DOWNTOWN AREA CITIZENS ADVISORY COUNCIL

REPORT TO THE DDA, SEPTEMBER 5, 2007

CAC Chair, Ray Detter reported:

The CAC is playing a part in A2D2 efforts because we believe we need to define the expectations of this community regarding downtown development.  We can do that through having clear concepts of zoning, design review, parking strategies and planning processes. The CAC believes that we need to be consistent and predictable in our public actions and not make decisions based upon whether we like or don’t like particular projects, or whether they support our interests. However, in spite of the fact that we already have a Downtown Plan and a Central Area plan (both old but still good), as well as a Downtown Residential Task Force Report, and a series of Calthorpe recommendations, we still don’t have a clear vision that is followed by the City Council, the Planning Commission, or the DDA for future development.  The CAC will continue to participate in the A2D2 process in the hope that it will help all of to agree on the basis for supporting or rejecting future proposals for downtown. 

The CAC has always had clearly stated positions regarding the downtown. As individuals and as a group we played a part in the development of city master plans and they have guided our actions. Last night we discussed our positions in relation to current developments, particularly downtown parking.   

Downtown residents continue to support downtown business owners in their efforts to maintain and enhance the vitality of their commercial neighborhoods.   Yes, we need parking to support those efforts!  But the issue is:  where do we need more parking?

The CAC has always opposed the construction of any more free standing, above-ground parking structures in the downtown.  The exception was William and First—based on the location being a surface lot, in the floodplain, and that it was a part of a replacement and three site plan that was carefully designed to have limited impact on its neighbors.

The CAC also believes that developers should bring parking solutions with them. We feel that the A2D2 zoning recommendations should emphasize that obligation more than it does and that parking should be, to whatever degree possible, underground, or integrated and wrapped in the shell of  new developments. 

Some of us were upset when the City Council recently surprised everyone by telling the DDA that the best place for an above ground parking structure was east of Larcom.    We were pleased, however, that the recent request of a recommendation for a parking structure next to City Hall has been defined and clarified by two City Council members who voted for it-- as nothing more than a “feasibility study”.  Yes, we should examine all possibilities. 

But the CAC expects that a parking structure east of city hall will be rejected for obvious reasons:  It has no proven need that cannot be supported elsewhere. (unless it is directly related to the courts, police, city hall complex.)   It- would take taxable property off the tax rolls and might eliminate at least three residential units as well as additional  restaurant and office units  The structure would be empty in the evening, and merely add to the emptiness of the city hall area at night. We also believe that it would be in conflict with the draft A2D2 design recommendations for that East Huron character area.  It would probably have a negative impact on existing traffic patterns, as well as its historic and residential neighbors. It also seems to have absolutely no relation to the Quinn/Evans recommendations regarding future development of a Courts/Police facility.    

But we need to know: What are the benefits?  How does it fit into our vision? As an example, how does it relate to our commitment to alternative transportation? Why does it seem to ignore the DDA proposal to provide additional parking at the Ann Ashley site?

More importantly for downtown residents, it seems to go against the CAC’s long-held position in support of a large underground parking structure on the Library Lot. We believe that an underground parking structure on the Library Lot would add to the vitality of both the State Street and Main Street areas.  Building there would help to shape a larger vision for the downtown that would include DDA partnering with Josie Parker and the Ann Arbor District Library to provide a larger and improved library facility downtown.  It would also provide the opportunity to partner with others in a large development of the air rights at that site that would produce the tax revenue to help pay for it.

We have the time to do it. Let’s approach future parking, as well as future development, with a well thought out vision. We hope that vision will come from the community’s commitment to the adoption and success of A2D2 recommendations.  

