example, makes it safer for pedestrians and bicycle riders.  Complete streets make streets safer for children at school; slows cars down, but not traffic flow.  Safety is the primary reason for a complete streets ordinance; there is a reason that there are so many accidents on 10th Avenue South.

Statistics show that “complete streets” are easier to maintain; hence, the cost to the taxpayer is less, because less is being spent long term. It is much more cost effective than regular street maintenance.
iv. Status of CTEP grants: Brett asked if there are plans to do another round of CTEP grants and if the community can use those funds to work on/ help implement aspects of the Master Plan. Wendy noted that Planning had written a proposal to the City Manager about the funds and Andrew Finch from Planning may be doing a presentation to the City Commission about the new policy. Alison said that the BID had been approved for CTEP funds to do work on 1st Avenue South, but now that the Master Plan has been implemented, they have put those actions on hold, at the request of the City, until the Complete Streets policy is adopted. The funding still is in place. 
Brett said that he likes the idea of using funds for implementation of Master Plan to address plans for the whole area, not just one block.  Wendy stated that the City has put out an RFP for a consultant for a study on access, circulation, and parking. MDT controls what happens to some roads; some use federal funding.  Jane noted that CTEP funds are being spent on the access/entry to Malmstrom; that might be good place to start with complete streets.  Alison noted that she recently visited a city wherein she suspected that walkability expert Dan Burden had helped to plan ~ it was well organized and easy to navigate.
v. Role of DAA: It was noted that the Commission has approved the Master Plan, thus giving the community the “green light” to work on its implementation. Brett said that we need to work together, both as individual organizations and in collaboration with one another to implement the Master Plan.  He commented that we are following Billings’ lead in this; they have several overlay districts to help them accomplish what needs to be done. We need to continue to urge implementation; Jane noted that the DAA could be a part of the Chart Team for the Achieve Grant, if it is received. Sheila noted that DAA members should attend and speak at Commission meetings that involve any aspect of the Downtown Master Plan, if we support it.  Jane said that the MOU with GFGF would go before the City Commission at their Work Session on January 17.
Action: Sheila suggested that each organization look at the Plan and decide what they want to work on implementing in the next 100 days. She suggests, “Capitalize on the success of Western Art Week” and putting a priority on welcome signs to the downtown. She challenged the group to come back with a list of places that they think should have welcome signs.

Brett asked if MDT has heard from all DAA members individually to support projects that involve them. They play a role in allowing BID to paint the underpass on the west end of downtown, as well as additional signal boxes. Joan to send information to DAA members about specifically what we should ask MDT to support.  Jane said that Brian Morger has a strong interest in painting the underpass.
Discussion about how to best notify the others of what actions they should be supporting. The City is creating an education plan for the community about what Complete Streets is as a policy. They will want support for specific things, not just the overall concept.
The group agreed on what we are calling the “Cinnamon Roll Strategy” that everyone will:

1. Within 30 Days: Identify entrance locations for downtown signs and provide that information to Joan before the next meeting.

2. Within 60 Days: Urge MDT to paint the other signal boxes BID has identified.
3. Within 100 Days: Have a plan in place to have the underpass painted.

In addition, people will individually do the following:

1. Sheila will talk to MDT about signal boxes in the BID.  
2. Sheila will identify which boxes are left to paint; what the BID boundaries are and who to contact at MDT to express our organization’s opinion.

3. Get Fit Great Falls will email us if they want us to do something for the January 17 City Commission meeting.
4. Joan/BID will talk to Brian Morger about painting the underpass.
5. Each member of the group will decide on the best locations for the welcome signs for downtown and give that information to Sheila.
Alison noted that there is a lot of interest in the downtown and we should continue to capture that enthusiasm; Joan will continue to collect names of people interested in helping. It was noted that Alison is “the face” of downtown, because she has been interviewed on television so many times; we should capitalize on that. Martin said that we need to help business owners get to that “next level of involvement.” (Should Martin come back in 30 days with some ideas per the discussion, such as “Restaurant Impossible” type events?)
 
4. TIF District Presentation: Brant will save TIF district PowerPoint for next month’s Downtown Action Alliance Meeting. He noted that the City is working on setting up a TIF district, as well as the Downtown Partnership called for in the Master Plan. General discussion about how DAA can/should/might want to fit into that Downtown Partnership framework. Do they want to disband as the DAA and “morph” into the Partnership? The Partnership will decide what its role will be in implementing the Downtown Master Plan. 
5. Action on Downtown Master Plan: Brant urged people to come to the next meeting for the Downtown Partnership, where the attendees will be outlining what they think should be done in the next 100-days. Brant said that those invited to the Partnership meeting are the members of DAA and the taxing organizations.  Should the Partnership be a 501(c)3?  What is each organizations role in the Partnership? What direction and purpose of DAA or should it merge into something different? Brett suggested that this discussion should include an articulation of the roles and responsibilities of each organization; we need to take action, but our strength lies in the coordinated action of the individual organizations. Other comments included discussion of the role of the Partnership coordinating the work, so that it is coordinated, not just work of those individual organizations. If individual organizations want to do the work outlined in the plan, who provides the funding? Billings has a formal Downtown Business Partnership.
6. Downtown Main Street: Ellen reminded people that they will be collecting downtown statistics at end of the month; people should send their information to Joan or Ellen. Action Item: Folks asked that they all receive copies of the completed statistics when the report is finished.  
7. New Business: New Development: Brett reported that the Staggering Ox will open in January 2012; SBA approved Church Harris loan for the Baum-Trinistich Building; the Faure-Holden Law Firm is remodeling the old Taco Treat on Central for their law firm. 
8. Rocky Mountain Building: Wendy noted that Set Free recently received an anonymous donation of $100,000 for the rehab of the Rocky Mountain Building. A partnership agreement is about to be signed for the building and the EPA came back and wants additional information before they can get funding for lead and asbestos remediation. 
9. Information Sharing: 
a. City: Brant reported that Jolene Bach, Tim Peterson, Ryan Smith are working to improve the playground behind the Roberts Apartments; it will be hopefully be done by this summer.  
b. City: Wendy reported that 150 tickets to the parking garages were validated during the Christmas Stroll. She also commented that some are misusing the parking passes and offering them as a raffle prize; she will be working to address that. She also mentioned that she is working on the National Endowment for the Arts Our Town grant.

c. Farmer’s Market: Barbara said that they are taking a break right now; their next meeting will be in late January 2012. They are looking for items that they can give away for their Saturday market bucks and they are looking for musicians for the Farmer’s Market.
d. Historic Preservation: Ellen reported that they have completed the first phase of the Technical Assistance program; three plans were completed. The City is assessing/working on how to continue it. She also reported Carol Bradley has finished text for the North side walking tour and Mr. McMillan took the photos for that brochure.  
e. Downtown Bike Share Program: Carol reported that the NeighborWorks CLI Team is creating a bike share program for the downtown this summer; it was suggested that Knickerbiker might be interested in helping.
f. Downtown GF Association: Martin reported that the Christmas Stroll was very successful. Alive @ 5 planning for 2012 has started. On January 5 DGFA will be evaluating all of their activities & programs and decide which best fit with their mission. Sheila has put together a survey for DGFA.
g. Great Falls Development Authority: Brett reported that they are raising money for the next phase of their brand development project. They have raised $5,000 from the TBID; they want to go before the BID. They need to raise $18,000 more; they are putting in a CDGB grant for brand research/to make Great Falls more business friendly, as well as action items for the Downtown Master Plan.
h. Downtown Development: Sheila reported on the meeting with the owners of the Baatz Building; the owners are very interested in working on a feasibility grant.  How do we help them see what is possible?   How many people do we miss because people do not know what is possible? 
Action Items for February 25, 2012 Meeting


Complete Streets:


Brant to tell the group which streets in the downtown Master Plan are federal and which are state.


Brant will also send more background information on the Complete Streets concept to Joan and she will send it out to the group.


Next 100 Days: Each organization is to review the Master Plan and decide what they want to work on implementing in the next 100 days.  


Welcome Signs: Within 30 days, each organization should assess where they think “Welcome to Downtown” signs should be located and the information should be sent to Joan before then next DAA meeting. 


Downtown Signal Boxes: Within 60 days, organizations should urge MDT to paint the signal boxes on the downtown streets controlled by MDT.  


Sheila will talk to MDT about the signal boxes in the BID. She will also identify which boxes are left to paint; what the BID boundaries are and who to contact at MDT to express our organization’s opinion.


Joan will get the information about what specifically they want us to tell MDT regarding the boxes.


Get Fit Great Falls: Someone from GFGF will let us know if any of the organizations in DAA should present testimony for the MOU with the City at the City’s January 17, 2012 Commission meeting.


Underpass Painting: Joan/BID will talk to Brian Morger about painting the underpass by Gibson Park.


Downtown Volunteers: Joan will continue to collect names of people interested in helping with the downtown.


TIF Presentation: Brant will do his TIF PowerPoint at the next DAA meeting.


Downtown Master Plan Structure: Brant suggested that organizations consider whether the Downtown Partnership be a 501-c-3 and what each organization’s role is in the Partnership.  What is the future direction and purpose of the DAA, in relation to the Partnership? Should the organizations merge? 


Downtown Main Street Statistics: Joan and Ellen will email the DAA members the statistical information that they compile for their report to Montana Main Street program.
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