Letter to Oppose Near North PUD and site plan

I’m a YIMBY—a neighbor who says, “Yes In My Back Yard.” Yet I am totally opposed to the Near North PUD and site plan. 
When I step out onto my front porch in the morning, I see the fourteen-unit Wickliffe Place, a two-unit luxury condo, a two-unit, twelve-bed-and-bath rental building, and four apartment units in the former Bethel AME Church. All are newly built or converted since I first opened that door in 1980. 
To my north, both neighboring single-family houses are also new. The home to my south is a rock of stability, home to six generations of the Baker family for more than ninety years. The four-unit apartment building past the Bakers is new, however, as is the two-unit condo beside North Main Park. 

Yet I actively supported every one of these projects that required Planning or ZBA approval. So why am I so opposed to the Near North PUD and site plan? 

I could write a book about what’s wrong with Near North, but you’ll hear plenty about that from other neighbors, not to mention your own staff. Let me just add that I’ve never seen a proposal that so ruthlessly violates the planning and zoning for its site: 

· Near North violates the height limit by 66 percent
· Near North violates the rear setback by 41 percent
· Near North violates the front setback by 83 percent. 
As far as I can tell, most of its proposed floor space would lie outside the maximum permitted building envelope for this site. 

Even worse, I’m convinced that if Near North is approved, it would effectively move the boundary of the Downtown area north from Kingsley to Summit. In the process, it would overrun a 150-year-old neighborhood that until this point has consistently been protected by the city’s zoning and planning policies. 
The Central Area Plan specifies that redevelopment must complement the “scale and character” of existing housing. Presently, this block’s scale and character are defined by an unbroken sequence of twenty-five historic homes. 

Near North would demolish five of these homes and replace them with a five-story, institutionally styled apartment building. Such a building would instantly and permanently reset the block’s “scale and character” to its own downtown scale. Once it’s built, it will be the houses that are “out of scale and character.” And the City would have accepted a precedent that would encourage similar developments all the way south to Kingsley.  

The developers either deny this destructive impact, or complain that it is justified by  the “public benefit” of providing affordable housing. Yet the fourteen units of “supportive” housing on this site would only marginally increase Avalon Housing’s inventory. Indeed, Avalon already owns two houses, with eleven bedrooms, on this block alone.

The other claimed benefit is that the Central Area needs “workforce” housing. This is a worthy goal—but one that the developers themselves have undermined. Until the 3 Oaks group bought this property as a speculative redevelopment site, these homes were workforce housing—and easily could be again. 
Before 3 Oaks bought her house, one of my backyard neighbors was a clerk in a store downtown. As recently as last summer, another walked to work at her second job with a vendor at the Ann Arbor Farmer’s Market. She had to move out last winter when 3 Oaks refused to fix weatherization problems—and now drives to her market job from an apartment on Pauline. 
The developers claim that Near North would reduce transience in the area. Yet it’s structured to discourage working couples (two people earning $8 an hour would exceed the income limit), and designed to effectively prohibit families (there would be no larger units to move into as children arrived). 

Finally, I hope you’ll look critically at the argument that the Central Area urgently needs more workforce housing. At the moment, nearly 2,000 new rental bedrooms are under construction in the vicinity of the U-M campus. The landlords all expect to fill those beds with students who presently live in less convenient off-campus neighborhoods. Such a massive shift of students toward campus will create vacancies elsewhere in the Downtown and near-Downtown neighborhoods, with a positive impact on both availability and rents.

Near North is a terrible building. The precedent it would set is terrible planning. And the public benefit cited to justify it is much less than the developers claim.
I implore you to reject this project—so that I can go back to being a YIMBY again.

Sincerely,

John Hilton
