
Dear Commissioners: 
 
My brief, page-by-page suggestions for Chapter 5 are at the end of this letter.  If any of those need further explanation, 
please find it below.  I feel strongly that the current draft is insufficient to meet our housing crisis head-on and allow 
housing abundance in the decades ahead.   
 
Given how much time has been spent discussing new types of districts in the past few months, there has been little 
discussion of the map boundaries and rationale.  This needs a lot of attention and may be difficult to finalize in one 
meeting.   
 
Here is the thematic feedback with additional context: 
 
Allow tall buildings in Transition when not immediately next to Low Rise Residential.   
The current draft prohibits large buildings in Transition — even when far from Low Rise — with no reason given.  A 
height-tapering formula has already been presented to make sure large buildings taper down to Low Rise areas (and you 
already have a vetted step-down rule in the books that’s part of the TC1 district).  In other words, proximity to low-rise is 
taken care of.  Why should a whole district have an arbitrary “medium” height?  This will prevent hundreds of acres from 
being redeveloped into high-rises, excluding tens of thousands of potential units.   
 
Housing exclusion is already happening in the D1 areas due to the height cap that City Council installed in the late aughts 
against CPC advice — and now we see how many buildings have been built to their allowed height that clearly would 
have gone taller.  Permanently restricting large swaths of high-demand housing areas to an even lower arbitrary height 
limit would sacrifice the most housing potential of all the proposals coming from the consultant.  A clear sign of this: a 
fixed height like 80’ as recently proposed would render Beekman, Five Corners (before it’s even completed), and 
Riverside Plaza near the hospital to become nonconforming.  (See sketch.) 
 
 

 
 
 



 
Imposing concentric circles of arbitrary heights on a map is a relic of the old-fashioned “wedding cake” style of planning 
where planners try to replicate the tiered shape of central cities that organically occurred pre-zoning.  As we see in 
multiple areas in downtown, this is a quixotic endeavor: high rises won’t necessarily get built where we allow them to (due 
to certain property owners not wanting to sell their land, the inability to assemble parcels), and developers will want to 
build them outside of where we originally intended (due to lucky property assemblies).  We simply should allow density 
everywhere it’s politically feasible. 
 
Please do not exclude high rises from Transition and focus instead on a politically-acceptable taper mechanism when the 
zoning process begins. 
 
 
Put all multifamily (R3+) and commercial land (that isn’t already Hub) into the Transition district — unless there is 
a clear justification for excluding certain properties.   
Chen Lyu created the attached map that shows all higher-density commercial, mixed-use, multifamily (R3+) in brown, 
R1/R2 in yellow, and tax exempt in green (historic districts are hatched).  Looking at this map side-by-side with the one 
proposed by the consultant, you can see how many R3+ were not included in Transition.  Why?  
 

 
 
While most of these brown areas won’t be redeveloped for decades, there are lots of aging townhouse- or 
medium-density communities (that aren’t included in Transition) that may be redeveloped in the short term.   
 
Putting some R3+ into Low Rise instead of Transition as the map currently does:  

1. creates arbitrary sorting within existing categories that will create disputes,  
2. could inadvertently downzone hundreds of acres (depending on the ultimate zoning of low-rise), and  
3. unnecessarily creates a need to later come up with distinctions within Low Rise residential (when instead it should 

be applied equitably across all R1/R2 neighborhoods).   
 
Just like downtown- and corridor-adjacent neighborhoods, all R3+ townhome or apartment communities should be 
allowed to be much taller when redeveloped, as long as their edges taper down to single-family.   
 
(Also of note: do not give the Old Fourth Ward a special “carve out” from the Transition district.  This is not done with 
downtown area historic districts.) 
 



There was an effort early on by the consultant to neatly “collapse” existing zoning districts into fewer proposed future land 
use districts.  I felt like this was a logical idea, creating an environment of fairness and accelerating the rezoning process.  
In that spirit, by putting all non-R1/R2 land into Transition, instead of just some, it makes this process cleaner and fairer, 
avoids nonconformities, doesn’t complicate Low Rise zoning later, and ensures an outcome that’s denser with less 
controversy.   
 
[On a related note, in November or December, the consultant abandoned the “bucketing” idea of collapsing zones and 
proposed picking some arterial/collector R1 and R2 (e.g., Miller and non-TC1 parts of Washtenaw and Stadium) and 
putting them into Transition.  These are the “spokes” heading out of downtown.  While this is less worrisome than the 
issue above of leaving parcels out of Transition, I still don’t think this is advisable.  On the positive side, it may allow 
another floor or two when these parcels redevelop, but proposing yet more divisions within existing districts could 
politically endanger adoption of the plan (at worst) or create many months or years of community divisiveness over which 
corridors, how many parcels deep, etc. (at best).  My assumption is that rental parcels along busy streets will naturally be 
the first R1/R2 to get redeveloped into new attached buildings allowed in Low Rise — without needing to assign them to a 
new district.  Again, this issue of unnecessarily including select R1/R2 is less fraught than leaving many R3+ parcels out 
of Transition because you could just choose later to not pursue upzoning of these arterial R1/R2 areas; however it would 
be very difficult or impossible to later “upzone” some neighborhoods from Low Rise into Transition.  It’s a one-way 
ratchet.]  
 
 
Delete Flex, and delete all language inferring that 1) strip malls should be incrementally redeveloped (creating 
new decades-long leases) and 2) housing should be contingent on the inclusion of other uses.  
I feel like this has been thoroughly debated and do not understand why the consultant inserted it in the draft.  While you 
may not pursue these recommendations, it is dangerous to leave them in the plan. 
 
 
The current consultant draft does not treat our housing situation as a crisis.  It should have framed the process with the 
assumption that development would be permitted to be as dense as the market (and political tolerances) would allow — 
and then refine from there.  Instead, it’s been an exercise from the outset in restricting, prohibiting, and making certain 
uses contingent on others. 
 
Kirk Westphal 
 
 










