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Smaller FAR Premium
• Pedestrian-enhancing sidewalk features
• Active first floor use such as a store or 

restaurant
• Preservation of historic aspect of a building
• Pedestrian connections 
• Cycling and transit amenities

Larger FAR Premium
• Use of high-quality materials
• Urban open space, parks or plazas
• Underground parking
• Discretionary FAR awarded by the Design 

Review Board for “design excellence”

Case Study: Iowa City, IA
Iowa City has requirements for building 
design, relationship of the building to the site, 
landscaping, signs, awnings and canopies.  
In addition, Iowa City offers  a bonus in the 
Planned High Density Multi-Family Residential 
(PRM) zone, based on a point system.  Points 
are awarded for use of certain materials, open 
space, historic preservation, assisted housing, 
streetscape amenities, landscaping and windows.  
Points can be spent on setback reductions, height 
increases, density bonuses or building coverage 
increases. 

Downtown Design Guidelines, created in 2011, 
are advisory.  All premium applications must 
be reviewed by the Design Review Board, but 
their findings are advisory as well.  In the 2013 
Downtown Zoning Evaluation, most participants 
said the bar for design for premiums needed to 
be higher.

The Planning Commission wants input on 
how premiums could encourage better design 
in downtown.  The following lists are ideas 
drawn from the Downtown Design Guidelines 
and comments from appointed officials and the 
public:

Qualifications
• Façade matches the adjacent buildings
• Clear definition between base floor(s), upper 

floors and cornice/roof line
• Corner gateways
• Pedestrian-enhancing sidewalk level features
• Location, size and percentage cover of 

windows on first floor so pedestrians can see 
inside the building and vice versa

• Design matches the historical character of 
any adjacent historic building or district

• Approval by the Design Review Board

Quality Design

Zaragon West at 401 Thompson St.
In the 2013 review of the downtown zoning, 
many cited the building above as an example of 
quality design.  It complies with the Downtown 
Design Guidelines for street level interaction 
and design. 
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Ann Arbor Premiums Education Packet

What are the results in 5 years?
• The average rent or mortgage payment for 

downtown residents is closer to that of the 
Washtenaw County 

• A certain number of units affordable to 
households making $25,000 to $50,000 are 
built and occupied in the downtown

• The Ann Arbor Affordable Housing Trust 
Fund has grown

• The number of units affordable to 
households making $25,000 to $50,000 in 
the City of Ann Arbor has grown

Case Study: Denver, CO
Denver uses a combination of downtown 
zoning premiums and the Incentive Housing 
Ordinance (IHO) to incentivize affordable 
housing throughout the city. The downtown 
zoning premiums grant developers additional 
heights or cash incentives to construct residential 
housing units in the downtown area. Developers 
can also use premiums for active street spaces 
or connections to transit. Since 2002, 1,155 
affordable units have been built, financed, or 
leveraged.  A cash in-lieu payment is an option, 
which was used for all developments in the 
downtown. In 2014, Denver revised the program 
with higher thresholds for cash-in-lieu payments 
and cash incentives for affordable housing units 
downtown.

The affordable housing premium currently offers 
the greatest floor area incentive, but not a single 
project has utilized it.  In interviews, developers 
stated that they did not use the affordable housing 
premium because the residential premiums 
were enough, affordable housing units were not 
part of their business plan or the profit loss on 
the affordable units was not sustainable.  Also, 
the height limit in several cases was not high 
enough to allow the 900 FAR available with the 
affordable housing premium.  

In February 2015, the Ann Arbor City Council 
adopted a new set of affordable housing goals 
committing the city to working with other 
partners to create nearly 2,800 new affordably 
priced rental units in the city by 2035.  Washtenaw 
County suggests in-lieu payments as an option 
with housing affordability option, but their 
legality is questionable. 

As part of the conversation about premiums, the 
Planning Commission needs public input on the 
following questions:

What should incentives do?
• Guarantee that those working downtown can 

live there
• Create housing that households making 

$25,000 to $50,000 can afford
• Create 1 or 2-bedroom units

Housing Affordability

City Place Apts. at 201 S. 1st St.
City Place Apartments has affordable units, 
which were required by the DDA when they sold 
the property.  With changes to the premiums, 
more buildings with affordable units could be 
incentivized. 


