
Budget & Economic Development Committee


December 13, 2005

BUDGET AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE

The Budget and Economic Development Committee met in regular session on Tuesday, December 13, 2005 at 11:00 a.m. in Room 305 of the Raleigh Municipal Building, 222 W. Hargett Street, Avery C. Upchurch Government Complex, Raleigh, North Carolina with the following present.

Committee



Staff
Mayor Meeker, Presiding

City Manager Allen

Mr. Crowder



City Attorney McCormick

Ms. Kekas

Mr. West

Mayor Meeker called the meeting to order and explained the ground rules/procedures of the Budget and Economic Development Committee.  The following items were discussed.

Item #05-01 – Senior Center.  City Manager Allen pointed out the Committee received in their agenda packet all of the information that staff could gather relative to this issue.  He stated Joe Durham of Wake County and Phil Jeffreys, Wake County Commissioner are at the meeting.

Mayor Meeker stated he had talked with the leadership at Wake County relative to this issue and they would like for the City to take the lead in looking at this issue as well as the lead for the funding.  He understands Wake County may consider a small amount of funding.  He stated there is no need to spend a huge amount of time on the history on this item but talk about where we are going.

Jean Pope presented the following prepared statement:

I am Jean Pope, Chairperson of the Senior Adult Action Group, also known as SAAG. Our group represents the seniors of Whitaker Mill Senior Center.  I am a retired teacher of 30 plus years, with the majority of the time in Wake County.   I have with me two members of the SAAG team, Jilma Shackleford and Bill Cunningham.  Jilma retired after 32 years with the North Carolina Department of Human Services Division of Mental Health.   She is now a consultant on Career and Workforce Development issues.  Bill is a business and marketing consultant. 

We hope to convey to you within 5 minutes the need for a new senior center for the City of Raleigh.   Please hold your questions until the end so that we can be certain to provide you with as much information as possible.

We are proposing that the City of Raleigh and Wake County form a partnership and build a “stand alone” senior center on the property behind the current Whitaker Mill Senior Center.

BACKGROUND

By way of background, the Whitaker Mill Center has been in existence for 22 years.   It is one of the 25 out of 135, senior centers in our state that is certified as a Center for Excellence by the North Carolina Division of Aging.
Our proposal for a new senior center is the result of a series of events dating back to March of 2004.  These events include the following:

1) In March of 2004, the Whitaker Mill Seniors were notified by the County and Resources for Seniors that they would have to vacate the facility by June 1, 2004.
2) Over one hundred seniors rallied against the decision at the April 5, 2004 County Commissioners’ meeting.  As a result, the seniors were informed that they could remain at the facility indefinitely.
3) From April, 2004 through February, 2005, a Core group of seniors and supporters collaborated monthly with Wake Human Services and Resources for Seniors to develop a needs assessment and a plan for a new center. However, after 9 months of this effort, the needs assessment was never finalized.
You will find an explanation about this matter in the letter, dated January 25, 2005, behind Tab 3 – Needs Assessment.
4) During this time, the seniors were presented with two proposals. The first proposal was for a 15,000 square foot building that was in a flood zone and a high traffic area, and was, consequently, rejected.  The second proposal was made by the Downtown Housing Improvement Corporation (DHIC).  This proposal was for a 10,000 square foot shell in the basement area below 32 affordable apartments. This proposal was not accepted by most of the seniors because it had very limited expansion capability and was not a good population mix for the seniors or the local community 

By the way, this meeting was taped.  After much discussion, the facilitator called for a vote.  Overwhelmingly the majority of seniors said, “they did 

not want houses attached to their center.”

5) Wake Human Services and Resources For Seniors encouraged the Core Group to form an advocacy group.  As a result, in July of 2004 the Senior Adult Action Group    was formed and subsequently obtained 501 ©3 status.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

The Whitaker Mill senior center has provided programs and services for over 600 participants weekly within a facility of less than 9,150 square feet.  Unfortunately, however, the Whitaker Mill center is:
1)
Overcrowded and ill equipped. 

2) Too small to support current programs and services. 

3)
In need of repairs.

4)
Lacking expansion capability.

SAAG INITIATIVES

In addressing this problem, here are some of the initiatives that SAAG and our seniors took to work toward getting a new senior center:
1) We visited 5 area centers and centers in other states along the Eastern seaboard and obtained operational and program information.
2)
SAAG members and seniors held small fundraisers.

3) We held a “Meet the Candidates Forum” in September of this year.

4) We obtained over 800 signatures for a proposal to support a new, stand alone senior center for the City of Raleigh.

5) We have conducted ongoing research into the needs of senior center participants.
6) Based on a space analysis of the current Whitaker Mill center performed by a certified architect, we documented square footage for both useable and non-useable space.
7) Throughout this process, SAAG conducted periodic meetings with the seniors to solicit their inputs and to brief them on our findings.
As I mentioned, we visited other senior centers and also conducted a space analysis.  Here is a summary which compares the senior population and the square footage of area senior centers.  You will note that Chapel Hill, Durham and Wilmington all have centers of 25,000 square feet or more in spite of senior populations well below Raleigh’s.   We would also like to point out that none of these centers, existing or new, have attached apartments.

PROPOSED SOLUTION

A couple of slides back we stated the problem. Here is our proposed solution:

1)
First, we recommend that a professional needs assessment be conducted.

2)
Second, we recommend that a new stand alone, expandable senior center of at least 20,000 square feet be constructed at the Whitaker Mill site based on the needs assessment and SAAG’s findings.
3)
Third, we recommend that SAAG be commissioned to participate actively in this process as we go forward.

In closing, thank you for giving us the opportunity to present our case before you this morning.
Before I open the floor for questions, I want to emphasize that we want SAAG to be a key part of this process.  With this in mind, I need to ask you first, what will the process be going forward, and secondly what should we be doing?

Are there any questions?

Bill Cunningham presented a PowerPoint presentation highlighting Ms. Pope’s comments as she spoke.

Mayor Meeker pointed out the Committee will be determining what process it wants to take and how to move forward.  Mr. Crowder questioned what type growth projections were estimated pointing out the 55 plus is the fastest growing segment of our population.  Mr. Cuttingham pointed out the 55 plus population is presently at some 41,000.  He pointed out the notebook that had been provided to the Council shows different articles about projections as it relates to the senior segment of our population indicating some figures show it growing at a rate of 60 percent and the younger generation growth rate is less than 30 percent.

Mayor Meeker questioned if the Whitaker Mill site is a possibility pointing out he is not saying that is where a Senior Center should go but just questioning if it is a possibility.  Joe Durham, Wake County, pointed out the Wake County Human Services has been working extensively on this issue.  He talked about a possible joint venture with DHIC pointing out in that possible venture the land was offered as a part of the deal.  Mr. Durham pointed out Wake County does not operate senior centers but has provided some funding.  He stated the land at Whitaker Mill is available and pointed out it could be used as housing or a senior center but that would be subject to the County Commissioners approval.  He stated in the past the County has provided as much as $60,000 for operating some of the other centers in the County.

Wake County Commissioner Phil Jeffreys pointed out he does not like the idea of having housing attached to a senior center.  He does not feel that is a good alternative.  He talked a about trends he has seen in other centers when the young people come in the seniors leave.  He stated the seniors do need a space of their own and talked about problems of seeing them have to setup and take down tables and chairs two or three times a day.  He feels we need to help them get something that is not attached to any housing.  He talked about the money Wake County has provided to other senior centers pointing out none are as large as what is proposed here and he may try to work with the Commissioners to get more money from the County.  He stated the seniors need something they can use seven days a week.  They should have a center available to them.

Mr. Crowder questioned if there is a vision of a senior center that would have housing attached.  Mr. Jeffries pointed out what had been looked at this point was a senior citizen in the basement of a housing project.  Jilma Shackleford pointed out even though some have been talking about housing attached to a senior center they do not feel that will work even if it is senior housing.  Senior housing can house people who have grandchildren living with them.  Ms. Pope stated if you are 55 you qualify for senior housing and pointed out many people 55 years of age have young children or grandchildren living with them.  Mr. Jeffreys pointed out a facility classified as a senior housing would allow younger people who are disabled to qualify.  The proponents do not feel that having any type housing attached to a senior citizen would be good.

Mayor Meeker questioned if the City wanted to finalize the needs assessment what type work would need to be done.  He questioned the cost involved in doing a feasibility study to determine needs for a state of the arts senior center what would be needed in the facility, location, get committee input, etc.  City Manager Allen pointed out there could be two different levels of study.  We could look at basic level as to location, available sites, etc., however, if you want to get into a more extensive study which would involve what is needed in the facility, gather community input, etc., that would a higher level and more expensive study.

Mr. West questioned how the center in Durham operates, how it is funded, etc.  Mr. Cuttingham pointed out a lot of work has been done by the Senior Adult Action Group.  They have done a lot of work in regards to needs and desires.  They have a lot of knowledge and feel they can contribute a lot to any type assessment.  Mr. West stated it would be good to get information on the role the City of Durham or Chapel Hill played in helping put together the senior centers there and information on operations.  Ms. Pope stated she thought in both of those cases bond issues were involved.  She stated in Chapel Hill the City operates the three centers and she thinks a fourth one is proposed.

Mayor Meeker talked about site selection and how that could be handled with City Manager Allen pointed out staff could make a stab at what is available, staff could work with a consultant to look at various sites, etc., but would need some direction on criteria the Council would like to see.  Mayor Meeker stated it should be centrally located with Ms. Kekas pointing out any facility should be on a bus line.  Mayor Meeker questioned if the City built a senior center if it would be operated as our other park facilities operate.  City Manager Allen pointed out he understands they have a group that runs the facility now.  Ms. Pope pointed out it is operated by Resource for Seniors.  She stated; however, they have limited staff.  She thinks they have one person in Cary and one person in Garner.  The other facilities including the one at Whitaker Mill is unstaffed.  She stated they receive funding from Triangle J, United Way, the County and other nonprofits.  Mayor Meeker stated he feels a feasibility study to look at where the facility should be, what needs would or should be addressed by the facility, look at how it would be operated and the cost for operating.  Ms. Shackerford pointed out even though the Resources for Seniors operate the one at Whitaker Mill Road the group would be open to other suggestions.

Mayor Meeker stated he feels this is something the City would like to become involved in and he would suggest that Administration be authorized to come back to Council with information on the cost of a feasibility study that looks at sites, needs, state of the art facility, how it would be operated, etc.  Mayor Meeker stated he has identified this as one of his priorities but needs input from the rest of the Council.  Ms. Kekas agreed that it should be a priority and talked about the need to have something for all ages 55 to 90 or up.  Mr. West stated he does not feel there is any question there is a definite need.  He stated based on demographics and the contributions made by this group of citizens they should have the opportunities.  Any great city needs to make sure it provides opportunities for all and he feels it is time for the City to step up and become a leader in this field, engage the County and other groups not just for dollars but for synergy and support.

Mr. Crowder stated he definitely supports this becoming a priority stating this is one of the largest growing segments of population in the Capital City.  He stated he does not want to delay this but he feels we should look at it very comprehensively.  He stated he feels we should have a high level feasibility study that includes community input.  In response to questioning City Manager Allen stated the City would have to develop a proposal and budget.  They could bring a proposal to Council.  In response to questioning City Manager Allen stated he feels that such a study could be done for $30,000 to $50,000 and a source of funding would probably be City Council Contingency.  Mr. West stated he hoped staff or any consultant would take advantage of the data that has been pulled together by the Senior Adult Action Group with City Manager Allen pointing out the City would definitely take advantage of the information that has been put together.  Mayor Meeker suggested that the Committee ask Administration to bring to the City Council a proposal for a feasibility study that would include community input, site selection, operating budget, etc.  Ms. Kekas moved approval of the recommendation.  Her motion was seconded by Mr. West and put to a vote which resulted in all members voting in the affirmative.  The Mayor ruled the motion adopted.

Closed Session.  Mayor Meeker stated a motion is in order to enter closed session pursuant to NCGS 143-318.11(a)(4) for the purpose of considering the location or relocation of certain businesses in Raleigh and any incentives that might be involved in the relocation and pursuant to NCGS 143-318.11(a)(3) for the purpose of considering acquisition of interest in the following relating property:

1. 213 Fayetteville Street

2. Park Search Area 7 – Sierra and Lineberry Streets

3. Western Boulevard Extension – Blacksmith Drive

Mr. West moved approval of the motion as read by the Mayor.  His motion was seconded by Ms. Kekas and put to a vote which passed unanimously.  The Committee went into closed session at 11:35 a.m.  Minutes of that section of the meeting will be covered in a separate set.

Gail G. Smith

City Clerk
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