March 25th, 2009

Ann Arbor Planning Commission

100 N Fifth Avenue

Ann Arbor, MI 48107-8647
Dear Planning Staff & Commissioners:

We are writing to express our opposition to the “Near North” PUD and site plan presented by 3 Oaks & Avalon Housing. 

Our home, which we purchased almost 12 years ago, sits directly behind the site for this project. One of us (Margaret) was a planning commissioner in another town for 6 years, so we know first hand that our proximity to the project may make it easy to dismiss us as “NIMBYs”. But we hope that you will hear us out, because our concerns with this project reflect those of many other families in the neighborhood. 
Families have unique considerations when choosing where to raise their children. We chose to move here with our young daughter based on careful research into the city’s zoning and long-term plans for the North Central Area.

Before we purchased our home back in 1997, we talked to neighbors, researched the zoning, and visited the parks and schools. While our street is a hodge-podge of architectural styles it is a cohesive residential area because of its human scale.  Although our block is a mix of single-family homes, condos and apartments, thanks to the area’s R4C Zoning, they share a residential scale and character. Our sidewalks are comfortable and invite pedestrians of all ages, from octogenarians to kids on tricycles.

We understand that we live in a dynamic, evolving city. We ourselves have taken an active part in and supported a number of redevelopment projects in our neighborhood. Projects developed with our support include the residential conversion of the former Bethel AME Church, a 4-unit apartment building, and an eco-friendly single-family rehab.

Why did we support those projects and not Near North? Simply because, unlike Near North, those projects all complied with the area’s zoning and the city’s Central Area Plan. In the words of the Central Area Plan, which has guided this area since the 1970s: 

Where new buildings are desirable, the character of historic buildings, neighborhoods, and streetscapes should be respectfully considered so that new buildings will complement the historic, architectural and environmental character of the neighborhood.

So you can imagine our surprise, when 3 Oaks Group & Avalon housing unveiled plans to build an institutional-style, 67,000 SF, 7-story “Gateway to Downtown” in our backyard – almost 3 ½ times the size of what the zoning we relied on allows. 

After we and other neighbors expressed our shock at several pre-planning meetings, the developers “compromised” and reduced the size to 44,000 SF and 4-5 stories.

This in no way resolved the problem: “Near North” remains an over-powering, institutional design. If built, it would effectively annex our neighborhood to downtown. 

The only rationale the developers offer for this inappropriate building is that the city needs “workforce housing”. Yet the North Central Area already provides a wide mix of housing, including a good number of units that would be considered workforce housing under the criteria they identify. That includes the houses that they would demolish to build this project.  
We have heard the developers refer to some of these properties as “blighted”. But we know first-hand that before 3 Oaks bought them in 2004-2005, they were well-maintained, affordable residences. One had a home daycare. Another was home to an elderly man who raised his family there and was often visited by his grandchildren. His backyard garden was his pride and joy. 3 Oaks currently rents this home to a group of unrelated adults who work in the area. You should ask 3 Oaks Group what they charge for rent, but we would guess it is well below the $750 per person envisioned for the new building. 
Supportive housing is Avalon’s primary mission. They currently manage two supportive houses on this block and do an excellent job. We welcome additional supportive housing units under their management in our neighborhood. But, despite its size, “Near North” would have only about 12 supportive units, while current zoning would allow twice that number.
So let us conclude by saying, YIMBY – “Yes, In My Backyard”. We believe the best solution for both the neighborhood and the city as a whole would be an appropriately scaled project consisting entirely of supportive housing. Current zoning would allow an approximately 20,000-square-foot building with 24 units on this property. So even without a PUD to increase density, the site can already support 10-14 more units of supportive housing than the Near North project would provide. 
To best fill the city’s most pressing housing need, we urge you to reject this project—and encourage the developers to come back with plans for a building that complies with existing zoning and provides more supportive housing.
Sincerely,

Margaret Schankler & Steve Glauberman
