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When it comes to transit-oriented development along University Avenue in St. Paul, Linda Winsor points to two projects that she considers objectionable — the SuperTarget at Hamline Avenue and the Aldi development at Lexington Parkway. 

But neither project is the worst offender along the future route of the Central Corridor light-rail line, according to Winsor, a community organizer for the Hamline Midway Coalition. 

She saves that criticism for the CVS Pharmacy on the northwest corner of Snelling and University avenues. 

“If we had had more tools and more of an ability to get some plans together, we might have been able to do something better there,” Winsor said. 

“It would have been good to be able to show [CVS] that having the standard one-story, suburban CVS format there would not only not serve our needs, but also wouldn’t serve the needs of CVS, either.” 

Hamline Midway and other groups in the area have reason to hope that they can put up a better fight next time. 

That’s because they will have the resources and expertise of a yet-unnamed community planning and design center that will open at 1956 University Ave. within the next few weeks. 

The result of years of frustration and months of planning, the new center will focus on making sure the community’s voice gets heard in land-use and development discussions during planning for the $930 million light-rail line. 

“[The design center] will help us with seeing the possibilities,” Winsor said. “So the next time we have some project breathing down our necks, we will have the tools to offer alternatives and changes to make [the project] fit better in the neighborhood.” 

Winsor is one of five members of a “management team” that will oversee operations of the new architectural-based design and planning group, as well as select the projects it will take on. 

Free services 

The services the new group will offer — from GIS mapping to architectural design — will be free, according to Brian McMahon, executive director of University United and another member of the design center management team. 

Among the first projects that the center will take on is a planned development on the 9.5-acre Metro Transit bus barn site at Snelling and Interstate 94. 

St. Paul-based developer RK Midway, which operates the adjacent Midway Shopping Center, has been trying for years to develop a retail center at the location. 

Right now, the center would be anchored by a Lowe’s and a Best Buy, though preliminary plans call for single-story, suburban-style stores fronted by surface parking that does not fit the transit-oriented development needs of the area, McMahon said. 

“We will just not accept a single-story, suburban structure,” McMahon said. 

“This is the line in the sand,” McMahon added. “We’ve lost a lot of these battles, and this one we don’t intend to lose.” 

McMahon puts the annual operating budget for the design center at $125,000. The center received a grant of $125,000 over two years from the Minneapolis Foundation. And McMahon is hoping others come soon, including from national sources. 

So far, it has cost $30,000 to outfit the storefront office with computer equipment and software. The management team has hired two people, both part-time right now: Julia Burman, an expert in GIS mapping, and Betsy Jacobson, an architectural graphics designer. 

More staff and equipment will follow as the workload dictates, according to McMahon. 

The University Avenue design center is patterned after the Saint Paul Riverfront Corp. and its design center, headed by architect Timothy Griffin, who is 2006 president of the St. Paul chapter of the American Institute of Architects (AIA). 

“You need a good design plan, one that’s economically viable, and you need to be able to bring the engineering and city resources together,” Griffin said. 

“The University Avenue design center is a technical resource that will take ideas and incrementally implement them by pulling the right people together.” 

But that’s not all. 

Beginning in March, the new design center will sponsor 10 to 20 workshops with individual blocks along the corridor that want to ensure proper development, Griffin said. 

This “block-by-block” design effort is part of the AIA’s “Blueprint for America” program celebrating the organization’s 150th anniversary in 2007. 

Each local affiliate of the AIA has to come up with a public service program for its community, Griffin said. The St. Paul chapter received a $15,000 grant from the AIA to put on the workshops. 

“Next spring we’ll have volunteer architects come out and help the folks along the corridor figure out what LRT will do to their businesses or homes or neighborhoods,” Griffin said. 

“Should I remodel my home or business when the street is torn up? Or is my property more valuable, making it the right time to sell? Most of the time, businesses or people don’t consult with architects to help answer questions like these.” 

An open house from noon to 7 p.m. on Dec. 6 will celebrate the official opening of the design center, which should get a name in the next week.
