From: Julie Ritter

To: City Council; Planning

Subject: Density Does Not Equal Affordability. Minneapolis Is Finding Out.
Date: Sunday, October 5, 2025 10:22:31 AM

Attachments: 45 POINT Affordable Housing Newsletter Article FINAL.pdf

Hello Everyone.

You may recognize the attached list from times in the past I have sent it to you all. I have continued to add to the
list, which I find interesting. I have not been able to delete anything.

The many reasons that density will not yield affordability range from corporations buying up housing in Ann Arbor
(we get calls regularly from companies wanting to buy our house), to the fact that houses hold fewer occupants than
in the past. Single women are buying houses at a faster rate than single men. And lots more. Please see the
attached.

I hope you will take these factors into consideration in the Comprehensive Land Use Plan.The short version of this

document is that density will not yield the affordability that is being claimed in the proposed Comprehensive Land
Use Plan. Minneapolis is feeling the effects of this now, as detailed in this recent article from the New Republic.

https://newrepublic.com/article/199743/public-housing-again-really-yes-really

Minneapolis is now considering European style social housing. That would work well for the seniors in our
community who would like to downsize, freeing up the tens of thousands of bedrooms that are currently unavailable
to new residents.

Ann Arbor has an affordability crisis, not a housing crisis.

Respectfully,,

Julie Ritter

"Consciously apply mystery to everything." - Tiokasin Ghosthorse, Lakota elder
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45 Reasons Why Density Will Not Equal Affordability
October 1, 2025
Dear Friends and Neighbors

| originally began compiling this list before the pandemic. | have continued to update and add to
this list as time goes on, because situations change and so many things affect affordability. This
list has been sent to the Citizen’s Advisory Committee (now defunct) of the Downtown
Development Authority, to Ann Arbor City Council, to the City Planning Department and Planning
Commission, and to a number of people in the area. It has also been posted on Next Door.
Twice. | hope it will expand your scope of understanding around the difficult problem of affordable
housing.

Most reasons for lack of affordability have nothing to do with density. No matter how densely one
builds, whether through blanket up-zoning, through eliminating single family housing, through
adding ADU’s or through transit oriented development, these facts still remain. Can't change
these facts just by trying to re-direct to density.

LIST OF REASONS THAT DENSITY DOES NOT EQUAL AFFORDABILITY

This is an open-ended list of reasons for lack of affordability in Ann Arbor (and most places). You
will notice that density is not included here. These are all reasons other than density for the
affordable housing/affordability crisis. Feel free to add.

1. Corporate ownership of real estate. This has been a growing problem that escalated
dramatically after the Great Recession of 2009. Investment groups bought up whole
swathes of foreclosed upon housing. This happens whenever there is a shock to the
financial/real estate markets and people default on their mortgages in large numbers.
One side effect is that as corporations buy up properties, the number of property
owners decreases. This has all kinds of implications for policy and governance.
Affordability is not one of them.

2. Foreign ownership of real estate. There is one person from Iraq who has purchased
over 400 homes in Ann Arbor, cash, above asking price, all under different
LLC.s. One real estate company has three agents who deal with Chinese
investors. Russian money is in A2 as well. Surely more. Heather Cox Richardson
explained earlier this year (2025) that there is a loophole in all the US laws around
foreign investing into the US. The one place where foreign interests can invest as
much money as they want is in US real estate. Much foreign money is laundered this
way.

3. Millennials don’t have the funds to buy new housing. Millennials suffered from

entering the job market during the Great Recession. Their wages are only now

catching up. And subsequent structural changes in the economy further strengthened
that unequal opportunity for well paying jobs. 2024 Update: Millennials are now
starting to enter the housing market in numbers large enough to matter. They must
have finally been able to save up enough for a down payment, and worked long
enough that their incomes would support mortgage payments.

Student debt is a huge factor in lack of affordability

Natural Disasters are pulling contracting and building firms, and trades people, to

reconstruct things that have been demolished. The focus is not on new construction.

6. All the building trades are very short on staff. This started in 2008 in the great
recession when new construction came to a halt and all those contractors and
laborers found new lines of work. Young people are not going into the trades. Not
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enough workers for all the demand. One reason for this is that our current economic
system prioritizes knowledge work over physical work.

Building materials continue to increase in price and in some cases decrease in
availability (some pine and some oak, for example). The cost of steel and gravel
have gone up greatly in price along with the cost of transport which has increased
since these are heavy materials to ship, and much of the steel used in construction
comes from foreign sources. The same is true for sheet rock used to finish
interiors. Much of it is coming from China.

It is the least expensive housing that is purchased by real estate developers for up-
zoning (to new, expensive condos or apartments). So the supply of available,
affordable homes decreases.

Zoning and building requirements drive up building costs.

. Older people are healthier and are staying in their homes longer. Importantly, many

older people cannot afford to move from their houses, which are already paid for, or
have a low interest rate, and have lower taxes locked in.

. The University of Michigan customarily (not always) adds students and faculty and

staff each year and dumps them into the City for housing. Over 8,000 students have
been added in the last several years. In 2025 we are seeing the University make a
sincere effort to build housing for students with their two projects down in the old
Fingerle Lumber neighborhood and the redevelopment of the married housing dorms
on North Campus. Thank you!

The A2Zero plan does not require all new construction to meet certain climate
change mitigation standard (Leeds, Living Building, etc) but it strongly encourages
new development to come as possible to these goals. The electrification of all
appliances, upgraded roofs, etc, will add to the cost and decrease affordability.
Retrofitting existing housing for climate change mitigation is expensive

The State of Michigan has preemptively prohibited groups of people from purchasing
electricity (Community Aggregation) making electricity more expensive for all building
and operating activities

The State of Michigan has preemptively prohibited municipalities from enacting rent
control or mandating percentages of affordable housing in new developments.
Racist and Classist ideologies shaped zoning and ordinances in the past and persist
to this day in the building codes and zoning everywhere
People/Institutions/Corporations with more money influence the urban planning and
development process to benefit themselves.

Politicians want to get re-elected so they enact policies that favor the already rich
who support them with campaign donations. On every governmental level.
Investment in real estate, based on the supposition that the price of the
parcel/development and any income that can be derived from same will increase
every year. Versus, real estate's use as habitation and as central to the role of
habitation in the building of resilient communities.

Minneapolis recently passed elimination of single family housing. It is not resulting in
increased affordability. Same with other places that have eliminated single family
zoning.

Real estate is one of the last attractive, reliable investments. It is currently
generating a Return On Investment above various savings accounts. The stock
market is extremely volatile. Bonds have had negative interest more than once in the
last few years. The restructuring of the international supply chain is upending the
commodities market. Investment in start-ups and subsequent Initial Public Offerings
comes in fits and spurts as economic conditions change. So there is a firehose of
money aimed at real estate investment for a long time to come. Until something (to
be defined) changes substantially.

The current economic system rewards those who can extract or harvest wealth from
wherever they can find it, and concentrate it into fewer and fewer hands. Real estate
is a prime example. Wealth is concentrated into an ever smaller group. Most people
are not in that group and don't have enough money to buy a house.
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Short Term Rentals. People/companies are buying whole houses and using them
exclusively as short term rentals on Air BNB, etc. This takes these houses off the
market for residents.

Empty nesters — baby boomers retiring and moving to “a college town” for fun and
games, or at least a toehold for football games and homecoming. They have a lot of
money from selling the family home and downsize to a condo that is unaffordable to
most people.

Continuing demolition of existing “more affordable” housing by the University as it
expands its real estate holdings and developments of various kinds across the City.
This reduces housing availability and increases housing costs for the properties that
remain.

City officials, both staff and elected officials, will often encourage dense development
because, given the expensive new residences created, it increases the tax base.
This can be helpful in a city like Ann Arbor where property tax increases for
homeowners are limited by state law. However, Ann Arbor has such a large turnover
of residents, due to the transitory nature of the many people working for the
University, that long time homeowners are not as large a percentage of residents as
you might find in other places.

The proposed Comprehensive Land Use Plan upzones every property in the City.
Once a property is upzoned it automatically becomes more valuable because of the
potential for increased density. A lot of developers will buy property and push for it to
be upzoned, then sell the upzoned property for a much higher price without doing
one bit of improvement. This increases cost of the development and thus the
affordability of the final units that are built.

Wages are not keeping up with the continual increase in costs. The result is that
many, many people are “falling behind” economically, let alone staying abreast of
costs. This makes a lot of real estate units unaffordable for more and more people
as time goes on. 2024 Update: We are still experiencing negative effects from
inflation. Even though wages have risen in the last four years, in many cases
inflation has increased more. 2025 update: same.

As taxes increase, housing becomes less affordable across the board. Right now in
Ann Arbor property taxes are, in many cases, equal to a small mortgage payment
each month. Property taxes in surrounding townships and municipalities can be as
little as 10% of the property taxes in Ann Arbor for essentially the same house. And
more tax burden is coming to Ann Arbor when the city starts to address its
infrastructure problems, especially water and sewer.

April 2021 Addition: The Wall Street Journal has just run an article about the growing
shortage of house builders. https://www.wsj.com/articles/america-is-short-of-home-
builders-as-well-as-homes-11618587997 ?tesla=y&mod=e2tw

January 23 update. As we all know, mortgage interest rates are higher now than
they were a couple of years ago. So high that people looking for housing are
dropping out of the market. One impact is that people with low mortgage interest
rates are staying put in their homes, even if they want to move, because they don’t
want to pay the increased rates. The entire housing system gets clogged up. 2025
update: Mortgage rates have varied significantly in the last couple of years, and
continue to play an important role in housing affordability.

More and more single people are buying homes, thus reducing homes available to
families. Interestingly, single women are buying more homes than single men.

In addition to regular corporate purchases of real estate, (Number 1 at the beginning
of this list) there are new international real estate funds, based mostly in the UK, that
include participation by groups like the Saudi Arabian Sovereign Wealth Fund among
others of similar heft. A/K/A unimaginable wealth that can hardly be countered by
any other means. They are investing all over the world, especially in luxury student
high rises.

Landlords are now using algorithms to set rental rates. Even though this is illegal,
March 1, 2024 article from the Federal Trade Commission:
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https://www.ftc.gov/business-guidance/blog/2024/03/price-fixing-algorithm-still-price-
fixing

There was a long broadcast this week (last week of Feb, 2024) on NPR
https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/civil-discourse-privilege about how much
impact the level of privilege has on an individual’s ability to participate in the civic life
of their municipal government and their community. People working two or three
jobs, and/or raising a family, usually don’t have the resources to take enough time
away from their daily needs to actively participate in city or county government, go to
meetings, write letters, etc. Result: Their voices are not heard. Their needs and
values are not addressed in most civic engagement. They literally are not seen by
the urban planning process.

Supply chain problems originally started during the covid pandemic and now
exacerbated by the tariffs being imposed by the Republican administration continue
to throw obstacles up for the construction industry, adding delays, which always add
cost. In addition contemporary problems are:

* Houthi militia in Yemen attacking transportation vessels in the Red Sea.
Forcing container transports to travel around the southern tip of Africa,
adding two weeks to transit time.

e Water levels dropping in the Panama Canal due to climate change driven
decrease in rainfall in the area. Not as many ships can transit through the
canal, and they cannot carry as much cargo, in order to keep their draft
smaller.

In March 2024 a report appeared in the Washington Post about the disconnect
between the inflation rate and rental rates:
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2024/03/03/rent-cpi-housing-fed/ to
make a long story short, the report is that official inflation reports show rental rates
continuing to increase, in some cases rental rates are actually coming down. Our
tools for measurements of these economic forces are not keeping up with reality.
When builders do build spec housing, they are building high end housing, not
affordable housing. That is because the cost is so great that they cannot make
money building affordable housing. So we are just getting more and more expensive
residences.

The average level of occupancy in any given dwelling unit is less than it has been in
the past. A house that used to accommodate a married couple and four children is
now housing a married couple and two children, or even less.

Lack of economic stability for the sake of forecasting. With the current Republican
administration’s constant whiplashing of tariffs, long term projections are impossible.
This adds to risk and additional risk means more expense.

Just added today, July 31:

The Trump administration is rounding up so many immigrants who labor to construct
the new buildings. It's hard to imagine that this won’t affect prices.

And now we have tariffs on steel and aluminum coming into the US. 50% for steel
and 25% for aluminum. This drives construction prices up.

Affordable housing subsidies are stalled as the Trump administration plans to cut 27
billion from rental assistance (paywall: https://www.wsj.com/real-estate/trump-
housing-projects-funding-cuts-aa284709)

Specific to Ann Arbor, based on reports from large and small local developers, the
City of Ann Arbor is leaning on developers to replace the water system infrastructure,
sometimes for the entire block that contains their development, even if the existing
water pressure is more than adequate to supply their development. This adds a great
deal of expense to the development that gets passed through to the purchasers or
renters who, also, then pay more because the knock on effect is that the taxes are
higher because the property is worth more. It's a twofer in terms of cost increases for
residents.






45. The State of Michigan has an unusual township arrangement for local government.
Each township is an independent political entity, with its own township government,
taxes and services. Washtenaw County has 20 townships. Outside of the 7
recognized cities, towns and villages in the county, government services are provided
by the townships. Cities and towns can grow only by formally annexing real estate
parcels from the townships, requiring the townships permission. Parcels in the
townships can be much larger than those in Ann Arbor and have much lower taxes.
This sets up a competition for the best location for people to live. Young families
most often favor the townships. It is not unusual for a couple to move out of town
when their first child arrives. This has happened twice with couples living in the
condos next to my house.

Our political economy currently uses housing as a commodity rather than as a community
building block. This is very short sighted. When success is measured solely by ROI the result is
evidenced by the ongoing crises that we experience. Climate change and national and
international political disarray are driven to a great extent by the endless growth mindset that
underlies almost all economic activity at this time.

To change the current situation requires change in these systems.

Three facts:

* Blanket or parcel up-zoning by whatever method, resulting in increased density has, so
far, been a great boon to investors and is one of their favorite tools.

* Blanket up-zoning and increased density has nowhere been shown to increase
affordability.

* Lack of affordable housing is a nation wide, even worldwide problem.

If there were a quick, easy fix for affordable housing/affordability it would be spreading like wildfire
around the world. But there is no such one size fits all solution. Lack of affordable housing is a
complicated problem, getting worse, based on any number of factors beyond the control of a
single policy change

Michigan does not have the have the social/political/policy/economic/ systems mechanisms in
place that are needed to provide a range of affordable housing at scale. See #15, above.

Right now, the only ways to provide affordable housing in Ann Arbor are through:

1. Premiums, which course of action is guaranteed to result in a huge amount of overbuilding of
market rate units to provide even a small percentage of the affordable units needed.

2. Through the process of the Housing Commission which is, laudably, trying its best to put
together different kinds of housing proposals that include subsidies and supports from different
levels of government, foundations, non-profits, etc. The Housing Commission is developing a 63
unit Affordable Housing residential building at the corner of Catherine St. and Fourth Ave. and
last | heard there were 14 different funding sources. Requests For Proposal (RFP) have been
sent out for the property on William Street between Fourth and Division for a very large multi-unit
residential development that will include both affordable housing and market rate units. We keep
hearing that construction will start at a given date, and then the deadline goes by as new
economic factors make the proposals unworkable.
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3. Ann Arbor has a mechanism whereby properties that are developed under the zoning of
Planned Unit Development (PUD) are required to donate money to the Affordable Housing Fund.
There has not been much construction from this fund because it is also used to repair and
maintain current affordable housing. However, there are currently a couple of projects in stages
of development lined up to make contributions that could result in actual construction. The Glen
Hotel (now completed and renamed the Vanguard) will contribute $500,000 and the development
on the DTE property along the river will contribute over 2 million dollars. Still a drop in the bucket.

4. The citizens of Ann Arbor approved a new tax millage specifically to provide funds for
Affordable Housing in Ann Arbor. As of this writing the amount of money raised by this millage
has not been enough to fund more than part of one, single development, the new building at
Catherine and Fourth on the current city parking lot. The cost of construction has gone up so
much that even this new millage cannot provide for all that is needed.

NEW SOLUTIONS BEING TRIED:

People and organizations across the country and around the world are digging deep to come up
with innovative ways to fund affordable housing. Creative solutions are being tried around the
country and ideas and experiences are being shared freely.

Social Housing: In Europe they have an interesting model called social housing (as opposed to
the existing public housing here in the US). It is a government owned, mixed use development
that includes a wide range of affordability from very wealthy down to very low income all in the

same building. https://nonprofitquarterly.org/social-housing-how-a-new-generation-of-activists-
are-reinventing-housing/

Developers are looking into ideas like:

Crowdfunding,

Large scale charitable capital There are many large scale philanthropic efforts underway across
the country. Here is one example:

https://philanthropy.washingtonmonthly.com/portfolio _page/building-affordable-housing/

“Pay For Success”. https://pfs.urban.org/

The Biden administration proposed $10,000 tax credit for first time home buyers:
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/biden-state-of-the-union-home-buyer-tax-credit-10000-heres-

who-qualifies/

Sanders/AOC new “Green New Deal For Public Housing” legislation:
https://www.politico.com/news/2024/03/21/aoc-sanders-unveil-green-new-deal-for-housing-
00148263

Some home builders are trying to create slightly more affordable housing by building smaller
houses with reduced amenities. The average size of new houses being built is down from a peak
several years ago. https://finance.yahoo.com/news/homebuilders-churn-out-smaller-homes-to-
attract-first-time-buyers-203531372.html

The confluence of crises we are all living through has thrown back the cover from many different
aspects of inequality all around the world. Access to health care. Access to education. Access to
funding of all sorts.

The pandemic has changed the ground beneath all of these interlocking systems of politics,
economics, environment and public health. Here are some various influences on the situation.

e Any number of industries have transitioned to working from home for a great number of

their employees. Especially people in the tech industries that have been the engine of
growth for Ann Arbor for the last number of years. Employees are moving out of
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expensive urban areas into less expensive suburban or rural areas where they can afford
a single family home with a yard for the children and/or pets to enjoy, and lower taxes.

* Before the pandemic, Washtenaw County was already losing population. Here is an
article from the Detroit News regarding 2019 population trends in Michigan.

o https://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/michigan/2020/03/26/michigan-
wayne-washtenaw-lose-residents-western-counties-grow/5078910002/

* The Michigan Democratic Party has targeted Ann Arbor as a potential engine for
population growth, especially for young tech workers. They want Ann Arbor to compete
with Austin, TX. Given the disparity in size between the two, this is very hard to imagine.
Also, people are starting to leave Austin because of the large infrastructure problems that
city is experiencing. Traffic congestion is at the top of the list.

Finally, there is a fairy tale circulating that creating high rise density in Ann Arbor will decrease
the traffic into town because people who live outside of town will move here and not have to drive.
Wrong. When the people who live outside of town move here, they will sell their
suburban/exurban property to another owner, who will then, likewise, probably drive into Ann
Arbor. So the only thing that building high rise residences will do is potentially slow the growth of
the traffic problem. It still contributes to it.

So please stop claiming that increased density either through blanket up-zoning, eliminating
single family housing, accessory dwelling units or transit oriented development will provide
needed affordable housing at scale, if at all. It is simply not true.

Respectfully,

Julie Ritter

P.S. None of the above even starts to take into consideration the problems and challenges, both
economic and physical, with the transportation half of the equation that is needed for any
proposed up-zoning or densification. That is topic for a different posting. As you probably know,
the Ann Arbor Area Transit Authority took a huge financial hit due to the pandemic, and cut back
its services as a result. The City of Ann Arbor subsequently passed a transportation millage to
support the AAATA, but the level of service is still far below that needed for the City’s vision of
reduced cars and increased public transit. When and how public transit is going to be able to take
its place in the grand scheme being promoted remains to be seen.

The environmental impact of blanket upzoning is not addressed in the City of Ann Arbor’s

Comprehensive Land Use Plan, nor is its impact on the natural features that are so highly valued
by our community.
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