
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. 
 

DB-3



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 
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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 
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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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Downtown Ann Arbor Design Framework & Guidelines

Race Studio • Winter & Company

Options for 
Promoting 
Appropriate Design 
in Downtown 
Ann Arbor
May 25, 2007

The City of Ann Arbor has initiated the Ann Arbor Dis-
covering Downtown (A2D2) project to implement recom-
mendations included in the 2006 Recommended Vision 
and Policy Framework for Downtown Ann Arbor. Creating 
and maintaining a vibrant, pedestrian-oriented urban core 
is one of the project’s principal objectives. To meet this 
objective, the city is considering the application of design 
guidelines that would address the design character of 
buildings and landscapes in downtown Ann Arbor. 

The city has commissioned a planning effort to develop 
a design framework for downtown Ann Arbor. Itn the pro-
cess, it will be important to separate the design objectives 
for downtown from the specific regulatory tools that are 
used to achieve them. For example, an objective for a 
pedestrian-friendly street edge may be addressed with 
design standards or guidelines applied in a variety of 
different ways. To promote maximum flexibility, guidelines 
may not be mandatory, or may not be mandatory in all 
instances. Depending on the objectives, the application 
of design guidelines could also vary for different areas 
of downtown.

Purpose of This Paper
This paper provides a foundation for discussing dif-
ferent potential applications of design guidelines in 
downtown Ann Arbor. It summarizes some of the key 
variables to consider in developing guidelines and 
describes four ways to apply them. Differing uses for 
design guidelines throughout downtown Ann Arbor will 
relate to the city’s design objectives and how strongly it 
seeks to achieve them. 

How This Paper Will Be Used
This paper will be reviewed in initial work sessions with 
the A2D2 Design Advisory Committee and with partici-
pants in the first Design Framework and Guidelines 
Community Workshop on May 30, 2007. The paper will 
be refined based on feedback provided by the advisory 
committee and members of the public. It will then be 
presented to the Ann Arbor City Council on June 18, 
2007, as part of a recommendation on how, or whether, 
to proceed with the development and implementation 
of design guidelines in downtown Ann Arbor. Pending 
direction from the City Council, this paper may be in-
corporated into the second phase work program for the 
Design Framework and Guidelines Project.
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Prescriptive Design Standards vs. Performance Oriented Design Guidelines

Design Standards. In addition to guidelines, design review systems often employ prescriptive design standards. 
In this paper, the term “standard” refers to a prescriptive requirement that must be met for a project to receive 
the needed permits from the city. Design standards are  generally quantifiable. It is clear when one has met the 
standard. For example, a standard may state that "new buildings shall be set back twenty-five feet from the front 
property line." Compliance with standards is determined in administrative review by city staff. 

Predictability and ease of administration are the principal advantages of design standards.  Business and prop-
erty owners, developers, city staff, elected officials and members of the public can readily determine if a pro-
posal meets the relevant design standards. Lack of flexibility is the principal disadvantage of design standards 
although some flexibility may be provided through a process of appeal.

Design Guidelines. A guideline, by contrast, is more discretionary. Some interpretation will generally be needed 
to consider the interaction between different guidelines and whether a specific design solution meets the overall 
intent of the guidelines. While the criteria for consideration should be as objective as possible, some judgment 
may be required to allow for flexibility in meeting the intent of the guideline. For example, when a guideline states 
that “new buildings should appear to be set back from the street a distance that is similar to those of traditional 
structures in the area,” some discretion will may be used in determining that the guideline has been met. Compli-
ance with guidelines may be administered by city staff, elected officials or a design review commission. Flexibility 
is the principal advantage of design guidelines. 

It is important to note that there is often an interaction between performance oriented design guidelines and 
prescriptive design standards. Prescriptive design standards are usually embedded within a zoning ordinance, 
but may also be included within a separate design guidelines document. Regardless of their location, a design 
review program may use both standards and guidelines within a coordinated system, or may use standards or 
guidelines as stand-alone tools.

What are Design Guidelines?
Design guidelines articulate a community’s vision for 
the character of a particular area. For example, where 
a community seeks to preserve or enhance a popular 
pedestrian area, design guidelines can provide tools to 
ensure that new development incorporates pedestrian-
friendly elements.

Design guidelines are usually written as policy state-
ments that are tied to the community’s objectives. They 
facilitate consistent and informed decisions by busi-
ness and property owners, developers, city staff, elect-
ed officials and members of the public. When applied 
as part of a design review process, guidelines provide 
a basis for fair and consistent outcomes.

Design guidelines should complement underlying zon-
ing. In some cases, design guidelines establish more 
restrictive parameters. For example, in an area where 
the underlying zoning would allow a building to cover 
its entire lot, guidelines may suggest or stipulate that a 
portion of the lot be used to provide a public plaza or 
seating area.

Design guidelines may be used to help ensure that an area 
remains pedestrian friendly. 
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What Do Design Guidelines 
Address?
Design guidelines typically address the site and build-
ing design of additions and new construction in a par-
ticular area.  Some guidelines also address materials, 
signage, streetscape and detailed building elements. 
Many guidelines address basic design variables relat-
ed to the mass and scale of a building and its character 
at the street edge. Among these are: 

Building Massing – The manner in which the overall 
form of a building is presented to the street. This may 
be a single, simple, volume, or it may be articulated in 
individual modules.

Articulation – The manner in which the exterior is 
varied, either in its overall massing, or in the way in 
which materials, openings and trim elements are used 
to divide the perception of a building into a set of sub-
components.

Solid to Void Ratio – The proportion of openings (win-
dows and doors) to that of solid materials that appears 
on a wall

Street Edge Character – The use of storefronts, archi-
tectural details, landscaping and other design features 
to establish a specific effect along the street. Typically, 
a pedestrian-friendly character is desired in the down-
town.

Materials – The use of masonry, metal and glass as 
well as other materials may sometimes be addressed, 
usually with respect to the degree to which these help 
to convey a sense of scale and provide visual interest 
to pedestrians.

Context - Guidelines may also discuss how a devel-
opment may respond to its setting. The relationship of 
a new, taller building to nearby smaller structures, for 
example, may be a consideration. Or, the rhythm of tra-
ditional building widths established by adjoining prop-
erties may influence the articulation of a new facade.

Note that none of these topics necessarily touches on 
architectural style. In an eclectic setting such as down-
town Ann Arbor, guidelines more typically remain at an 
urban design level of consideration, and do not delve 
into style.

The guidelines will be founded on the framework con-
cepts that help to describe what the desired character 
of individual streets is to be in the downtown. For ex-
ample, while the city may determine that all streets are 
to be pedestrian-friendly, there may be certain streets in 
which a more active pedestrian scene is desired. This 
in turn may suggest more specific guidelines related to 
this topic would be appropriate in those places.

Are Design Guidelines 
Enforceable?
While some design guidelines are intended to be advi-
sory in nature, others are intended to be part of an en-
forceable set of design regulations. Some have argued 
that all guidelines are simply suggestions and that an 
applicant cannot be required to apply. While some at-
torneys support this position, a substantial amount of 
case law from around the country upholds the use of 
mandatory design guidelines as part of a well orga-
nized design review process. 
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          Athens-Clarke County, GA          Athens-Clarke County, GA

5.3 Primary 
Entrance
The primary entrance of a build-
ing should, ideally, face the street 
to match traditional building pat-
terns and encourage pedestrian 
access. However, the entry may 
be offset or oriented differently, 
if it is clearly defi ned from the 
street and other elements pro-
vide a sense of connection with 
the street.
5.3.1 Define the primary 
entrance of a building from 
the street. 
This can be implied by the 
following:

recessed entrance with the 
door located perpendicular to 
the sidewalk
entrance court
other methods that imply a 
front building entrance on the 
street

•

•
•

A large inset defi nes the primary entrance to this building. Note also how the 
emphasis of the fi rst fl oor columns helps to achieve a defi nition of vertical 
modules. (Bozeman, MT)

This canopy defi nes the primary 
entrance. Notice also how a 
horizontal articulation is achieved 
with moldings and a change in 
materials.

Design guidelines for the downtown commercial district in 
Athens, Georgia address primary building entries in order to 
encourage a pedestrian-friendly street edge.
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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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DB-3



May 25, 2007

Downtown Ann Arbor Design Framework & Guidelines

Page �

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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