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Section 1: Proposal Statement (RFP #743 Form)   

The Proposal Statement / Legal Status of Proposer form 
is submitted separate from the A2C2 proposal along with 
the Section 12:  Acquisition Cost Proposal. 

  

Section 2: Project Description    

Ann Arbor Commu nity Commons -- Introduction    

We are honored to make a proposal on behalf of the 
community of Ann Arbor. Our proposal aims to develop 
an urban public space, a focal place of community at the 
heart of downtown Ann Arbor. We are lifted by the spirits 
of previous and future partners, volunteers and activists. 
In this way, our proposal is theirs, just as a Commons 
should be. 

 òWe appreciate your 
interest inéthe City of 
Ann Arbor and hope that 
you will consider 
submitting proposals on 
future city projects.ò 
(Community 
Development, April 26, 
2005) 

Our proposal begins to integrate decades of community 
development and planning as we interpret the Request for 
Proposal alternatively. As the ñAnn Arbor Committee for 
the Commonsò we have begun another chapter of open 
community discussions to make this proposal. We expect 
the discussions to continue toward gratifying results. 

 

 

Miniatures from a 
community member 

While we do not propose intense building development, 
we do look forward to appropriately-scaled edge infill 
projects over time. We propose elements that define 
space, link places, express civic character, and combine 
as a palette for cultural interaction. As context-sensitive 
development evolves on and around the Library Block, 
community plans are likely to come true, at last. One of 
the most important acts of community ownership will be to 
choose a permanent name for our project on public land. 
For the purpose of this proposal, we call our project the 
ñAnn Arbor Community Commonsò (A2C2). 

 The urban design issues 
affecting Downtown Ann 
Arbor encompass a broad 
variety of topics é 
providing public amenities 
such as a central ñTown 
Squareò and maintaining 
and designing new public 
spaces like Liberty Plaza 
and the Allen Creek 
Greenway. (Calthorpe, 
2006 

Decisions about the use of significant public land should 
be publicly deliberated. With so little public land available 
in downtown Ann Arbor, we canôt afford to settle for 
expedient or piecemeal approaches. Since this site is 
publicly owned, the A2C2 utilizes a rare opportunity to 
engage in building community. 

The site context demands design that is sensitive to 
historic adjacencies and promotes future connections. 
The challenges are daunting and require innovative 
approaches. The easier way would be to ignore the 
context, the past challenges and future opportunities. The 
A2C2 is a proposal that takes the more difficult path, 
daring to go in the direction of our common dreams 
toward unexpected success. 

 ñCreate a program of 
events and activities 
based on a high level of 
community involvement. 

Publicize local cultural 
events and businesses. 

Band together to develop 
a management strategy 
for the area. 

Create a neighborhood 
pedestrian and traffic 
calming plan.ò 

(Project for Public Space) 

A fundamental question now underlies any public   éa place to demonstrate 
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decision, that is, whether or not the outcome will 
contribute to a humane and just response to ongoing 
global climate change. The A2C2 is aimed to enhance our 
current civic assets and to create the kind of framework 
upon which our sufficient and most livable future 
depends. 

transition to a greener, 
cleaner and simpler 
futureéa place for ann 
arbor to play out our 
vision of ourselves, 
unfolding with long-lasting 
intentions. 

A2C2 ï Goals and Benefits   
 

The A2C2 will progress through phases of development 
with community-based goals and benefits. The A2C2 
realizes goals and benefits both as applications of best 
practices in urban design and as implementation of 
enhancements that serve both the residential and 
business needs of Downtown. A preliminary and open-
ended list of sources appears in Appendix A , reflecting a 
sustained evolutionary approach and dynamic 
partnerships. 

 Fulfill long-held 
community 
expectations for the 
site. 

Birdseye views of nineteenth-century Ann Arbor show 
shared rear yards within what we now call the Library 
Block. The apparently undivided and visually continuous 
area made up a shared semi-private place, a commons, 
for about a century. Over decades of the twentieth 
century, the Library Block changed drastically, including 
surface vehicle parking as a seemingly temporary use of 
vacant parcels which had made up about half of the 
previously undeveloped rear yards. 

 

 

  
 

With the replacement of the County Courthouse in the 
early 1950ôs Ann Arbor lost the Courthouse Lawn. 
Depicted in panels of the ñDowntown Ann Arbor Historical 
Street Exhibits Programò, this was such a significant loss 
of downtown public space, that Ann Arbor has never quite 
recovered. We have since had no public place of casual 
civic exchange in downtown Ann Arbor. Ann Arbor needs 
a proportional hub for our residents and visitors, similar to 
that which the óDiagô provides for the University of 
Michigan community. (These are very different kinds of 
spaces.) Ideally located in the Library Block, the A2C2 will 
evolve into just such a hub, the public front porch for 
those who call Ann Arbor home and for those who come 
to visit. 

 

 
(Courthouse with lawn, 
1878. Replaced by 
existing in 1950s) 
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Our public Downtown Library (AADL) is a major 
destination and has a strong identification with this block 
at the southern edge of the ñMidtownò character district 
(cf., A2D2 proposed Zoning Ordinance amendments and 
draft Design Guidelines). Ann Arbor City Hall stands three 
blocks north, serving to define an opposite edge of the 
same character district. By its design, the public outdoor 
space at City Hall is too small and the adjacent 
destinations are too specialized to serve the purposes to 
which the A2C2 is dedicated. 

 Sustain a desirable 
relationship to the 
Downtown Ann Arbor 
District Library. 

ñLibraries are the 
cornerstones of many 
civic centers.ò (Project for 
Public Space) 
 

A public institution as valued as the Downtown Library 
deserves a setting that supports its mission. With the 
likely orientation of a new Library entrance to the interior 
of the block, the A2C2 provides protected outdoor space 
for the growing number of library users. Public ownership 
of the A2C2 must also provide complementary 
programming and stewardship that supports, rather than 
burdens, Downtown Library functions. 

  

The A2C2 holds partnership with the AADL at high 
priority. Problems which the Downtown library identifies 
and aptly addresses now, are also problems that the 
A2C2 will be designed to ameliorate. As a public space 
the A2C2 uniquely presents potential benefits to the 
AADL. From the start, the A2C2 must enhance the 
recognized success and reputation of the Downtown 
Library. 

 

 
(Existing Downtown 
Library at Fifth Ave. and 
William St.) 

Bus transit provided by the AATA is assumed to continue 
to bring many workers and visitors to the area of the 
A2C2 and nearby civic destinations. Integrated planning 
and design should enhance safety, create complementary 
relationships. 

                                                    

 Integrate transportation 
amenities, including 
services of AATA. 

 

In the last year or two, Washtenaw Community College 
(WCC) has apparently sought satellite campus space in 
downtown Ann Arbor. This is not a sudden idea. In 1991, 
WCC òéidentified advantages in a downtown facility, and 
the possibility of connecting to the Library and the 
proximity of the AATA [transit] stationéò(cf., Library Block 
Report, 1991).  Since the public purchase in 2003 and 
later removal of the former YMCA building by the City of 
Ann Arbor, there has been no successful proposal for 
redevelopment.  

 Explore an education 
and cultural center with 
Washtenaw 
Community College in 
relationship to the 
A2C2 and the AADL.. 
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On the ñOld Yò site with frontage on the 200-block of East 
William Street a mixed-income residential development 
could reflect the residentially-scaled historic district across 
the street. Such a development might also include office 
uses at the street level while respecting the context with 
compatible design. 

Commercial frontage on William Street is designated 
secondary among commercial frontages. Existing front 
yards on the street need reinforcement to address 
residential character of its historic district. Prior proposals 
for the ñOld Yò site were required to include replacement 
affordable and other housing. Combining some level of 
housing with a WCC satellite campus still presents strong 
potential for successful housing development in the 
broader context of the A2C2.   

 Incorporate different 
types of housing within 
the context of the 
A2C2. 

The A2C2 anticipates the possible incorporation of 
privately-owned intermediate surface parking and open 
space in exchange for dedicated replacement parking 
spaces in the underground parking structure. The owners 
of the intermediate property have previously indicated 
openness to proposals.  

 Improve visual and 
pedestrian connections 
to existing and future 
amenities including 
Liberty Plaza. 
 

Further programming of Liberty Plaza and tenant 
development for the Michigan Square building would 
capitalize on existing assets, specifically windows and 
entrances at grade, re-establishing desirable active use. 

 Assist business tenants 
in providing active uses 
at grade. 

Access to the Library Block must first serve pedestrians. 
Vehicular access must be efficient but explicitly 
subordinate to both pedestrian security and bicycle 
movement. Our A2C2 proposal reduces the width of 
Library Lane to one lane eastward for vehicular 
movement. If demonstrated to be necessary, the A2C2 
might provide a single vehicular óflexô (entrance or exit) 
lane for the underground parking at the interior of the site. 
(The preferred option is not to have vehicle access at the 
interior of the A2C2.)  

 Take strategic 
measures to reduce 
conflicts among 
pedestrian, bicycle, and 
vehicular movements.  

A mid-block drop-off zone for the Downtown Library is 
proposed on the south side of Library Lane, allowing for 
adequate vehicle stacking and protected passenger 
unloading. Drivers may either continue to Division Street 
or, if the interior access is provided, enter the 
underground parking from the drop-off zone. 

  

We should note that if the AADL resumes plans for a 
replacement building for the Downtown Library, the latest 
plan called for major entrances from both Library Lane 
and directly from underground parking. 
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A ramp on South Fifth Avenue would provide primary 
vehicular access to underground parking. The Division 
Street ramp should provide the primary vehicular exit 
north of pedestrian movement on Library Lane, turning 
left into the northward flow of traffic. This configuration 
would also resolve many of the implied vehicular conflicts 
in the narrow ótailô of the underground parking spaces. 
Further, if the underground parking is expanded to the 
west in the future, the primary entrance ramp is well-
situated on South Fifth Avenue. 

 Enhance the 
environment for 
alternative modes of 
transportation. 

Resolve conflicts. 

Current drives to private surface parking areas within the 
Library Block should be considered for conversion as 
additional ramped access to designated underground 
parking and service access. Sensitive infill development 
should be encouraged in the resulting open areas which 
are currently used for private surface parking. 

 Reduce the use of 
downtown land for 
surface parking lots. 

The Division Street pedestrian entrance to the 
underground parking should be designed both as visual 
infill for the neighborhood edge and as a gateway 
structure marking an entrance to the A2C2. Reflecting the 
neighborhood character, this residentially-scaled 
óCommons Houseô could serve as a meeting place for 
peacemaking and downtown resident groups such as the 
Interfaith Council for Peace and Justice, the Downtown 
Area Citizens Advisory Council and the Germantown 
Neighborhood Association.  

 Strengthen 
neighborhood edges. 

Provide meeting 
places. 

Just off William Street, the A2C2 is about midway 
between the University of Michigan Central campus and 
the initial park of the Allen Creek Greenway. Coordinated 
planning and design can create both visual and physical 
linkage among these three green nodes. Innovative 
treatment of the existing Fourth and William parking 
structure frontage can create an intermediate point of 
interest. 

 ñIdentify areas where 
greenways could link 
parks, neighborhoods, 
commercial areas, the 
University of Michigan 
and the downtown.ò 
(PROS Plan 2006-2011) 

Existing ósidewalk seatingô for nearby food vendors can be 
expanded outdoors and relating to the A2C2 (cf., Library 
Block Report, 1991). Shared customer facilities may be 
located underground with access from the A2C2. 

 Increase flexible space 
for outdoor seating and 
facilities for nearby 
small restaurants and 
street food vendors. 

The A2C2 will incorporate unusual and effective lighting. 
Both LED and OLED fixtures may be incorporated integral 
to design elements. In addition, integrated digital displays 
may utilize the transparent stair enclosures of the 
underground parking. These displays can provide 
orienting information and may alternately take the form of 
video art and interactive opportunities.  

 Create pedestrian-
oriented amenities and 
attractions, including 
orientation to 
Downtown through 
interactive lighting and 
digital displays. 
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A generous public place above related parking can 
reduce street closures for events. Occasional rentals may 
be accommodated. Permanent structure may support 
performance equipment. 

 Expand outdoor event 
space for programs per 
regional cultural plan. 

We recognize that several major projects could affect the 
overall character of two or even three blocks on the north 
side of East William Street. The ñOld Yò site, a new transit 
center and redevelopment on Fourth Avenue with any 
expansion of underground parking could have profound 
effects on the district. We expect that a more coordinated 
approach to redevelopment would benefit from the focus 
provided in the A2C2, midway between the Allen Creek 
Greenway at First and William Streets and the eastern 
terminus of William Street at the State Street edge of the 
UM Central Campus. 

 Coordinate planning of 
destinations and public 
amenities. 

The west side of Fifth Avenue is already a poor quality 
pedestrian experience. The addition of a vehicle entrance 
ramp to underground parking will only exacerbate unsafe 
conditions for movement. Further, the Federal Building 
turns a high blank wall and a low buffer wall to a third of 
the block frontage. Another third of the block is transit 
drives or postal vehicle parking. Pretty dead. The A2C2 
projects (possibly in a literal way) improvement of the 
pedestrian experience. Visual relief from these negative 
features may be achieved by providing attractive features 
in the A2C2, enlivening the South Fifth Avenue frontage 
of the Library Block. 

 Enliven ódead zonesô. 

The idea of building a 15-story building on the A2C2 site, 
or one even half that tall, especially one dedicated to 
workday or occasional event use, is like landing the anvil 
on top of Wile E. Coyote (ñLickety-Splatò). The site area 
might waiver back to its knees now and then, but a full 
recovery or regeneration seems unlikely if like Mr. 
Coyote, we keep repeating the dead zone mistakes. 

  

1

 

 In a previous plan for 
Downtown open space 
we can see how one 
major opportunity has 
been diminished on the 
City Hall block. Even 
with many other 
changes since, a great 
opportunity remains on 
the Library Block.  
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Section 3 : Target Population    

Our target population includes those residents, local 
businesses and service providers who expect public 
property to be put to public use, to have a purpose that 
meets their needs and fulfills the promise of our 
community. As the A2C2 evolves our expected daily 
population is the expanded creative throng. We define the 
creative population broadly, to include not only young 
adults, but their mentors, clients and protégés, workers 
and retirees, parents and children. The A2C2 will respond 
to both the near neighborhood residents and visitors. All 
who enter the A2C2 should enjoy choices of destinations, 
activities, respite and interaction with security and delight. 
The A2C2 is inclusive and ultimately seeks to creatively 
engage the broadest spectrum of visitors and residents, 
welcoming all generations and walks of life. 

 ñCreate a program of 
events and activities 
based on a high level 
of community 
involvement.ò (PPS) 

 

   

Section 4: Impact Analysis    

Our analysis of the impact of the A2C2 centers on the 
public need for Third Places. The concept of Third Place 
recognizes the invaluable community benefit of a public 
place that completes a triad with the controlled or private 
venues of Work and Home. 

 Every neighborhood 
needs a Third Place 
where healthy society 
thrives. 

Among positive impacts, the A2C2 opens views, lifts 
gates and protects access for those who seek that public 
Third Place in Downtown Ann Arbor. As an outdoor Third 
Place the A2C2 expects to complement the existing and 
future Downtown Library which is already a successful 
indoor Third Place. Both places provide public focus for 
communication and cultural experience that are essential 
to our democratic society.  Not only will Downtown Ann 
Arbor continue to benefit from a captured working 
population, but the A2C2 will also attract and retain 
cultural consumers of choice. 

 Attract and retain 
ócultural creativesô. 

The A2C2 site is publicly owned and should be 
considered a public asset with extremely high value to the 
public. The A2C2 will accrue additional value as the focus 
of successive community-based proposals and design 
competitions. Since the A2C2 implements many of the 
strategies of the Downtown Plan, adjacent properties and 
business will accrue value and vitality from increased 
pedestrian activity. Existing residential properties will hold 
or increase in value by proximity to an amenity-enriched 
location and enhanced residential character. New 
residential development will benefit from the essential 
common ground that makes compact living attractive. 

 ñPublic acquisition of land 
for park [plaza or open 
space] use is difficult in 
the downtown because of 
the high price, demolition 
costs, soil contamination 
possibilities and general 
unavailability of vacant 
land.ò(City of Ann Arbor 
PROS Plan 2006-2011) 
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In creating a place of public focus, the A2C2 answers a 
question that has endured for many decades. 

Where to  experience the essence of Ann Arbor?  

  

The essence of Ann Arbor keeps residents here 
throughout their stages of life. It is what attracts new 
residents for study, work and new ventures. It is what 
makes us proud to indentify ourselves as ñTowniesò even 
if it is less logically than abiding in our hearts. 

 Create community. 

   

Section 5: Plans    

The A2C2 is not yet a fixed plan. It is a community 
process, to shape what the people of Ann Arbor would 
like, primarily by asking and providing opportunities for 
participation. 

We respect the previous work and conversations of 
others. We seek new examples and community 
conversations to further reveal a common vision for 
common ground. 

 

Some general planning concepts and principles have 
been accepted in community discussion: 

 Observe the most robust 
application of the Ann 
Arbor Citizen Participation 
Ordinance. ñThis 
ordinance will provide 
many benefits, including 
minimizing the costly and 
time-consuming 
reworking of plans that 
often results from getting 
feedback late in the 
design development 
process.ò (a2gov.org) 

Capitalize on proximity to the initial Allen Creek Greenway 
at First and William Streets. The A2C2 anticipates a 
verdant path to the Fourth and William parking deck and 
beyond to the initial park element of the Allen Creek 
Greenway at First and William Streets. An elevated 
element is a highly desirable feature of a successful 
urban space and provides three-dimensional orientation. 
The conceptual path includes the existing parking deck 
elevator and stair tower, returning to grade and continuing 
to the Allen Creek greenway on tree-lined William Street 
sidewalks. At least part of the south face of the Fourth 
and William parking deck, and possibly the depth of one 
parking space, would be transformed into a living wall.  

 Create a linking 
streetscape and 
pedestrian way 
between the A2C2 and 
the Allen Creek 
Greenway. 

One of the elements of the 1991 urban design study 
(Library Block Report) was infill development on the 
interior of the Library Block, specifically behind the 
existing Michigan Credit Union building. In a swap for 
underground parking spaces, residentially scaled 
structures would be appropriate facing Library Lane. With 
sensitive diverse redevelopment of the rear lot areas of 
the historic Liberty Street commercial structures, the 
A2C2 can create a more continuous level of activity with 
both feet and eyes on the scene. 

 Convert surface 
parking lots to housing 
or locations for small 
businesses. 
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Context analysis:    

Recent planning documents have begun to emphasize 
ócorridorsô. The Draft Design Guidelines dub Fifth Avenue 
as a ñcivic corridorò connecting the Library Block to Huron 
Street. William Street is might be looked upon as a 
óresidential corridorô connecting neighborhoods and their 
open spaces from the future Allen Creek Greenway to the 
University of Michiganôs Central Campus. 

 

 

 
Civic corridors such as 5th 
Avenue and Huron Street 
are distinguished by 
important civic anchors and 
institutions such as the Ann 
Arbor City Hall, Washtenaw 
County Courthouse, Ann 
Arbor District Library and the 
University of Michigan 
Campus.(Draft Design 
Guidelines, October 2009) 

Designated Historic Districts border three sides of the 
Library Block. An official study is underway to evaluate 
the ñGermantownò area of Fifth Avenue and E. William 
Street for historic district designation. The Kempf House 
Museum is a City-owned property adjacent to Liberty 
Plaza. Kempf House is maintained by Parks and 
Recreation, staffed and supported by community 
volunteers. These historic resources indicate the need for 
particular sensitivity and innovation to achieve compatible 
design for the A2C2 site. 

 

 

 

Downtown Neighborhood and Commercial Associations 
have keen interest in existing amenities and 
enhancement of their unique quality of life and business 
opportunities. 

 Germantown NA, 
Jackson-Huron NA, 
Downtown Citizens AC. 

DDA, State Street and 
Main Street Area 
commercial associations. 

There are no public plans to relocate the AATA transit 
hub. It is apparent, however, that facility replacement is 
desired even as transportation issues are intensifying. 

The AADL has made a long-range plan to remain on their 
current site, eventually to replace the current building. 

The nearby site of the existing Federal Building was 
historically platted as ñJailhouse Squareò faces Liberty 
with a blank wall and surface parking on Fifth Ave. 

 Public owners. 

Private owners in the range of the A2C2 should be 
sounded out and encouraged to participate in projects of 
mutual benefit. These could include rear lot infill. 

 Private owners. 
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 Current political 
boundaries also show the 
centrality of the A2C2 
site, where the AADL 
(marked by a target) is a 
traditional polling site for 
Precinct 5-1. 

 

Schematic Site Layout:  Basic Concepts   
 

The A2C2 finds is identity in ideas of place, town square, 
garden, venue, front porch, focus, commons. 

We are thinking of the Arbor and the Tree as design 
characteristics for the A2C2. 

We lean toward a soft and open diagonal axis between 
Liberty Plaza and AADL 

We line the Lane and direct east-west access between 
Division and the Fifth Avenue. We embrace a transformed 
view to and from the Fourth Avenue and East William 
parking structure. 

We echo Library Lane on the north with human scale. 

We seek the partnerships that will submerge surface 
parking and reserve rear lots for life on the Commons. 

 Engage in 
placemaking. 

 

 

Kempf House Museum on 
Division Street. 

Illustrative  Sources: Sample Plans and Elements    

Ann Arbor deserves one of our own. Public spaces in 
other places are not to be copied. They are pieces of their 
unique environments. However, by observing best 
practices and successful designs we come to a better 
understanding of the potential of our own opportunities. 

  

Mille nnium Park  
Chicagoôs Millennium Park is about twenty times the size 
of our Library Lot site for the A2C2. Yet, several elements 
of this wildly successful super-sized urban park inspire 
elements for the A2C2 on an appropriately smaller scale. 
 
The reflective metallic ñCloud Gateò could be re-
interpreted in an abstraction of a tree to serve as a 
gateway to the A2C2. 
In keeping with the idea of the ñArborò in our Cityôs name, 
a sculptural arbor superstructure could support fixtures. 
Adapting the interactive digital fountain, a óFaces Bookô 
rotating digital portraits submitted on site by A2C2 users, 
could become a community album. 

 

 

Divide by 20 and smile. 


