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PUBLIC WORKS COMMITTEE MINUTES

The Public Works Committee of the City of Raleigh met in regular session on Wednesday, June 27, 2001 at 10:00 a.m. in the City Council Chambers, Room 201 of the Raleigh Municipal Building, Avery C. Upchurch Government Complex, 222 W. Hargett Street, Raleigh, North Carolina, with the following present.
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Mr. Kirkman called the meeting to order and the following items were discussed with action taken as shown.

Item #99-56 - 4824 Yadkin Drive - Public Nuisance Appeal.  Ms. Carter indicated this item has been requested to be deferred and not be discussed at this time.  She indicated the petitioner has asked the item be withdrawn from the agenda and for the Committee to receive a report at a later meeting.  The two parties involved are working on a mutual solution to the problem.  Marty Bizzell of the Engineering Department is helping them work through this therefore the public nuisance aspect of this request is being held in abeyance.

Mr. Kirkman indicated he understands the parties are looking at a cost share program for down stream stormwater problems with Ms. Carter indicating she spoke with Mr. Bizzell on Tuesday and he is currently reviewing the situation.

Mr. Kirkman indicated he had his entourage on the site on Monday morning and he hopes to bring the parties together, but there is a much larger problem downstream with erosion.  He indicated they would look at that situation when they receive the information from the Engineering department.  He indicated that quite a few pictures were taken and some of the pictures are at the Committee and the members can look at these pictures after the meeting.

Item #99-16.  Hillsborough Street Partnership - Design Elements.  Ms. Carter indicated that on Tuesday, June 19, 2001 the City Council received the Phase II report of the Hillsborough Street Steering Committee.  Council then requested that Administration look at the alternative of re-striping Hillsborough Street.  Council also requested staff to look at incentives for strengthening business opportunities.  This item was originally referred to the Public Works Committee to review design elements such as those that would address traffic calming.  She indicated members of the Hillsborough Street Steering Committee are present to present their report to the Public Works Committee.

Mr. Kirkman indicated the Committee is planning to discuss only those interim steps that can be taken to improve Hillsborough Street traffic situations and be cost effective.  He indicated they are not hear to discuss the proposed roundabouts in the Hillsborough Street project but those items that would help the merchants and patrons of those businesses along Hillsborough Street.

Ms. Carter indicated she would like to recognize Planning Director Chapman and Traffic Engineer Johnson who will present this report.

Planning Director Chapman indicated that he would keep the issues within the context of the study that has been going on for a little more than a year.  All the personnel that are on the Steering Committee, representatives of business, the University Park Homeowner Association, North Carolina Department of Transportation and North Carolina State University are present.  He indicated they have had many fruitful discussions to address this issue and are following directions to develop a specific plan to implement these concepts.  A representative of Kimley Horn & Associations presented the plan at the last meeting and Mr. Chapman referred the members to Page 4 of the outline of key features of the plan and asked the Committee to focus on Item #5, Expanding Opportunities for On-Street Parking.  He indicated this is one of the issues asking to be looked at in an immediate fashion.  He indicated they would be looking at near term possibilities and effects.

Mr. Johnson indicated he would like to introduce Nina Szlosberg who is Chair and Board Member of the Hillsborough Street Partnership, Mr. Tom Gold who is the Division Traffic Engineer; with the State of North Carolina, Mr. John Permar also Traffic Engineer; Mr. Jay Bennett, roadway design; Sally Ricks with the North Carolina State University; George Lefler, with North Carolina State University and Mr. Dennis Woods.

Mr. Johnson indicated in October of 1999 at the original charette, he felt they would come out of this meeting with a cry to go to two travel lanes with parking on both sides of Hillsborough Street using the proposed roundabout.  He indicated as time goes on he has become more and more an advocate of this proposal and that they could use these as an advantage.  He indicated the information they have received indicated that they could use these with the level of traffic that currently exists along Hillsborough Street.  Mr. Johnson indicated there are three primary goals, 1) to keep traffic moving; 2) to have a pedestrian safe accommodation across the street, and 3) to promote economic prosperity.

Mr. Johnson explained that anything that is proposed has to take into consideration these three issues.  He referred to maps on the wall and pointed out several locations where they are trying to do parking in specific area locations or to create parking on or near the street.  He indicated that staff has been cognizant of trying to create more parking and they are seeing more parking that is available becoming more noticeable.  He indicated they have to have more parking along Hillsborough Street.  He indicated in an earlier discussion with Mr. Beckom it was noted this project would be much easier to plan if someone like Crabtree Valley, Cameron Village, or Disney owned the entire street.  As it is there are numerous property owners and it certainly makes this more challenging.  It will take more than a coat of paint to solve the problems along Hillsborough Street.

Mr. Kirkman questioned the current project that the University is currently undertaking that will take some parking out and put in a pedestrian bikeway to also be used by Wolfline buses.

Mr. Johnson indicated that Cathy Reaves with the University was a major player in this project, indicating that two to three buses would be able to lay over in this area at one time.  There has been a considerable amount of debate over this issue and the thoughts are the buses need to be out on the street but an area for layover while getting schedules done is a reality.

Mr. Kirkman noted there is lots of misperception in the public that this will be the main line for the Wolfline.  He indicated he could envision Hillsborough Street as a primary transit corridor.

Tom Gold with the State Department of Transportation indicated plans at this point include a pedestrian signal warning of time left to cross Hillsborough Street as well as having pedestrian crossing push buttons that light up.  They are also planning a high visibility pedestrian crosswalk for those areas that need to be refurbished as well as adding the yellow/green neon pedestrian signs.  They hope to begin these efforts in August and once these efforts are completed there will be a necessity for a reasonable amount of time to evaluate the project.

Mr. Kirkman pointed out the pavement along Hillsborough Street is in pretty good shape so there apparently will not be a need for resurfacing of Hillsborough Street for a year or so.

Mr. Johnson indicated he is not aware of what the repaving schedule is for Hillsborough Street but he can certainly check on that information.  This was not an issue.  He indicated that Kimley-Horn did an assimilation of a three-lane section but when this is reviewed, you begin to see a deterioration of the level of service at the intersections.  Mr. Johnson went on to explain the traffic patterns during the day and at peak evening hours and the deterioration that occurs during the traffic cycle.  He pointed out the assimilations indicate if Hillsborough Street were to go to two lanes there will be a significant deterioration in the level of service and it puts more pressure on the road.  The center left turn lane is an area pedestrians would have to negotiate and it is typically called a "suicide lane" because turning traffic is not as predictable as traffic in a traveled lane.  A three-lane section on Hillsborough Street with the volume of traffic that currently exists is more than what the Transportation Department is comfortable doing and thus is not recommending the re-striping.  As to the parking issues there are some short-term actions that can be taken.  Referring to a hand-out (attached) Mr. Johnson presented several ideas that are part of the Hillsborough Street Feasibility Study that included 1) parking meter changed to 2 hours, 2) south side Hillsborough Street parking changes, 3) speed limit changes from 35 mph to 25 mph, and 4) parking enforcement review.

Mr. Congleton questioned that if staff were to wait until August to move ahead with some of these issues could the study be completed.  Mr. Gold indicated the study would not be able to be completed at this time and recommends that Hillsborough Street be left as it is until such time as the study is completed.

Mr. Kirkman indicated that summer school is in session now so there is not near as many students but when the new students come to Raleigh the whole profile of Hillsborough Street will change until they learn their way around.  He questioned whether the interim solutions could be completed by early August.  Mr. Gold indicated he hopes to get things in by early August or possibly before if they get the equipment in.  If this works then they are willing to look at areas in other parts of the State.

Mr. Congleton questioned what is the impact in terms of the businesses along Hillsborough Street during these improvements and will they loose any business in the process.  It looks to him they may be in between a rock and a hard place in trying to protect their businesses.

Mr. Kirkman indicated he felt by improving the pedestrian crossing in itself would be a plus; many of the pedestrians don't want to try to cross the street regardless of what is on the other side and what they are doing will help improve that situation.  

Discussion took place between a number of members of the audience and the Committee regarding the effect the improvements could have on the businesses along Hillsborough Street.  The period of study was briefly discussed as well as the impact of the study when the students come back to school in the fall.

Ms. Ricks briefly explained the signage the university is proposing for parking areas along Hillsborough Street and Brooks Avenue Lots between 5:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m., and how these parking lots will be opened for public parking.  

Mr. Congleton pointed out it is apparent the State needs further information from the study in order to move ahead, but the businesses along Hillsborough Street need support now so they can stay where they are.  This could be a very exciting area if this is done right but they don't want to kill the businesses in the meantime.

Mr. Gold indicated they do not want to kill any businesses but its important to wait for a reasonable amount of time before making changes to Hillsborough Street and the results of the study are made known; it would be necessary to have one-year to 18 months of testing.

Mr. Kirkman indicated his perception is, in dealing with the merchants along Hillsborough Street, if they were to wait 12 to 18 months it could be putting folks that are in good shape now closer to the edge.  This is an issue they will have to talk about further but understands the State still has control out there.

Mr. West questioned whether specific problems had been identified by specific business areas as to what they see is necessary to maintain their viability.  Mr. Johnson indicated other issues have been considered such as reducing the speed limit from 35 mph to 25 mph.  The City Council may or may not choose to do that.  He indicated it could be a problem with the study that is on-going and the State will have to agree to that reduction.  Mr. Gold indicated they would look to the City of Raleigh to provide a safe speed suggested for this area.  He pointed out however, changes in the speed limit signs do not necessarily change the speed of the traffic.  It could give pedestrians a false sense of security in the area and it could have effects on the study.

Mr. Kirkman indicated it appears that off hours seem to have the most change in speed and questioned whether any studies have been done on this issue in the past.  He indicated he feels that if the speed limit were to be reduced the mean could be closer to 25 to 30 miles per hour.

Mr. Johnson indicated another issue that is being looked at is relaxing some of the parking enforcement along Hillsborough Street but staff is suggesting whatever is done that it be done for the entire city and not just the specific area.  As to the merchants along the street there is a definite and strong out cry for more on-street parking; evening parking is a direct response to that.  The question of adding more time to the meters and whether that will make the businesses more viable or not is not a question that he can answer.  The question is what can be done to make this a place people will want to come to and he is not sure that just relaxing parking enforcements will do that.  When the study was initiated staff knew they were going to get into the CIP, for instance, with the first roundabout at Stinson Avenue and secondly, he is not sure the study will be complete in 30 to 45 days.  He indicated public input is important in this plan and there is a need to figure out how to move forward with all parties to see some progress.  He indicated that staff would appreciate guidance from the Committee but they are anticipating the report to be ready in a month or two and it should be brought back at that time.  It will take a commitment of several million dollars from several agencies over a number of years to accomplish what has been laid out for Hillsborough Street.  Mr. Kirkman indicated they will take a commitment from the folks at this table and as they move forward he is sure there will be some handicaps during the construction.  There is going to be a necessity for marketing to show this is as place worth visiting.  Many businesses have been lost in this area that were not restaurants and people feel perhaps that restaurants are the only viable businesses and they are not.  When some of the old businesses left it changed the whole face of Hillsborough Street.  There is a need for public attention to this area and feel that they can get that marketing through the City Council table and the Public Affairs Department.

Mr. Tim Harris indicated he has been involved in this process since day 1 and owned and operated Brothers Pizza for 18 plus years.  When they first started looking at redevelopment at this corridor, it was based on economic viability and otherwise.  For the community and corridor to survive, it will take more than just additional parking.  He indicated the merchants are looking at the possibility of having three lanes and they know that it would not handle as many cars but also feel that the Western Boulevard extension is not being fully utilized.  The merchants want to have less vehicular traffic on Hillsborough Street.  The City of Raleigh said when the Western Boulevard Corridor opens up, it will make Hillsborough Street less cumbersome.  However, in the next 18 months to complete a study, there may be no one there and they will not have to worry about parking.  In the past 18 years no one from the City of Raleigh has approached him as to what his needs are as a merchant on Hillsborough Street.  Many of the merchants are looking to see if the plan is viable 10 years down the road.  Many are leaving because they simply don't see the help coming.  The University is taking steps to facilitate parking on campus and hope that will be better utilized.  Also, many do not feel safe with the lighting on campus.  He indicated the merchants don't want customer parking in neighborhoods but at this point they have no other choice.  Perhaps it would be necessary to make Hillsborough Street more cumbersome and slow traffic in order to route traffic over to Western Boulevard.  He indicated he has had a meeting with the student body president and they feel that safety is very much an issue.  The businesses that survive during the summer do so because they have had a clientele that come to their business as a point of designation.  Without somewhere to park it will force merchants to leave this area.  Mr. Harris urged the Committee to consider the three-lane design for Hillsborough Street.

Mike Ritchie with Global Village Organic Coffee indicated that Mr. Kirkman stated the issue clearly at the beginning of the meeting.  There are some short-term things that could be beneficial to the merchants.  The merchants would not say that these should not continue.  They believe in the vitality of Hillsborough Street.  Mr. Johnson spoke to several issues that included parking, traffic and pedestrian safety and how necessary to deal with all these issues as a whole, however, there are some short-term things that could provide a benefit to the merchants.  A 25 mph speed limit that is enforced as well as a three-lane design would be beneficial and would help to shift vehicular traffic to Western Boulevard.  Increasing the parking availability on Hillsborough Street would be a benefit to the Community and the merchants.   However, all of these things have to be taken in total.  He knows of seven businesses that have been lost in the last year that total over $4 million in commerce.  He knows of some businesses that are in trouble now.  The businesses that live by the University will die by the University.  One must have patrons from the University as well as bring in other patrons from other parts of the City.  He indicated he has been successful in his business because he has followed the Frazier model for marketing and this has been very successful for him.  He explained that his wife is an author and member of a book club who met a few times in the shop and then decided to meet elsewhere.  When he asked why they moved their meetings they were told that parking was difficult to find and after the 5th member of the club got a ticket they felt an $8 cup of coffee was too much.  He believes that there is a need to look at the long-term validity of Hillsborough Street that would also benefit Raleigh as a whole, but there are short-term solutions that are necessary now to save businesses at this time.

Mr. Kirkman pointed out he understands there has been some lighting upgrades planned at the University and questioned if Ms. Ricks knew what that status was with Ms. Ricks indicating she was unaware of the program.

Nina Szlosberg, Chair of the Hillsborough Street Partnership, indicated the merchants have hit the problem on the head. There is a need to do some things in short term.  Mr. Johnson spoke to Crabtree and Cameron Village and how much easier things would be to put together is there was one owner.  She pointed out the partnership is the one who needs to do that; to pull people together.  There is a consensus to do something along Hillsborough Street.  There are still some wonderful places to go on Hillsborough Street and she would like to invite everyone to come and enjoy these businesses.  The University has also invited people to come and use this facility.  There are 150 parking spaces available on Brooks Avenue.  It sounds like there may be some difficulties overcoming some of the problems that exist.  However, there are some things that can be done tomorrow such as change the time on the meters.  It is very difficult to have lunch in one-hour.  Also, opening the length of time in the signed areas.  She pointed out there are good things happening on Hillsborough Street and there is a very good consensus over these things.

Mr. Kirkman indicated that he is aware that there are a lot of good things on Hillsborough Street.  Bruegger's Bagels, Kinko's and the Cream and Bean are doing very well and they are a solid cornerstone for businesses on Hillsborough Street.

A gentleman from the audience addressed the Committee explaining he is one of the failed businesses from Hillsborough Street.  One of the reasons his business failed is he did not see any improvements coming within the next few years.  The small amount of on-street parking is a significant problem.  Many of the businesses that were mentioned such as Bruegger's and Kinko's have parking available to them out behind their stores.  Recently Bruegger's Bagels doubled the size of their parking lot and the same for the Cream and Bean; parking is the key to success for a business.  If you look at the Ridgewood Shopping Center and Cameron Village and you took their parking away those shopping centers will die.  He saw it happen in the downtown area and many businesses moved away from downtown simply because there was no parking.  There is great potential along Hillsborough Street but it can only succeed if they can pull in business other than that from the University.  Students typically only make up a small part of their success.  He asked the Committee to consider the changes that include reducing the speed limit to 25 mph and changing the design of Hillsborough Street to three lanes (two travel lanes and one center turn lane).  He urged the Committee to try these changes and see if they work, if they don't work, it can also be changed back.  He thanked the Committee for their time.

Mr. Kirkman pointed out a number of years ago the meters on Hillsborough Street were made one-hour parking because of students parking at the meters and going to class.  He feels if the meters were changed to two-hour parking there would be the very same problem with students parking at the meters rather than leaving them open for patrons of the businesses.

Mr. Johnson indicated recently he and other staff members had lunch at Darryl's and a group overheard their conversation and validated what the merchants have been talking about at this meeting.  Some of the merchants want a very high turn over but they don't know how they can keep students from parking at the meters.  He indicated staff is open to ideas but whatever is done the businesses along the block face will have to buy into it.

Mr. Kirkman pointed out that students can park anywhere on Campus after 5:00 p.m. and he would also like to look at the 25 mph speed limit change along with additional signage and improvement of the crosswalks.  If there is a way to get vehicular traffic to understand there is considerable pedestrian traffic he feels they will slow down.  There is a need to find some simple ways to do that.  The overall need is to get drivers to slow down and they will notice the businesses that are there as a result.  He indicated that he will not propose at this time to change the south side parking but would like to think about opening south side parking from 5:00 p.m. on Friday to 7:00 a.m. on Sunday.  If the patrons know the parking is available it will change their perception of the area.  Also it will be making it easier for pedestrians to make some headway.

Mr. Congleton, directing a question to the Transportation Department staff, questioned will data be sufficient with nine months of work as opposed to 12 to 18 months.  Mr. Gold indicated the study time limit is usually a minimum of 12 months.

Mr. Congleton questioned whether it would be feasible to do the study later and make some short-term changes now.  Mr. Johnson indicated that adding hours to weekend parking could affect accident data but is a problem that could be factored in.

Mr. Gold pointed out that when south side parking was there, there was a decrease in the number of accidents because cars had a tendency to slow down when passing parked vehicles.

Mr. Congleton indicated it may be good to proceed with some things to the City Council meeting.  He suggested asking the City Council to do a study of changing the speed limit to 25 mph and to submit data to the State to support their request.  Also, to review the parking enforcement in this area and others and if there is a process they can use to improve the one-hour time limit as well as proceeding with weekend parking.

Mr. Gold suggested it might be more appropriate simply to enforce the 35 mph speed limit that currently exists. 

Mr. Congleton indicated he is trying to envision the long-term process and is seeing a number of obstacles.  If the speed limit were changed to 25 mph and the data improved in terms of pedestrian access and vehicle accidents it will improve the long-term process and this could be a stepping-stone in the right direction.  They just need to make sure that they do not destroy the State's numbers.  He feels that it is worthwhile having one component that could make a difference.

Mr. Chapman indicated he is concerned over what is happening here will have a real effect on the health of the Hillsborough Street Partnership.  He suggested sending these suggestions to the partnership for a review and then asking them to come back to the Committee in two weeks.

Mr. Kirkman agreed indicating he would rather have full discussion of the partnership as to what their thinking is and allow the State to get their full statistics.  Pedestrian and bicycle safety are foremost; Mr. Congleton concurred.

Mr. West indicated he concurs as well.  He feels it is an excellent process and he wants to have input from the partnership and the merchants and feels it will be beneficial in the long-term.

No further action was taken.

Adjournment.  There being no further business the meeting adjourned at 11:40 a.m.

Donna Hester

Deputy City Clerk
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