FEBRUARY 19, 2009 PLANNING COMMISSION MINUTES

c.
Public Hearing and Action on Downtown Plan Amendments – The Downtown Plan, adopted as an element of the City Master Plan in 1988 and amended in 1992, provides guidance for future land use and zoning, development character, open space, circulation and parking in the downtown.  Amendments to the plan have been drafted to support the recommendations of the Ann Arbor Discovering Downtown (A2D2) initiative.  Planning Commission will consider adoption of the proposed amendments – Staff Recommendation:   Approval

Rampson explained the proposed Downtown Plan.

Ray Detter, Chair of the Downtown Area Citizens Advisory Council (DAC), said DAC members were involved with the Downtown Plans in 1988 and 1992, and that it took a lot of work.  He believed they were still very good documents, and he was pleased to see that although the proposed Plan was thinner, much of the original content remained.  He said these were complex issues, and that Rampson did an excellent job involving the public.  He noted improvements had been made, even up to last week, and he was glad to see it back before the Commission.  He believed the more illustrations in the Plan, the better, to make is as user friendly as possible. He also believed, whenever possible, the Plan should reference the supporting zoning.  In the past, he said the Plan was policy, but that zoning did not always support it.  He viewed the process leading to the new Plan as a chance to fix that.  He also hoped zoning would reflect what the City wanted to do in terms of policy in the Central Area Plan.  He wanted to be sure that developers could not use loopholes, such as PUDs to circumvent R4C requirements, to rip out homes and increase density.

Chris Crockett, 506 E. Kingsley Street, served on the Design Review Committee for A2D2, and believed the new Plan both encouraged good design and new development.  She said thousands of dollars were spent to bring staff and developers together to talk about design.  She said the community was weary of new boxy buildings being installed, and that was why so much money and public interest was involved.  She believed good design had to be connected to good zoning and tied together in a good policy statement.  She believed design was important to the community, and the public needed to be educated as to how the process works.  She said Ann Arbor was a special community, and that everybody wants to improve it.

Alice Ralph, 1607 E. Stadium Boulevard, also served on the now defunct Design Review Committee.  She said if illustrations were helpful, but not currently included in the Plan, then she expected them to appear in new review process guidelines.  She also said one of the reasons A2D2 was instituted was because people expressed a lack of admiration for buildings that were being built.  She believed people wanted more trees, fewer ugly buildings, and stable and connected neighborhoods.  She believed the old Downtown Plan did that, but the new one might not.  She noted that design guidelines, not urban design, were the focus.  She believed that zoning was driving the Plan, and that it should have been the reverse.  She finished by saying that although what has happened cannot be changed, the old recommendations should be recognized.

Jim Mogenson, 3780 Greenbriar, said that because the Plan was developed during boom years in development and financing, he believed some of the previous assumptions would no longer be possible.  Given the complexity of the Plan, he also believed it was important to stop and see the big picture to make sure everyone understood what was being approved.

Susan Morrison, of the Michigan Historic Preservation Network, said her organization held permanent federal easements on three downtown properties.  She said there were some lofty historic preservation goals in the Plan, but she believed there was a gap in the Plan.  She said the Plan lacked a way to show the locations of nationally registered, historic properties outside of historic neighborhoods.  She said you could not protect these properties if you did not know where they are located.  She proposed an amendment to Figure 3 to show national historic properties, so that future bodies can find them.  She also recommended two text changes, which she read from the letter submitted to the Commission.

Rita Mitchell, 621 Fifth Street, said she wants Ann Arbor to be a welcoming, walkable city with ample green-space, but she was unsure whether the proposed Plan adequately covered those elements.  She also wanted the A2D2 plan to prohibit new development in Allen Creek, to improve rain quality runoff to the Huron River, and to give developers an incentive to increase bicycle parking spaces and setbacks.  She wanted to see a reward go to those who do not drive downtown, and proposed no more than 10 stories in height in D1 Areas, 6 stories in D2, and 3 stories in residential.  She wanted to see more trees for cleaner air, and believed the downtown should be designed to encourage people to be outside, using fewer resources.

Noting no other speakers, Mahler closed the public hearing at 9:40 p.m.

Moved by Westphal, seconded by Borum, that the City of Ann Arbor Planning Commission hereby adopts the Downtown Plan, as amended, as a subplan of the City Master Plan and hereby incorporates the Future Land Use Map and Zoning Plan for the downtown into the Central Area Plan.

Moved by Westphal, seconded by Borum, that the City of Ann Arbor Planning Commission hereby recommends that the City Council adopt the Downtown Plan, as amended, as a subplan of the City Master Plan and thereby incorporate the Future Land Use Map and Zoning Plan for the downtown into the Central Area Plan.

Potts pointed the Commission toward two proposed amendments she had written, and which were included in the agenda packets.  

Moved by Potts, seconded by Woods, to amend the first paragraph on page 29 of the Draft Ann Arbor Downtown Plan by adding the following language from the original Plan: “Avoid the discontinuity which results when larger buildings and intensive uses are located immediately adjacent to smaller residential structures.”

Derezinski asked staff to comment why the language in Commissioner Potts amendment had been removed from the Plan.

Rampson said a lot of narrative was removed from the last Plan, and that no conscious decision had been made to remove that particular language.

Mahler said the goal was to pare down narrative in order to focus on action strategies, and to ensure that introductory language was supported by action strategies.  He assumed it had been removed because it was not associated with an action strategy.

Derezinski was concerned that the proposed language might contradict other language in the plan, i.e. mixed uses, or prohibit a future use when a bigger building near a smaller building might be desirable.  He was afraid that this amendment might become a basis for opposing good plans.

Bona stated the end of the paragraph in question read “ideally development in this district should blend into residential neighborhood.”  She said she got the same sense from that as the amendment, and believed the concept was already addressed.

Woods agreed with Chair Bona, noting that she believed the proposed amendment was already covered in other language in the Plan.

A vote on the amendment showed:



YEAS:
Potts



NAYS:
Bona, Borum, Derezinski, Mahler, Westphal, Woods



ABSENT:
Carlberg, Pratt

Amendment failed.

Potts proposed an amendment to replace “large scale” with “commercial” in the second paragraph on page 31 of the Plan, because she believed it was usually large scale residential projects that crept into neighborhoods, not commercial projects.  She said developers often claim that their projects are residential, not commercial.

There was no second to this amendment.

Moved by Potts, seconded by Borum, to amend Figure 3 on page 28 of the draft Plan to indicate properties listed in the National Historic Register, whether or not the properties are located within an historic district.

Borum asked staff whether there was a reason not to do this.

Rampson said no.  She said staff supported the idea, but did not have time to make the changes in GIS. 

Westphal asked for clarification between listed and eligible properties.

Rampson said those currently on the historic register (listed) would go on the map, but not eligible properties.

Derezinski asked if staff would support this amendment.

Rampson said yes.

Mahler asked if Figure 3 would show these properties.

Rampson said yes, that dots would be put on the map to designate historic registry properties, and that addresses would be listed in the legend.  She said there were maybe half a dozen properties.

A vote on the amendment showed:



YEAS:
Bona, Borum, Derezinski, Mahler, Potts, Westphal, Woods 



NAYS:
None



ABSENT:
Carlberg, Pratt

Amendment carried unanimously.
Woods asked for explanation about the other recommendations from Ms. Morrison, representing the Michigan Historic Preservation Network.

Rampson explained the other two recommendations.

Potts made a motion to amend the list of the “Recommended Action Strategies” on page 28 of the draft Plan by adding the following item: “(7) Develop requirements in the zoning ordinance to protect historic properties and historic districts from the effects of looming, shading and incompatibility of nearby new construction and additions, by requiring adequate setbacks, transitions in scale and height, height limits, and design and massing standards within a historic consideration buffer area.”

There was no second to this amendment.
Moved by Potts, seconded by Borum, to amend draft Downtown Plan by revising the last sentence of the second paragraph on page 32 to read: “This designation constitutes an ‘overlay’ zone which (a) requires Historic District Commission review and approval of applications for construction and the alteration, repair, demolition or moving of structures within a historic district, and (b) requires application of the standards for new construction within the ‘historic consideration buffer area’ adjacent to both historic districts and Designated Historic Properties.”
Potts suggested that specific numbers would be added to this language in order to flesh out the intent of the amendment.

Westphal believed this amendment was significant enough to deserve a separate working session for discussion.  He said the present meeting was for discussing larger issues.

Derezinski believed this amendment added a potentially huge new concept.  He said if the amendment to page 28 were rejected, then so too should the amendment to page 32.  He believed that the Commission should not inject fairly capacious language into the draft Plan.

Mahler said his concern was that a buffer area, no matter how big or small, would affect something, and believed serious discussion was needed.

A vote on the amendment showed:



YEAS:
Potts



NAYS:
Bona, Borum, Derezinski, Mahler, Westphal, Woods



ABSENT:
Carlberg, Pratt

Amendment failed.
A vote on both main motions showed:



YEAS:
Bona, Borum, Derezinski, Mahler, Potts, Westphal, Woods 



NAYS:
None



ABSENT:
Carlberg, Pratt

Motions carried unanimously, read as follows:

Moved by Westphal, seconded by Borum, that the City of Ann Arbor Planning Commission hereby adopts the Downtown Plan, as amended, as a subplan of the City Master Plan and hereby incorporates the Future Land Use Map and Zoning Plan for the downtown into the Central Area Plan, subject to amending Figure 3 on page 28 of the draft Plan to indicate properties listed in the National Historic Register, regardless of the properties being located within an historic district.

Moved by Westphal, seconded by Borum, that the City of Ann Arbor Planning Commission hereby recommends that the City Council adopt the Downtown Plan, as amended, as a subplan of the City Master Plan and thereby incorporate the Future Land Use Map and Zoning Plan for the downtown into the Central Area Plan, subject to amending Figure 3 on page 28 of the draft Plan to indicate properties listed in the National Historic Register, regardless of the properties being located within an historic district.
