March 16, 2009

Matt Kowalski

Ann Arbor Planning Commission

PO Box 8647

 100 N Fifth Ave.

Ann Arbor, MI 48107-8647.

mkowalski@a2gov.org 

Dear Mr. Kowalski,

I am writing to offer commentary on the proposed development on North Main Street from the point of view of a near neighbor.  My husband and I moved to Ann Arbor in 1985.  For the first two years, we lived in a house in Vintage Valley.  We then moved to a gorgeous old mock Tudor on Devonshire Rd. about a block from Washtenaw, where we lived for more than 19 years.  In the fall of 2006, we moved to our present location, a new two-unit condo right across from the historic Bethel AME church and adjacent to North Main Park. 
Several factors contributed to our decision to move to our current location.  First, we were responding to the boomer imperative to reduce our real estate footprint and lawn care burden.  Second, we wished to live in a less suburban part of Ann Arbor.  Third, we wanted to be within walking distance of the Farmers Market, Zingerman’s, and the shops, restaurants, and galleries of downtown Ann Arbor.  
Something we hadn’t anticipated—yet something that has turned out to be perhaps the greatest asset of all—has been the character of the neighborhood.  Even though our homes in Vintage Valley and Ann Arbor Hills were in indisputably residential areas, our current location feels much more like a real community than our previous locations.  We have gotten to know more of our neighbors in the past two years than we did in our two decades on Devonshire.  I am part of a neighborhood knitting group that meets weekly; we have participated in the community effort to plant flowers in both Wheeler and North Main Parks; we have attended numerous neighborhood parties including the Seeleys’ Fourth of July extravaganza; and just this past Saturday my husband took a neighbor’s son, a budding ham radio operator, to explore the Hands On Museum’s radio station.
As a relative newcomer, I have thought a lot about why this little community functions so effectively as a neighborhood.  It certainly isn’t because we’re a homogeneous lot.  On the contrary, there is considerable diversity in terms of age, race, and income.  Our lawns sprouted both Obama and McCain signs last fall.  The housing stock is an eclectic mix of single-family dwellings (ranging from very modest to very upscale), mid-range to expensive condos, apartments that serve a variety of tenants including students, young and no-so-young couples, low-income families, etc.  New construction sits cheek-by-jowl with century-old homes.  All these factors potentially militate against cohesion.  Yet rather than promote segregation along demographic lines, these differences only serve to bring us closer together.  My knitting group, for example, is a racially diverse group that, in addition to grandmoms like me, includes a young woman planning her wedding reception in the Farmer’s Market, a newly-widowed woman in her nineties, mothers of school-age children and toddlers, professional women (our hostess is an anesthesiologist), you name it.  (It is, however, segregated by sex; so far all the knitters are women!)  
I have come to the conclusion that the success of this neighborhood is due in large part to its favorable location near but not in the center of Ann Arbor and to the way in which its existing architecture and network of streets reflect and promote the values of the “new urbanism”—that is, its walkability, which lures us all out onto the sidewalks at the slightest sign of sunshine; its many porches that encourage casual chatting with passersby; its two parks that bring out dog-walkers, families with young children, and bench-sitters of all ages.  All these factors combine to bring us together and make us part of one another’s lives.
Now a proposal has been floated to build a project that is completely out of keeping with these values and with the Central Area Plan’s requirement that new development “protect, preserve, and enhance” existing neighborhoods.  On the contrary, according to the Ann Arbor News, it promises to “transform” the area.  The proposed project is twice the maximum size permitted by current zoning laws and will loom over the neighboring houses and sidewalks. It far exceeds the maximum recommended density and specifies only one-bedroom apartments, a configuration that is seriously out of balance with the extent and mix of living arrangements that prevail elsewhere in the neighborhood.  The scope and design of the proposed project might be appropriate to the downtown area but would overwhelm its surroundings in the North Central neighborhood. In short, it is TOO BIG and TOO MONOLITHIC. 
My understanding is that one reason our neighborhood has been targeted as the site for a totally nonconforming project is that the North Central area is not considered to be a “real” neighborhood, comparable to other established Ann Arbor neighborhoods.  The very diversity that to my mind constitutes its true strength is interpreted as creating a “splintered” area.  This analysis simply does not map onto my own experience of living here.  

I am sympathetic with the goal of providing low-income and special needs housing, and to the best of my knowledge, so are my neighbors.  Properly scaled and modified to accommodate a broader range of family configurations, the development would be welcomed, just as the neighborhood has already welcomed Dawn Farm and Avalon housing in a form that blends in with the rest of neighborhood.  Michael Appel, Executive Director of Avalon, said at a neighborhood meeting that Avalon prides itself that neighbors are frequently unaware that nearby houses are owned by Avalon.  This is the kind of property management at which Avalon excels.  If the principle of low density unobtrusiveness had guided the North Main proposal, the development would be welcomed.  
Given the history of the proposed project—namely, that it is a “downscale” version of a very similar for-profit condominium project proposed and rejected four years ago—it is difficult to avoid concluding that the present proposal is a cynical attempt on the part of Three Oaks to recoup their excessive investment in the North Main property by capitalizing on the goodwill that Avalon has built up over the years.  This is not a good basis for urban planning!  I urgently request that you seek a better-thought-out solution to Ann Arbor’s need for affordable housing, one that does not do serious damage to the character of an existing neighborhood..
I thank you for your attention and for the opportunity to express my affection for this special neighborhood.  Please share my thoughts with the members of the Planning Commission.

Sincerely,
Cindy Pomerleau

I share my wife's appreciation of our neighborhood, and her concern about the detrimental effects of this project.

Ovide Pomerleau
Cc:
Sabra Briere sbriere@a2gov.org 

Sandi Smith ssmith@a2gov.org 

Leigh Greden LGreden@a2gov.org
Mayor John Hiefje jhieftje@a2gov.org 
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