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by Vivienne Armentrout

A
fter nearly twenty years of brave
ventures, misadventures, and finan-
cial miscalculations in the effort to
provide low-income housing down-
town, city council is facing a defin-

ing moment. Eighteen months ago, the
city bought the old Ann Arbor YMCA
property on Fifth Avenue. Now that the Y
has relocated to the Old West Side, the city
has invited developers to propose plans to
redevelop its former site.

This month, a committee will recom-
mend which—if any—of six plans the city
should adopt. The decision will shape
everything from social services and city
finances to the future face of downtown.

The blocks along William between
Fourth Avenue and Division have neither
the glamour and sophistication of Main
Street nor the bustle and energy of State
Street, but they are an established edge of
downtown, with services that help to de-
fine the city center. East of the Fourth and
William parking structure, the old Y site
and the Ann Arbor Transportation Authori-
ty’s Blake Transit Center sit side by side.
Both extend to Fifth Avenue, where they
face the main branch of the Ann Arbor
District Library (AADL) and the parking
lot managed by the Downtown Develop-
ment Authority (DDA).

Now these blocks are under the micro-
scope. The six designs were submitted in
March in response to the city’s “request
for proposals” (RFP) for the site. The pro-
posals vary tremendously in scope and
scale as they try to reconcile the compet-
ing interests of commercial developers,
housing and human services advocates,
and the powerful institutions already on
the ground—the AATA, the DDA, and the

library. The city wants to continue low-
income housing on the site—but also
needs to earn enough from the sale to re-
pay the $3.5 million loan it took out to buy
the property.

A nifty idea
Politicians got interested in “single-

room occupancy” housing more than twen-
ty years ago, when then-mayor Lou Belcher
and other investors turned the seedy Down-
town Club on North Fourth Avenue into of-
fice space. Affordable-housing advocates
made building a new SRO their top priority,
and in 1988 city council cut a deal with the
Ann Arbor YMCA. The Y agreed to add
sixty-three rooms to its existing thirty-sev-
en-room hotel, and in exchange, the city
guaranteed the building loan.

As Ken Garber wrote in the Observer a
decade ago, the partnership was “born of a
combination of political expediency, per-
sonal zealousness, and genuine altruistic
intent.” But it soon collapsed in bitterness
and recrimination. The YMCA sank into a

sea of red ink, even as affordable-housing
advocates complained about the high rent
(then $325 a month), the minimal accom-
modations (no kitchen, shared bathrooms),
and the Y’s policy of treating residents as
hotel guests with few rights. When the
YMCA defaulted on the loan in late 1993,
city council refused to honor its guarantee
unless the Y changed its policies. The
bank sued, and the city had to come up
with $1.9 million to pay off the loan bal-
ance and other expenses. In return, the Y

agreed to limit rents (currently $380), ac-
cepted many operational requirements and
restrictions, and, most crucially, gave the
city a “right of first refusal” to buy the
building if the Y ever sold it.

Fatefully, however, the agreement did
not bind any future owners of the building.
So if the YMCA ever put the building up
for sale, the only lever that the city had to
retain the housing would be to buy the
property itself.

And that’s exactly what happened. Un-
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(Top) Selection committee
members Megan Gibb, Fred Beal,
Margie Teall, Leah Gunn, and
Ashley Zwick pose at the old YMCA
on Fifth. The city’s insistence on
keeping 100 units of affordable
housing on the site could lead to
buildings as tall as fifteen stories.
Most proposals incorporate the
AATA’s Blake Transit Center (left)
and one includes the library
parking lot (above). 

The city’s
decision on
redeveloping a
key property will
shape everything
from social
services to city
finances—and
the future look 
of downtown.
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der president and CEO Cathi Duchon, the
group’s membership and programs dou-
bled between 1996 and 1999. After a study
determined that renovating the building to
accommodate all the new members and
activities would cost over $5 million,
while curtailing some programs, the Y de-
cided to build a new facility at a different
site.

Duchon says that shedding the hotel
business was not the motivation for the
move—but, she adds, “we also recognize
that we are not the appropriate organiza-
tion to deliver the program as it currently
is being used.” The new YMCA, on Wash-
ington Street, opened in March.

Meanwhile, the Ann Arbor Transporta-
tion Authority was
viewing the old Y
site as a possible so-
lution to its own
space constraints.
According to AATA
board member
Colleen McGee, a
high priority was
building a bigger,
enclosed transfer sta-
tion—the current
Blake Transit Center
is exposed to the
weather, and so
small that many bus-
es must load and un-
load on Fourth Avenue. The obvious place
to expand was the YMCA site next door.

The expansion would be expensive, but
a feasibility study suggested that AATA
could afford it if it partnered with a private
developer on a project that combined its
new transfer site with apartments aimed at
U-M students. In early 2000 it offered the
YMCA $5 million for the property.

City council reacted with alarm at the
prospect of losing so much affordable
housing. It commissioned a feasibility
study by Avalon Housing that concluded it
would cost $4.5–$5 million to turn the ex-
isting 100 rooms into seventy-three effi-
ciency apartments. A council resolution
suggested the city would exercise its right
of refusal to buy the property but also held
out hope that AATA would donate air
rights for replacement housing over its
new transfer center.

The problem, McGee says, was that a
structure strong enough to carry a new res-
idential tower would have been very ex-
pensive—and the city wasn’t willing to
pay for it. Neither was AATA, which is
legally barred from using transit funds for
any other purpose.

The issue was shelved temporarily
when asbestos was discovered in the
building, and AATA and the Y were unable
to agree on new terms. But in 2003 the
parties negotiated a new sales agree-
ment—this time for $3.5 million.

Still determined to retain affordable
housing on the site, Avalon and the city
again negotiated with AATA to help pro-
vide it—and again were unsuccessful. So
in December 2003, city council voted to

exercise its right of first refusal and buy
the Y property for $3.5 million.

DDA to the rescue
With its budget already in crisis, the

city didn’t have $3.5 million to spare. But
an emergency meeting of the DDA execu-
tive committee approved a $1,719,181
loan to the city—the precise amount need-
ed to cover the payments on a five-year
interest-only loan from the Bank of Ann
Arbor. The transfer was supposed to be
contingent on receiving a promissory note
from the city. But the council resolution
didn’t promise to repay the money, refer-
ring instead to the DDA’s “participation”
in the purchase. According to DDA deputy
director Joe Morehouse, the interest pay-
ments are now budgeted as a grant from
the DDA’s housing fund.

The city is still on the hook for a $3.5
million balloon payment, due in December

2008. In addition,
the kind of housing
that the council
wants to build on
the site doesn’t
come cheap. Instead
of the Y’s bare-
bones SRO rooms,
the RFP calls for ef-
ficiency apartments,
and for at least some
of the new units to
be “supportive,”
with intense social-
services manage-
ment for troubled
tenants. Those serv-

ices will need to be funded for the indefi-
nite future.

The YMCA has agreed to continue
managing the hotel until December 2006.
However, now that the city owns the prop-
erty, it’s responsible for maintenance. In
addition, the rest of the building is vacant
and therefore at potential risk.

The RFP is supposed to solve all these
problems. Developed by the DDA partner-
ships committee, including council repre-
sentatives Jean Carlberg, Kim Groome,
and Chris Easthope, it states that the city’s
primary goals are to “retain approximately
100 units of very affordable housing, in-
cluding a mix of supportive permanent
and transient units” and to “increase
downtown residential density.” Secondary
goals are to repay the city and DDA for
the purchase costs and to maximize the
“tax increment financing” property tax
yield on the redeveloped site. If the RFP
works as planned, the city will meet its
housing objectives, hand over the respon-
sibility for providing the services to anoth-
er party, and be made whole financially.

But that’s a big if. The goals of “very
affordable” and “supportive” housing are
especially challenging. “Very affordable”
units must be accessible to households
earning less than 30 percent of the annual
median income—in Ann Arbor, that works
out to $16,400 for a single person. The
RFP also calls for some “affordable” units
at 60 percent of AMI, which would not
necessarily require the support services.

Though the AATA’s original plan had
suggested student housing, all parties cur-
rently involved are adamant that they
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The RFP states that the
city’s primary goals are
to “retain approximately
100 units of very afford-
able housing, including a
mix of supportive perma-
nent and transient units”
and to “increase down-
town residential density.”
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aren’t interested in housing students. In-
stead, the target population will be people
seeking services at the Delonis Center
homeless shelter. According to executive
director Ellen Schulmeister, most people
arriving at the shelter make 15 percent of
AMI or less. Many also need treatment
for mental illness, substance abuse prob-
lems, or both—hence the need for sup-
portive housing.

As Schulmeister points out, a number
of programs help with the cost of housing;
the real challenge is to pay for the social
services residents need. Consequently, the
RFP requires “ability to locate ongoing
funding for program support.” Oddly,
however, it does not specify a number of
years that funding must continue—council
member Leigh Greden says that this was
left open to allow bidders to come up with
“creative solutions.” Given the vagaries of
federal funding, it’s probably impossible
to guarantee any financing indefinitely.
Still, the omission raises a potentially ex-
pensive question: if a future owner of the
residential unit is not able to obtain fund-
ing, will the city be obliged to step in?

Powerful neighbors
Another challenge for prospective de-

velopers is how to accommodate two im-
portant neighbors—and possibly make use
of their properties.

AATA has been a key player all along.
The earlier city efforts to work with the
transit authority failed, in large part be-
cause housing advocates were determined
to retain 100 affordable units in any re-
development plan—and wanted AATA to
help subsidize them. AATA executive di-
rector Greg Cook says his organization
will cooperate in making plans for the
area, but “we’re the transit authority—we
can’t buy your housing.”

Later discussions in the DDA’s partner-
ships committee looked at possible ways
to relocate the transit center, but none
worked. Still, combining the neighboring
sites could increase the value of both, and
three of the development proposals in-
clude AATA in their plans.

The Ann Arbor District Library also
has concerns. Library trustees have
brought up security issues caused by some
SRO residents, who are said to disturb li-
brary patrons and staff. Josie Parker,
AADL’s executive director, points out that
“most evenings, we are the only attraction
in this part of town. We are here; we are
open; we are warm.” 

The library has stepped up to the chal-
lenge, with special training for staff, and
good communication with social service
providers like the Delonis Center and the
county’s PORT mental health outreach
team. It has also hired security staff, who
aren’t needed except at the main branch.
David Cahill, an AADL board member,
says that he would like the selection com-
mittee to give special attention to housing
proposals that provide services and securi-
ty. Parker agrees: “The money to provide
those services in a sustainable fashion
needs to be committed by those who are
responsible for providing the housing.”

The library also is concerned that it
might lose the adjacent city parking. Some
of the proposals call for moving the AATA
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transit center to the “library lot”; one plan
would also build the affordable housing
there. But library officials insist they need
nearby parking for their patrons.

There are also competing visions of the
future of the William Street corridor, and
the entire block bounded by William, Fifth
Avenue, Liberty, and Division. Developer
Peter Allen has been making the rounds to
promote his “Ann Arbor 2015” idea. In-
stead of proceeding with the present RFP,
he wants the city to plan downtown com-
prehensively all at once. He wants to bun-
dle the Y site, the
AATA transit center,
the library parking
lot, the top deck of
the Fourth and
William parking
structure, the Palio
surface parking lot,
and the SRO replace-
ment into what is es-
sentially an area plan,
with many switches
of ownership and
changes of use. Allen
claims that under his
high-density propos-
al, the city could reap
$10 million from the
sale of the Y property
instead of the expected $3–$4 million.

An alternate plan takes a completely
contrasting view of downtown. Alan
Haber, an Ann Arbor native who helped to
found the radical Students for a Democrat-
ic Society in the 1960s, wants the old Y
building preserved as a “community com-
mons.” He notes the closing of many artis-
tic and collective enterprises in Ann Arbor,
including the old Technology Center
(razed to make room for the new YMCA).
The pressures of the market, Haber says,
“have driven out of town . . . much of the
cultural creativity, diversity, and ‘cool’ that
has made Ann Arbor a special city.” He’d
attempt to fund the purchase with donation
cans, bake sales, benefit concerts, and
house parties. While acknowledging that
his proposal has only “an outside chance,”
Haber says he hopes that it will “touch the
heart.”

Competing priorities
While Allen’s and Haber’s ideas are

certainly thought-provoking, the selection
committee is more likely to focus on the
four proposals that actually address the
RFP. Appointed by council in late March,
that committee includes Fred Beal, a local
builder and the current DDA chair; Gary
Bruder, a real estate attorney who is also
the president of Food Gatherers; Megan
Gibb, Ypsilanti’s planning and develop-
ment director; Ashley Zwick, a Standard
Federal vice-president who is also on the
city’s housing policy board; Leah Gunn, a
county commissioner and DDA member;
and council reps Kim Groome and Margie
Teall. They have a lot of competing priori-
ties to weigh.

The RFP’s goals—to retain very afford-
able housing and to increase downtown
residential density, while repaying the
site’s purchase cost and maximizing tax-
able value—all point to an intensely devel-
oped site, including buildings bigger than
any now in the area. The zoning for the
old Y site—C2A/R—has no height restric-
tions, though some setback and floor area
restrictions apply. But extremely tall build-
ings are controversial. Jean Carlberg, who
has favored a taller, denser downtown,
says that she can envision a building of
eight to ten stories on the Y site but that
fifteen stories would be “questionable.”

A recent Pollack Design study for the
DDA offers a very different view of the
area. Asked to make downtown’s traffic

arteries friendlier to
bicyclists and pedes-
trians, the firm rec-
ommended build-
ings set back from
the street near the li-
brary, with heights
modulated to fit in
with existing struc-
tures.

Although such
“look and feel” is-
sues are not includ-
ed in the selection
criteria, they surely
must be consid-
ered—indeed, Leigh
Greden lists them as
one of the three ma-

jor factors that will inform his decision.
But the setbacks and mixed uses that en-
hance a pedestrian-friendly area also re-
duce residential density.

Plans that combine the old Y site with
others nearby create additional possibili-
ties. But not everyone likes the combina-
tions that might result—Jean Carlberg
says she would be unhappy to see the
city’s new affordable housing built on top
of a “bus station.” Including AATA in the
plans also would add another layer of con-
tractual and financial complexity. That
may not appeal to the members of city
council, given their past disagreements
with the transit authority.

In view of all these considerations, the
Library Towers proposal is going to be
tough to beat. The only plan that does not
incorporate the AATA site, it’s put forward
by MAVDevelopment, the real estate vehi-
cle of the Vlasic pickle family. The plan
calls for two buildings, one with ninety-six
SRO units, mostly very affordable, and the
other a mixed-use building with sixty mar-
ket-rate ($250,000–$500,000) condomini-
ums.

Library Towers is strong on known
quantities: MAVD executive vice-president
Rob Aldrich sits on the DDA, and the com-
pany has enlisted Avalon Housing, the local
success story and darling of the Ann Arbor
political class, to manage the affordable
housing. Avalon’s plan for financing and
managing the very affordable, transitional,
and permanent supportive housing is well
articulated and closely matches the RFP
and the current use of the Y. The plan in-
cludes pedestrian-friendly ground-level re-
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tail topped by four floors of office space,
with secure underground parking for ninety
cars. It also offers sixty above-ground park-
ing spaces to be conveyed to the city or
DDA for public parking.

The development would be phased in:
after the affordable housing is built, the
current Y residential tower would be torn
down to make room for the rest of the
project. The mixed-use building would be
designed by Luckenbach Ziegelman, the
same firm that did Ashley Mews. At four-
teen floors, it would be the tallest building
constructed downtown since the 1960s.

The most ambitious proposal to meet
the RFP criteria is by Steuer & Canvass-
er of Farmington Hills. It would use not
only the Y and AATA sites but also the li-
brary lot and the Palio surface parking lot
at Main and William. AATA would be
moved to the block between Fifth and Di-
vision, with buses at the ground level and
three stories of affordable housing above.
The affordable housing would be managed
by Heartland Alliance, a network of
social-service agencies in Chicago.

This plan calls for a building of about
eight stories on Main Street, with retail at
street level and market-rate condos above,
and more condos in a fifteen-story tower
on the Y/AATA site. Both buildings would
incorporate underground parking.

With a total of 200 market-rate units,
this proposal ties Kwan and Moore’s
William Street Place (see below) for offer-
ing the most new housing. However,
copies of the proposals obtained by the
Observer under the Freedom of Informa-
tion Act were so heavily redacted that
some details of this plan were missing—
including how, and at what price, the de-
velopers plan to acquire the two city park-
ing lots.

HDC, LLC, a Novi-based developer,
joins with local developer Ed Shaffran to
propose an eight-story housing-office-
retail project on the combined Y and
AATA sites. It would have 100 affordable
and very affordable apartments managed
by Hope Network of Grand Rapids, along
with sixteen market-rate condominiums in
a separate tower of the same building. The
site would also include an expanded
AATA transfer station and six townhouses
opening onto a walking-biking “mews”
connecting Fourth and Fifth avenues. Re-
tail space would front on William and
wrap around corners onto both Fourth and
Fifth. While this proposal would not in-
crease residential density much, it fulfills
many of the RFP’s other requirements.
The architects, SmithGroup/JJR, also de-
signed the Delonis Center.

Kwan & Moore’s William Street
Place would build 100 affordable units
over part of the AATA site, with their north
edge abutting the Federal Building parking
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lot. These Ann Arbor developers skip the
management question, saying only that the
affordable housing would be run by “a
501(c)(3) not-for-profit selected by the
city of Ann Arbor.” The rest of the site
would have 200 market-rate apartments
above a ground-floor AATA transfer sta-
tion and second-floor AATA offices. Park-
ing on the third floor would be topped by
ten floors of housing, for a total of thirteen
stories. No office or retail is included. The
developers acknowledge that phasing-in
would be a problem, as AATA functions
would have to be relocated while the af-
fordable housing is built. The design is by
local architect Richard Fry.

Decisions, decisions
Financial details of the plans have been

sealed, and the committee will examine
them only after it has reviewed the propos-
als on their merits. The committee—and
then city council—will have a lot of ques-
tions to consider.

Is it essential for the city to get the
maximum price for the property and also
to go for the highest density? Or should
these goals be sacrificed to reduce the im-
pact on neighboring facilities and the
streetscape? How much weight should the
city give to the different plans for financ-
ing and managing the affordable housing?
Should the committee and council favor
developers that promise to be the most
successful in obtaining grants? Or should
they opt for a project that is lucrative
enough to avoid the need for grants, even
if the result is a very large building or a
smaller payment to the city?

The city doesn’t have very long to find
the answers. The YMCA’s commitment to
manage the existing SRO expires at the
end of next year. While the current sched-
ule calls for work on replacing it to begin
this June or July, that’s already looking op-
timistic. The committee is scheduled to
make its recommendation to council by
mid-May, but Leigh Greden says council
can’t make its decision until after the bud-
get is approved, sometime in June. Site ap-
proval by the planning commission, and
any needed rezoning, will also take time—
besides providing an opportunity for pub-
lic comment.

The decisions made in the next few
months will affect everything from the feel
of downtown to the city’s finances. Yet
this is only the first of a series of crucial
planning decisions that will come before
city council soon.

Still to come is the future of the DDA
“three-site plan,” which would consolidate
parking west of downtown and redevelop
two existing parking sites. That decision,
in turn, is tied closely to the issues of the
proposed Allen Creek greenway and how
best to reuse the city’s downtown mainte-
nance facilities. And most important of all,
council representatives will have to come
to grips with the Downtown Residential
Task Force’s recommended zoning
changes, which would make it far easier to
build large residential buildings in and
near downtown.

The shape of downtown Ann Arbor for
the rest of the twenty-first century will be
set by these once-in-a-generation choices.
Much is hanging on how council handles
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