
MEMORANDUM 
 
TO:  Mayor and Council 
 
FROM: Jayne Miller, Community Services Administrator 
 
DATE:  June 18, 2007 
 
SUBJECT: Resolution to Approve Ann Arbor Discovering Downtown (A2D2) Urban 

Design Guidelines Recommendations 
 
Attached for your review and approval is a resolution authorizing the creation of urban 
design guidelines for downtown Ann Arbor.  This recommendation was developed by 
the A2D2 Steering Committee, the Design Guidelines Advisory Committee and staff to 
implement the Downtown Development Strategies Final Report. 
 
Background 
 
On March 20, 2006, City Council approved the Implementation Plan for the Downtown 
Development Strategies Final Report and directed staff to begin work on priority 
elements of the plan. 
 
On July 17, 2006, City Council approved the work plans for the following initiatives: 
 
� Create special overlay zoning for the downtown that identifies areas of similar 

character 
� Streamline the development proposal process (process mapping and technology 

improvements) 
� Incorporate a set of essential design standards 
� Pursue a comprehensive parking strategy for the downtown 
� Work with the Historic District Commission to clarify criteria for development 
 
In the development of the work plans, City Council requested that each project be 
completed by June 2007.  The Council appointed advisory committees for each project 
in October 2006 to assist staff and the Steering Committee in developing these 
recommendations. 
 
Advisory Committee Review Process 
 
In the summer of 2006, staff coordinated with the American Institute of Architects’ Huron 
Valley Chapter to organize a lecture series on urban design concepts.  The sessions 
were held in Fall 2006 and successfully established a common dialogue and knowledge 
base that served as a foundation to begin discussions of how regulation of design might 
be applied to Ann Arbor. 
 



The Design Guidelines Advisory Committee was appointed by City Council in October 
of 2006.  At its second meeting, the committee adopted the following goal statement: 
 

Propose the means to achieve desirable placemaking through predictable 
process that results in consistently high-quality outcomes. 

 
Over the past seven months, the Advisory Committee and staff met regularly to work on 
the following objectives: 
 
Consultant Selection Process – The committee conducted a thorough selection process 
to engage a consultant to assist with the development of the guidelines and to help 
facilitate public input.  The team that was selected, Winter & Company/RACESTUDIO, 
was signed to a contract in April 2007. 
 
Design Guidelines Research and Framework - Staff collected and reviewed design-
related regulations from a variety of communities of similar size and character.  
University communities, cities in the Midwest, and peer cities were targeted as much as 
possible.  The committee evaluated 20 case studies and 4 were determined to be most 
applicable to the characteristics and/or goals of Ann Arbor.  The selected cities were 
Berkley, Boulder, Seattle, and Scottsdale. 
 
Defining Character Areas - Committee members focused on the need to define 
character areas for applying urban design guidelines.  The objective was to determine 
what guidelines might be applied to various areas of the downtown to achieve different 
design goals and ultimately influence the street character.  The committee started by 
taking a closer look at the overlay areas defined in the Vision and Policy Framework to 
determine if they were suitable for design guidelines character areas and to determine if 
character areas were warranted at all for the downtown. 
 
Public Input and Visual Preference – The committee generated ideas on how to best 
solicit public input for the formulation of the design guidelines and determine the format 
of future public workshops.  At the suggestion of the consultant team, the committee 
members assembled photographs of areas/buildings that they feel are either good or 
bad examples of urban design.  This exercise was done in anticipation of using these 
examples, as well as images from other cities, as a component of a future public 
workshop. 
 
All of the committee’s working documents and background materials were made 
available on the A2D2 website, and members of the public regularly attended the 
advisory committee meetings. 
 
Recommendations 
 
One of the first tasks of the Winter & Company/RACESTUDIO team was to gauge 
support in the community for the use of urban design guidelines in the downtown.  From 
May 26 through May 31, 2007, the consultant team and members of the advisory 



committee met with a wide range of individuals and groups to get their opinion on this 
question, along with perceptions about quality in urban design. 
 
A public workshop on urban design was conducted on May 30, 2007 which was 
attended by more than 60 people.  At the workshop, the consultant team provided 
information about the range of regulatory tools available to support a community’s 
design objectives (see attachment). 
 
The public input gathered by the consultant team and the advisory committee indicates 
substantial support for the creation of urban design guidelines and/or standards for 
downtown development. 
 
The adoption of this resolution will authorize the consultant team to work with the 
Design Guidelines Advisory Committee to create urban design guidelines for the 
downtown.  The next step in the process is to create a framework for downtown design 
objectives, to be reviewed by the public at a workshop in July 2007.  The final step in 
the process will be development of an urban design guidelines/standards document for 
downtown Ann Arbor, to be reviewed at a public workshop in September 2007. 
 
 
Prepared by:  Coy Vaughn, City Planner 

Wendy Rampson, Systems Planner 
Reviewed by: Jayne Miller, Community Services Administrator 
Approved by:  Roger W. Fraser, City Administrator 
 
 
Attachment:  Options for Promoting Appropriate Design in Downtown Ann Arbor 



RESOLUTION TO APPROVE ANN ARBOR DISCOVERING DOWNTOWN (A2D2) 
URBAN DESIGN GUIDELINES RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Whereas, On March 20, 2006, City Council adopted Resolution R-94-3-06 to approve 
the Implementation Plan for the Downtown Development Strategies Final Report; 
 
Whereas, On July 17, 2006 City Council adopted Resolution R-332-7-06 to approve the 
work plans for high priority projects related to downtown zoning, urban design 
guidelines, historic preservation criteria; parking, and streamlining development 
processes; 
 
Whereas, On October 3, 2006, City Council adopted Resolution R-448-10-06, 
appointing five Ann Arbor Discovering Downtown (A2D2) advisory committees to work 
with staff on the A2D2 work plans; 
 
Whereas, The Design Guidelines Advisory Committee has met since November 2006 to 
conduct case study research on design approaches on other communities; identify 
downtown character areas; and engage a consultant to assist with the development of 
the guidelines and to help facilitate the public input;  
 
Whereas, At the advice of the Design Guidelines Advisory Committee, City Council 
adopted Resolution R-104-3-07 on March 19, 2007 for a professional services 
agreement with Winter & Company/RACESTUDIO and an urban design guidelines 
project budget; and 
 
Whereas, Public input gathered by the Design Guidelines Advisory Committee and 
Winter & Company/RACESTUDIO, including comments from a public workshop held on 
May 30, 2007, shows substantial support for the creation of urban design guidelines 
and/or standards for downtown development; 
 
RESOLVED, That City Council supports the creation of urban design guidelines for 
downtown Ann Arbor; 
 
RESOLVED, That City Council authorizes Winter & Company/RACESTUDIO to 
proceed to Steps 2 and 3 in the professional services agreement project schedule to 
develop an urban design framework and urban design guidelines/standards document 
for downtown Ann Arbor; and 
 
RESOLVED, City Council extends the appointments for the Design Guidelines Advisory 
Committee until completion of the urban design guidelines project. 
 
 
Submitted by:  Community Services 
Date:   June 18, 2007 
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If design guidelines are intended to be enforceable, the 
enabling ordinance must clearly state that compliance 
with the guidelines is required. Typically, a ordinance 
will include some basic, broad criteria that identify the 
key design variables and state that a reviewing body 
will use the design guidelines to help determine the ap-
propriateness of an application. 

In order to ensure that they are legally defensible, 
design guidelines should include a statement of intent 
for each design topic addressed and have a clear 
organizational structure.

Application of Design Guidelines
It is important to distinguish the existence of a pub-
lished set of design guidelines from a formal review 
process that may require compliance with them.  A de-
sign guidelines document may be applied in a variety of 
ways and in combination with design standards, incen-
tive programs and special review conditions. Some of 
these are purely informational without any requirement 
for compliance, while others do require that a finding of 
compliance must occur before the needed permits are 
issued. The four fundamental types of application are:

Voluntary Application of Design Guidelines
In this approach, design guidelines are published as 
an informational document. Property owners and de-
velopers are encouraged to consult the guidelines as 

they develop design concepts for their projects, but the 
guidelines are not used in project review and compli-
ance is not required.

Voluntary application of design guidelines demands 
few city resources but does depend on the existence 
of a design review system. Compliance with volun-
tary design guidelines may, however, be relatively low. 
Some applicants will be motivated to follow the design 
guidelines to help ensure that their projects will be well 
received by the community. Other applicants will not be 
motivated to use voluntary guidelines in the design of 
their projects.

Advisory Review Application of Design Guidelines
In this approach, guidelines are used as part of a de-
sign review process but compliance with the guide-
lines is not required. Typically, a design advisory board 
or commission will review each project based on the 
guidelines and advise the applicant about the appro-
priateness of the project’s design. While the advisory 
meeting is required as a checklist item on the building 
permit application, no determination of appropriate-
ness, formal hearing, or finding of fact is needed for a 
project to proceed

Advisory review application of design guidelines gives 
the community a more specific role in project review 
and encourages applicants to consider how adher-
ence to the intent of the guidelines could enhance their 
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project. This approach does require the existence of a 
design review body or committee as well as some city 
staff time. Experience of this system has demonstrat-
ed that those applicants who already hold community 
interests benefit from the advisory design review pro-
cess and often refine their projects. Other applicants 
will often persist with a project approach that does not 
fit with the intent of the design guidelines.

Advisory review application of design guidelines is ap-
pealing in situations in which a city does not have the 
ability to administer a more formal program, or in which 
there is insufficient political support for a  system that 
requires compliance.

Incentive and Special Conditions Application of 
Design Guidelines
In this approach, compliance with the design guidelines 
is voluntary or advisory except when a special condition 
exists or when an applicant seeks a special incentive 
or special consideration with respect to other regula-

tions. For example, compliance with design guidelines 
may be required for receipt of a tax incentive or for 
approval of uses that are defined as conditional in the 
local zoning code. Compliance may also be required 
when defined thresholds are exceeded. For example, 
projects exceeding the base height or floor area de-
fined in the local zoning code may be required to com-
ply with design guidelines.

This application will require the use of a design review 
body or committee as well as some city staff time. This 
approach may not, however, subject all projects to de-
sign review and would allow many projects to be ap-
proved “by right.”

Incentive and special conditions application of design 
guidelines is appealing in a situation where a high level 
of flexibility is desired but where concern exists that 
larger, incompatible projects, or those incorporating 
certain uses, could negatively impact the character of 
an area. 
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Mandatory Compliance Application of Design 
Guidelines
In this approach, applicants are required to participate 
in a design review process, and the reviewing body 
must determine that the project complies with the rel-
evant design guidelines.

Mandatory compliance application of design guidelines 
requires more city staff time and increased commit-
ment from a design review board or committee. This 
approach does, however, support a high level of design 
compatibility in new development and may produce the 
most consistent results.

Structure of Design Guidelines
Design guidelines should be structured to state the pol-
icy that the guideline addresses and clearly state per-
formance measures and suggested strategies for meet-
ing the guideline. Comprehensive design guidelines will 
contain the following four elements:

First Guideline Element - A description of the signifi-
cant features of the design topic to be discussed, along 
with a statement of broader, related policies.

Second Guideline Element - The guideline text itself 
addresses the design topic. This defines a quality of 
performance or provides a specific measure that one 
should meet.

Third Guideline Element - Any amplifications of the 
design guideline, where appropriate; these may  sug-
gest specific ways in which property owners or develop-
ers may meet the guideline’s requirements.

Fourth Guideline Element - 	Illustration(s) that will 
clarify the intent of the guideline. Positive illustrations of 
appropriate solutions to the guideline should be used,  
as well as ones that depict inappropriate actions.
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