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ANN ARBOR HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION 
 

Staff Report 
 

ADDRESS:  420 West Liberty Street, Application Number HDC19-092 
 
DISTRICT:  Old West Side Historic District  
 
REPORT DATE: July 11, 2019 
 
REPORT PREPARED BY:  Jill Thacher, Historic Preservation Coordinator 
 
REVIEW COMMITTEE DATE:  Monday July 8, 2019 
 

OWNER    APPLICANT   
 

Name: St. Paul Lutheran Church  Same 
Address:  420 West Liberty Street 
  Ann Arbor, MI 48103    
Phone:   (734) 474-2378   
 
BACKGROUND:   This Neo-Gothic brick and stone church was dedicated in 1929 and features 
stained glass and large arch-topped windows in the sanctuary, a corner tower with a crenellated 
parapet, and a slate roof. The roof was replaced in 2015, and St. Paul’s Lutheran Church 
received a Special Merit Award for the work from the HDC.  
 
LOCATION: The site is located on the northeast corner of West Liberty and Third Street.  
 
APPLICATION:  The applicant seeks after-the-fact HDC approval to install nine air conditioning 
condensers with vertical line sets covered by gutters.  
 
APPLICABLE REGULATIONS:   
 
Ann Arbor City Code Chapter 103 § 8:421(3) 
 

When work has been done upon a resource without a 
permit, and the commission finds that the work does not 
qualify for a certificate of appropriateness, the 
commission may require an owner to restore the 
resource to the condition the resource was in before the 
inappropriate work or to modify the work so that it 
qualifies for a certificate of appropriateness. If the owner 
does not comply with the restoration or modification 
requirement within a reasonable time, the commission 
may request for the city to seek an order from the circuit 
court to require the owner to restore the resource to its 
former condition or to modify the work so that it qualifies 
for a certificate of appropriateness. If the owner does not 
comply or cannot comply with the order of the court, the 
commission may request for the city to enter the 
property and conduct work necessary to restore the 
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resource to its former condition or modify the work so that it qualifies for a certificate of 
appropriateness in accordance with the court's order. The costs of the work shall be 
charged to the owner, and may be levied by the city as a special assessment against the 
property. When acting pursuant to an order of the circuit court, the city may enter a 
property for purposes of this section. 
 

From the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 

(2)    The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The removal 
of distinctive materials or alteration of features, spaces, and spatial relationships 
that characterize a property will be avoided.  

(9) New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy historic 
materials that characterize the property. The new work shall be differentiated from the 
old and shall be compatible with the massing, size, scale, and architectural features to 
protect the historic integrity of the property and its environment.  

(10)  New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in such a 
manner that if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic 
property and its environment would be unimpaired. 

 
From the Secretary of the Interior’s Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings (other 
SOI Guidelines may also apply) 
 

Mechanical Systems 
Recommended: Installing a completely new mechanical system if required for the new use 
so that it causes the least alteration possible to the building's floor plan, the exterior 
elevations, and the least damage to the historic building material. 

Installing air conditioning units if required by the new use in such a manner that historic 
features are not damaged or obscured and excessive moisture is not generated that will 
accelerate deterioration of historic materials. 

Installing heating/air conditioning units in the window frames in such a manner that the sash 
and frames are protected. Window installations should be considered only when all other 
viable heating/cooling systems would result in significant damage to historic materials. 

From the Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines: 
 

Mechanical Equipment 
Appropriate: Installing new air conditioning units and related mechanical equipment in such a 
manner that historic materials and features are not damaged or obscured. 

 
Using screening such as vegetation and fencing around mechanical equipment. 
  

STAFF FINDINGS 
 

1. To cool the church sanctuary, nine air conditioning condensers were installed in 
December of 2018: five along the Third Street (west) elevation and four along the east 
elevation of the historic building. Each sits on a small concrete pad, and has a line set 
that stretches up the wall approximately 10’-12’. The line sets are in the corners formed 
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between substantial brick pilasters and the outer wall. Other methods of cooling were 
considered and rejected, and are explained in a letter attached to the application.  
 

2. The proposal includes substantially increasing the landscape screening between the 
units and the street. The church has historically had shrubbery between the sidewalk and 
church, as shown in the 1937 photo below.  
 

3. The work was done without HDC approval or building permits. If the HDC does not 
approve the application, they must order the work reversed. Two motions are suggested 
at the end of the report that the HDC may use – the first to approve the units and 
landscaping, and the second to order the AC units to be removed should the first motion 
fail.  
 

4. Despite their location in the front of the building, staff recommends approval of the air 
conditioning condensers and landscaping. The applicant describes other options and why 
they didn’t work, and both the contractor and church representatives have discussed 
these with staff. This work is reversible, should a better option become available in the 
future, and damage to the interior of the church is avoided.  

 
POSSIBLE MOTIONS:  (Note that the motion below is only a suggestion. The Review 
Committee, consisting of staff and at least two Commissioners, will meet with the applicant on 
site and report back at the meeting.)   

 
Motion to approve:  
I move that the Commission issue a certificate of appropriateness for the application at 420 
West Liberty Street, a contributing structure in the Old West Side Historic District, to install 
nine air conditioning condensers with line sets in gutters, as proposed. The work is 
compatible in exterior design, arrangement, materials, and relationship to the building and 
the surrounding area and meets The City of Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines for 
mechanical equipment, and The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation and 
Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings, in particular standards 2, 9 and 10, and the 
guidelines for mechanical systems.  
 
If the motion fails: 
I move that the Commission finds that the mechanical work done without permits does not 
qualify for a certificate of appropriateness, and that the property owner is ordered to remove 
the condensers and line sets and restore the building and site to its former condition within 60 
days. 
 

MOTION WORKSHEET   
 
I move that the Commission issue a Certificate of Appropriateness for the work at 420 West 
Liberty Street in the Old West Side Historic District 
 ____ Provided the following condition(S) is (ARE) met: 1) STATE CONDITION(s) 
 
The work is generally compatible with the size, scale, massing, and materials and meets the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, standard(S) number(S) (circle all that 
apply):   1,   2,   3,   4,   5,   6,   7,   8,   9,   10 
 
ATTACHMENTS:  application, drawings, photos 
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Safety patrollers in front of St Paul Lutheran Church, April 1937 (courtesy AADL Old News) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
430 West Liberty, July 2019 (courtesy google streetview) 

 
 
 


























