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I’ve been trying for a long while to get people interested in both the impact of relocating Kenilworth Jr. High to the NE corner of town and the impact a different use of the present Kenilworth site will have, especially, on traffic on Washington St. I recently looked around and found I was alone. It appears the logical step is to accept the inevitable and try to make the best of it. I surrender.

While the community seems to want to retain a small town flavor, it also appears to want convenient, big box shopping opportunities even more.  Between this desire and the City’s search for revenue, the construction of big box facilities on the present Kenilworth site is essentially a done deal.

If it’s true that government can’t give ALL the people what they want, perhaps it can at least do as little harm as possible to those it can’t accommodate.  In this light, let’s explore what positive steps might be taken to minimize the negative impacts of developing on the Kenilworth site.

The major obvious impact a big box center will have is a great increase of traffic on Washington, and especially on the Washington/ McDowell intersection. An emerging secondary impact is the effect on the community of eliminating both the swim center and the skateboard park.

The traffic problem can only be lessened, not solved, by moving some of the cross town traffic off Washington to a new crossing.  Considering that there is also a plan working its way through the city process for a 400,000 square foot retail center, (a possible Target store?), on the vacant land at McDowell and Rainier, Rainier is the only location for such a connector which could mitigate the traffic impact from both the Kenilworth and Rainier/McDowell retail developments.

But, how to pay for it?

It was recently noted that the city estimated it would receive about $43 million in unanticipated revenue from the redevelopment areas.  This big box center and the new center at Rainier and McDowell will generate an additional several million dollars a year in sales and redevelopment property taxes to the city.  If the city truly intends to address the traffic problems, they should formally indicate that decision by earmarking and setting aside most of this additional revenue for the construction of Rainier until such time as the project is completed.

Unless such steps are taken, this revenue will disappear into the city’s general funds, never to be seen again as money to be used to mitigate the problems these new retail centers will cause.

The swim center and skateboard parks present more a problem of political will than irreparable damage.  If the property is sold before a location is established for the replacement of both these facilities, there will be raging debate and delay over any proposed site.  

The solution here is to condition the sale of these properties such that the big box center owners can’t take possession of the pool and skateboard property until after construction is started on the relocated facilities.  This will force a decision for relocation and replacement of the swim center and skateboard park.

It should be noted that in the newspaper story about their sale, council members indicated their sale would be contingent on the retail center developer “helping to pay” for their replacement.  “Helping to pay” means the city will sell the properties for less than their replacement costs and will subsidize the retail center by whatever shortfall occurs.

The story from here on out will be on how open the City Council will be in letting the public know in advance what their intentions are.  I hope it’s much better than their record on this issue so far.  Additionally, their skill in negotiating in favor of the city and not just filling any shortfalls with redevelopment money will show us who is pro community and who isn’t.

The fairgrounds part in the negotiations will also provide for interesting comment. 

