March 18, 2009

Mr. Matt Kowalski
City of Ann Arbor
100 N. Fifth Avenue
Ann Arbor, MI 48107-8647

Dear Mr. Kowalski,

I am writing to express my opposition to the Near North project proposed by Three Oaks and Avalon Housing.  We have lived at 608 N. Main Street since 2002.  This is one of Ann Arbor’s best neighborhoods to live and I believe that the Near North project as it is currently designed threatens this amazing area. 

When we decided it was time to have children, we were living in a suburb on the south side of Ann Arbor. That development was advertised as a great place to raise children, but I always wondered why. Where were the families on the porches in the evening? Why didn’t I see people walking to places during the day? Where were the moms out for a run with the jogging stroller? Where were the dads out on a bike ride with the kids? Why did I need to drive everywhere I wanted to be? I envisioned myself in this place with small children loading them in their car-seats for play-dates, loading them in their car-seats for the library, loading them in their car-seats for the grocery store, dry-cleaner, restaurants, ice cream , and on and on.  

We decided the way we wanted to raise a family was in a neighborhood—a real neighborhood where you knew the people around you and talked with them daily; a neighborhood that you could walk to get groceries, a coffee, a bite to eat, or an ice cream; a neighborhood where there were parks with kids and parents and grandparents playing; a neighborhood that our children would be among all the generations and all the people that make this community one of the richest communities in the State; a neighborhood that I felt comfortable and safe going for a run or walk alone or with a young child. We found that place when we moved to 608 North Main Street in late October of 2002 just a couple months before our first son was born. 

Our neighborhood is thriving. I walk daily (if not several times daily) with my kids to the 2 parks within a ½ of block from our home. We visit neighbors all along the way. We have 2 community gardens planted and tended by all from the first days of spring until the final days of fall. I run with a couple of the neighborhood moms down Main Street to Bandemer 2-3 times a week. I bike through the neighborhood with my children regularly. I just learned to knit at a neighborhood knitting group that meets once a week consisting of women from the ages of 30-92. I go daily for fresh bread and local produce and anything else we may need. The quality of life in the neighborhood of North Main is more than I hoped for when envisioning where I wanted to raise children. This is a neighborhood where you can easily and happily live through every stage of life from childhood to retirement.

After hearing about the project proposed by Three Oaks and Avalon Housing just a few houses down from our house, I feel like this way of life that I treasure and my friends and family who live in other areas covet is threatened. 

I believe the project currently proposed for North Main Street threatens our neighborhood in the following ways:

The building is massive—twice the size permitted by current zoning—and as designed goes right to the sidewalk of Main Street to Summit. People know this as a thoroughfare for cars, but I can attest that this is also a main thoroughfare for pedestrians. Daily, a steady stream of runners, walkers (w/ children or dogs), TRI-cyclers (2-7 year olds), etc. traverse between our neighborhood and Bandemer Park or to go to the neighborhood on the west side of Main. As a runner, walker and woman who frequently walks down Main Street both day and night, I can imagine this large building overwhelming the sidewalk and making me feel small and unsafe. There will be no porches with welcoming lights or people going in and out of driveways or front doors to say hello to…there will be none of the innate security that a thriving neighborhood provides.

The project as it currently designed calls for all 1 bedroom units and excludes families with children. A thriving neighborhood is not overwhelmed by one type of housing unit or family structure. A thriving neighborhood has a mix of many types of housing and households. I would welcome more Avalon housing in our neighborhood. The current Avalon residents in our neighborhood have been good neighbors to me. I believe though that any concentration this size of one type of household—whether it be an Avalon project or another—will overwhelm the diversity of the neighborhood. The exclusion of families or parents with children is also a concern to me. Neighborhoods that thrive have a good mix of all generations—not just young, old, single, married/cohabitating, children or childless. The massive grouping of single people will certainly impact the dynamics of the neighborhood—I believe negatively.

My husband and I discussed at length the possibilities for development surrounding our home at 608 N. Main before we put significant financial and emotional investment into it.  We were comforted by the City’s zoning and Central Area Plan believing that although we were close to downtown (one of the major benefits of this NEIGHBORHOOD), we were not IN the downtown and that all we hoped for in a neighborhood for ourselves and our children would be preserved.  I hope that you and the Ann Arbor Planning Commission, as well as our City Council Representatives will protect our neighborhood and assure that Three Oaks, Avalon Housing and any other future developers will do the same. 

Sincerely,

Kelly Fitzsimmons

Cc:

The Honorable Sabra Briere, First Ward Council Representative, City of Ann Arbor

The Honorable Sandi Smith, First Ward Council Representative, City of Ann Arbor

The Honorable John Hieftje, Mayor of the City of Ann Arbor

