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Design Center funds on mayor’s chopping block

Mayor Frank Yanish is recommending the city reduce its annual financial support for the Willmar Design Center in his proposed 2012 budget. Yanish says he hasn’t seen a plan for the downtown that the Design Center hopes to improve. 

By: David Little, Associated Press [image: image1.wmf]
· Downtown abuzz 



A portion of downtown Willmar is seen in this undated photo during this year’s Willmar Fests. Mayor Frank Yanish is recommending a major reduction to the Design Center’s funding, citing a plan for the downtown area he has yet to see. Yanish is proposing a funding cut of nearly $20,000. Tribune photo by TJ Jerke 

· Design Center focus: Restore heart of city
· PDF: Visioneer review
· PDF: Bounty of the County program
· PDF: Design Center accomplishments
Mayor Frank Yanish is recommending the city reduce its annual financial support for the Willmar Design Center in his proposed 2012 budget. Yanish says he hasn’t seen a plan for the downtown that the Design Center hopes to improve.

But the proposed reduction does not sit well with Design Center Project Coordinator Beverly Dougherty. Dougherty calls the reduction shortsighted, but says the Design Center is proposing an alternative funding source. Following visits in 2005 by the Minnesota Design Team, which helps cities plan their future, the Willmar Design Center was formed to renew downtown Willmar as a social, cultural, government and economic center. City support began with $5,000 in 2005 and peaked at $60,000 in both 2008 and in 2009, but has declined since. Yanish is recommending financial support be reduced from $43,200 in 2011 to $25,000 in 2012.

“You have to evaluate what you’re getting your money’s worth from,’’ said Yanish in an interview.

“Although Bev does a great job, I think we have to think a little larger than what we’re thinking. We have a number of things to think larger about, for example, our Rice Hospital downtown, our Barn Theatre. There’s just a number of things that we could do to think larger.’’

Yanish said he has never seen a plan for downtown.

“If they can show me a plan and we can do bigger and better things to attract people and make it more of a destination for people, I would be open to refunding that,’’ Yanish said.

Dougherty says the Design Center has brought in $5 for every $1 of city funding through fundraising and grants, such as $870,000 from the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development in 2009 to rehabilitate downtown commercial property.

Recently, the center hired communications specialist Linda Mathiasen of Willmar with funds from Minnesota Main Street to work on projects and get the center’s message out.

“Obviously somebody’s not reading the information,’’ said Dougherty. “Some of these people are not paying attention. Otherwise they wouldn’t cut off a flow of money that’s coming in that they’re not going to get any other way than us.’’

Yanish said he told Dougherty and Design Center board members John Christianson and Richard Engan last week that he was proposing to reduce the city’s financial support.

Yanish presented his proposed $31.6 million budget to the council’s Finance Committee on Monday night. The committee took the budget under advisement and will make a recommendation in early December.

Knowing that Yanish would recommend the reduction, Dougherty proposed a funding alternative called a downtown improvement district. If the city certifies the district, any increase in property taxes that result from an increase in downtown property values would be paid to the Design Center.

Committee Chairman Denis Anderson said he’ll have city staff investigate and place it on the committee agenda for a definitive answer.

Dougherty said the Design Center could use the revenue not only for operations but to expand and match existing grants, which the center has several in process.

Dougherty says the Design Center has talked about the idea of a downtown improvement district for a couple of years.

“Since the Design Center is the only group who’s doing anything for downtown, we would be able to use the increased tax money that’s coming from the central business district to fund what needs to be done downtown, and the only reason that increased property values are happening is because we’re working at it, so we should get the money,’’ she said.

Besides reducing Design Center funding, Yanish proposes eliminating the city’s $27,000 share of the $54,000 annual contract with federal lobbyist David Turch. The other half of Turch’s contract is paid by the Willmar Municipal Utilities.

The council hired Turch in 2003 at the request of Mayor Les Heitke to lobby Congress for funding for various projects, including the new wastewater treatment system. Congress eventually authorized but never appropriated $15 million for the project.

Yanish said he decided to eliminate the funding because the city is a member of and is represented by the League of Minnesota Cities, the Coalition of Greater Minnesota Cities and the National League of Cities.

“I feel the city had adequate representation from the other organizations,’’ said Yanish. “I don’t think we were getting our money’s worth out of that because a lot of the federal things that we were having issues with, such as the old airport issue, the city was contacting these people (including U.S. Rep. Collin Peterson and the National League) ourselves and we weren’t getting a whole lot of help from the federal lobbyist.’’

Utility General Manager Bruce Gomm said he was aware of Yanish’s intent to no longer pay half of Turch’s contract. What to do with Turch’s contract will probably be a future agenda item for the Utilities Commission, said Gomm.

“In general, our perspective has been that the lobbyist is a vital role in ensuring that we’re properly represented in Washington, so it’s important to my commission,’’ Gomm said. “Now when it comes to actual dollars, you never know for sure how they’ll go, but I know that they feel it’s important.’’
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Design Center focus: Restore heart of the city

WILLMAR — In 2005, the Minnesota Design Team held two weekend community meetings. One weekend focused on Kandiyohi County and the second weekend focused on the city of Willmar. 

By: David Little, West Central Tribune 

WILLMAR — In 2005, the Minnesota Design Team held two weekend community meetings. One weekend focused on Kandiyohi County and the second weekend focused on the city of Willmar.

All participants chose downtown Willmar as the focus for restoration and renaissance. The Willmar Design Center was formed and developed the mission of “restoring the heart of the city.’’

Since 2005, the City Council has been financially supporting the Design Center. The city investment for 2011 is $43,200, which covers operating expenses so the center can go after other fundraising events and grants, said Beverly Dougherty, Design Center project coordinator.

“We are not quite breaking even on these costs, so the Design Center is making up some insurance costs as well as miscellaneous costs involved with our urban planner and we now pick up all marketing and promotion costs for all events,’’ she said.

The Design Center exceeded the goal for fundraising and grants. At the end of August, the center raised $31,364 in outside money compared with the 2011 budget goal of $27,160.

The center will be applying for a second Department of Employment and Economic Development grant for downtown rehabilitation as all of the $890,000 from the first DEED grant has been obligated.

The Design Center, because of its grant experience, is now the fiscal agent for grants applied for the proposed community-owned grocery.

“We have secured $45,000 in grants, all of which flow through the Design Center directly to the project,’’ said Dougherty. “These require matching funds and we are soliciting member-owners and investors for the match.’’

Dougherty said the Design Center has a long list of stakeholders who support the programs. She said 75 percent of the volunteers are not from downtown.
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