City of Ann Arbor

Housing and Human Services Advisory Board

Discussion with 

Ann Arbor Downtown Development Authority

March 13, 2008  noon - 1:15 pm

HHSAB Attendees:  Barbara Eichmuller, councilmember Margie Teall, Kristine Profit-Martin, Robyn Konkle, David Blanchard, Anthony Ramirez

DDA Attendees: Susan Pollay, councilmember Joan Lowenstein, Roger Hewitt, Sandi Smith, County Commissioner Leah Gunn, David Devarti, John Splitt, Gary Boren, John Mouat
An informal discussion was held between the Housing and Human Services Advisory Board and the Ann Arbor Downtown Development Authority to discuss future plans for the downtown and the implications for the redevelopment of the former Y site. 

Roger Hewitt reported that the DDA members do not have a unanimous voice on this issue. He agreed that support services are a critical issue, he supports several smaller developments over everyone in one building whether it is in the downtown or not, however, lower acquisition and rehab costs are preferable to the higher new construction costs in the downtown.

Sandi Smith questioned whether the former Y site is the best use for this core downtown location due to the high land costs and construction costs. Those funds could be spent on more units and services for those units.

Margie Teall agreed that if you had more land, you could build more units.

Leah Gunn added that the other option was to acquire additional existing units. The DDA’s housing funds could be used for support services instead of bricks and mortar. The DDA does want to partner with and support the development, not be the developer.

Dave Devarti stated that a critical mass is needed to have a front desk and an on-site service provider. Margie Teall added that 50 units is the minimum on one site. Roger Hewitt noted that Dawn Farm serves its population downtown in scattered sites very well. 

David Blanchard replied that it depends on the population served. You might be able to serve 150 outside the downtown. He added that Synod indicated that if you are serving the chronically homeless, then the minimum is 50 on one site. David Blanchard also reported that the WHA indicated that 60-80 units are needed on one site. He is not sure what the population is that we are targeting. He is worried that if we split the units into several smaller places, then the service costs will increase.

Margie Teall asked what the timing is for the former Y site if it is being used for a staging ground for the redevelopment of the library parking lot? Roger Hewitt replied that ground breaking will be in 1 year and the underground parking will be done in 3 years. Then the library will either be demolished and rebuilt or rehabbed – the library is undecided. Leah Gunn added that the library might go on top of the parking deck, there will be 500 parking spaces underground, but will go on the surface has not been determined yet. 

Dave Devarti noted that in the late 80’s, the DDA provided funding to increase the height of the SRO building to increase it to 100 units, which is the baseline number that needs to  be replaced. They should be in or near the downtown. The advantage of that site is that the City owns it. Other downtown sites have other proposed uses. There is community support for the former Y site, and it will take a long time to get support for another site. If we give up the Y site, we need to have control over another site first. 

In response to an HHSAB question about DDA plans for downtown John Mouat suggested that no one entity has control over what happens in the downtown. What is the viability of the city-owned site on N. Main? Sandi Smith replied that it is in a floodway, floodplain, and too near a railroad to get funded by MSHDA.

Roger Hewitt stated that he would rather see the units integrated into a residential setting than a high rise warehouse. Leah Gunn added that Avalon has successfully dispersed their units into neighborhoods. Stimson Apartments was an acquisition/rehab in her neighborhood and you can’t even tell it is low-income housing.

Margie Teall noted that the WHA desire is different than what Council requested and different than who was at the Y. Mary Jo Callan responded that the issue is how intensive the support is. How do we provide the most support to those most in need? We need both a place to live and support services. 

Roger Hewitt stated that there is land in the downtown that is not as valuable, where a lot of student housing is. Many of the homes are historic and can’t be torn down, but can be rehabilitated. David Devarti responded that the public does not own those houses and it is a political problem. Margie Teall agreed that it would not be best to put this housing in the old 4th ward. 

Susan Pollay asked how the former Y people overlap the people served by the Housing Commission? What strata of people will you be serving and are there others serving this population? David Blanchard replied that some of the former Y people could use section 8 vouchers or be in project-based section 8 housing. If the units were downtown, they could take advantage of the services that are downtown.

Sandi Smith stated that there was an impossible set of criteria for the developers to meet at the former YMCA site in the time given. We have now lost 3 years. If we wait for that site to be available for redevelopment, it will be 5-7 years from now. We should find a site right now. Leah Gunn agreed that the proposed project was complex and the finances difficult. The proposal was commercial/office/condos/hotel. It is unfortunate that the process happened that way. Dave Devarti responded that the City chose the more complicated proposal instead of the simpler model proposed by Avalon and MAV. Sandi Smith responded that the lending scene is very different today. Margie Teall agreed that the economy shifted just as the developer was trying to put the deal together. 

Leah Gunn asked who will pay for services?

Dave Devarti stated that the DDA has supported funding for that site from the outset. Now, there are other funding priorities on the agenda that could not get built several years ago. The City now wants underground parking and an addition to City Hall. The DDA is not a limitless resource. 

John Mouat said that it is easy to discredit sites all over the place. It would help if the HHSAB focused on the criteria needed for a site (size, location, availability, cost/value, existing building, etc.). Even 100 units is an arbitrary number. If location is critical (e.g. proximity to the Delonis Center, transporation, etc.), then how far is too far? Criteria would provide the tool to measure the appropriateness of each site considered.  If you put together the criteria, then you can explain to the community why a site was chosen. Leah Gunn added that you need a cost for hard costs and services.

Jennifer Hall stated that because this is a public meeting she wanted to make sure there were no misperceptions. The HHSAB has not yet discussed who would be served, we have only heard what others think so far. It is clear that there are people being served by public housing, Avalon, the shelter, and in tents that we have been talking about. The need far exceeds 100 units.  The housing commission would say that if we had $5,000/unit, we would do a better job keeping people housed. If we spend all the resources to build a downtown tower designed for a high service model, and then we are not able to raise funds for services, then we have utilized a lot of resources that could be used on an alternative site with services. What would be really helpful is to understand what is going on and what is planned in the downtown right now to help us figure out how replacing these 100 units fit in with those plans.

Kristine Profit-Martin asked what has changed since 3 years ago that people are looking at the site differently?  John Mouat suggested that in the past the area around the Y building was something of a dead zone between Liberty and Main.  Now with the consideration of the redevelopment of the Y site, library site, and the Fifth Avenue parking site, perceptions have probably changed.  
Susan Pollay reported that the downtown property sales prices in the past 2 decades have increased tremendously.  The city paid $3.5 million for the site. Once the demolition is done, it may be worth over $4.5 million as the DDA will have invested $1.5 million to remove the asbestos and demolish the building to produce a clear site for redevelopment. This site is one of the hottest lands in the city right now. Roger Hewett added that the library lot has been talked about for 20 years and there is finally a project, so there are big changes likely to happen in this part of downtown. 

Sandi Smith noted that the last plan was to employ people from the affordable units in the hotel on the site. Without identifying who those people are, they may or may not be employable in that kind of job. Is there a need for more low-wage workers in the downtown? Roger Hewett responded that there is not a shortage of good restaurant workers in the downtown. Margie Teall agreed that they may need to be near a different kind of job place, like Meijers.

Kristine Profit-Martin reported that one of the Delonis residents was concerned about the former Y site because of environmental concerns such as noise and exhaust from the buses. John Mouat noted that right now the AATA is discussing its future and it is not known what their model will be. 

