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August 27, 2015
To:

Andy LaBarre, Washtenaw County Commissioner 

Chair, Ways and Means Committee
Through:
Gregory Dill, Washtenaw County Government

  
Deputy County Administrator


FROM:

Brett Lenart, office of Community and Economic Development

Interim Director, in collaboration with;
David R. Shirley, Office of Infrastructure Management

Interim Director 
RE:

Platt Rd proposed use and/or property disposition 
There has been significant dialogue and discussion in multiple forums over the proposed use and/or disposition of County property on Platt Road, formerly used for the juvenile detention facility and other county offices.  This discussion was initiated after the majority of improvements on the site have been demolished.  While not comprehensive of all ideas for the site, there are three predominant concepts for the site that have remained at the forefront of input for the site.  

1) DO NOTHING

One alternative use for the Platt Road site would be to carry out no new changes and have the site remain as is. The site has largely functioned as an impromptu park, to some extent prior to demolition of the former Juvenile Detention Center and O’Brien Center, but to a greater extent after removal of the structures.  During the course of public meetings to explore optional uses for the Platt Road site, several residents expressed that they enjoy use of the site as open space.

With no change to the site, the County would not have to seek an alternative location for the special vehicle storage area, nor would any rezoning or approval be necessary.  The County would need to determine the level of basic maintenance of the site, likely mowing and occasional patrol at an estimated range of $15,000 to $22,000 per year.  Maintaining the property in its current use and condition would not result in any new revenue to the County, through taxable value additions or sale, to support the delivery of a wide range of County Services.  

Washtenaw County utilizes a Space Plan to provide strategic direction and plans for long-term management of County Facilities.  This Plan, the Washtenaw County Annual Infrastructure Portfolio (2013) provides the following direction/summary for the Platt Road Site: “There are several options being discussed for the Platt Rd. property. Depending on the space plan approvals, both facilities could be under demolition to allow for a partial or full redevelopment of the site. One option would be complete demolition and redevelopment of a portion of the site for housing, another option would be partial demolition and redevelopment of the 2260 building site for new office space. Any of the possible options would have to include an alternate location for Sheriff impound parking and marine vehicle storage.”

This choice would have the effect of maintaining the status quo use of the site as it relates to surrounding properties and would have little impact of the County’s budget over time.  This could be evaluated as a tradeoff of small ongoing maintenance costs to enable a future Washtenaw County Board of Commissioners to consider the property for new facilities, uses, or to consider potential disposition of the property.

2) DEDICATION USE OF PROPERTY FOR RECREATION

The most frequent desire/request of citizens and residents concerned about development at the site, is that the site be dedicated for recreational use.  The use of the property for recreation could happen in a myriad of ways.  The property could be dedicated to park use over a short or long term.  While the dedication of the property could be easy to conceptualize, the implementation of it could be approached in numerous ways. 

Should the property be identified for recreational use, an operator or other entity would likely be identified to become a steward of that use.  Likely candidates could potentially be the Washtenaw County Parks and Recreation Commission or the City of Ann Arbor.   

It will likely be easier to identify an operator of the property for recreational use than it will be to find an entity able and willing to purchase the property for such use. There are significant quantities of parkland in the City of Ann Arbor, and it may be difficult for entities to rationalize any resources that would be expected to purchase the property from Washtenaw County.    The most likely outcome to this approach would require the donation and/or dedication of the property toward recreational use, with limited or no expectation of revenue from purchase.

Additionally, a more intentional dedication of the property for recreational use would entail planning and programming the site, and likely some cost associated with improvements.  While not necessarily borne by Washtenaw County, these improvements would likely require some public investment via the agency taking on this property for such use.

3) PURSUE HOUSING DEVELOPMENT ON THE SITE

Upon direction of the Board of Commissioners via resolutions 14-0031 and 15-0090, the Offices of Community and Economic Development and Infrastructure Management are providing the following strategies that can be utilized to encourage development of the Platt Road property at 2270 Platt Road (“Platt”) consistent with the guiding principles set forth by the Community Advisory Committee (“CAC”) and by the plan developed through the community design process.  The following strategies could be utilized to achieve these goals:

Request for Qualifications Process

A Request for Qualifications process (RFQ) could be utilized where Washtenaw County, likely through a competitive process, seeks information from entities that have expertise in taking properties such as Platt from concept to realization.  It is envisioned that through an RFQ process, the County would articulate in a request for responses the characteristics and expertise sought.  A firm selected likely could come from the real estate development, planning/engineering, or other disciplines.  This firm would take on an advocacy role, seeking to realize a housing development on the site, on behalf of the County.

This would require an allocation of resources to support this work, likely via contract work, and may not expeditiously move the process forward.  It is also possible that interest in this type of assistance may be limited if it were determined that respondents were not eligible for future involvement or other roles toward physical site development.

List the property for sale

Perhaps the simplest mechanism for disposition of the property is to direct the County Administrator to proceed with sale of the property.  There are a variety of ways in which this could be achieved.  The County could engage a realtor to list the property and respond to offers as presented, similarly to a typical real estate transaction process.  Conversely, a real estate professional could be engaged to assist the county in marketing the property toward solicitation of offers at or by a pre-determined date.

Inherent in this process are numerous potential factors or qualifiers that could impact the process.  The greatest likelihood of maximizing purchase price of the property is to offer the property for sale widely, without direction or expectation of end use.  Leaving the vision and realization of any development at the site to a purchaser has the greatest likelihood of the highest purchase price, as the potential use of the property is unrestricted by the County.  This provides a purchaser with flexibility to determine the best way to realize value on the property toward recapturing any purchase price outlay through land use, density, amenities, and other factors.

Alternatively, the County could market the property for sale with base level expectations and/or restrictions that would be memorialized in any potential sale via deed restrictions or other mechanisms.  This would likely reduce the potential purchase price of the property.  Examples of restrictions could include a delineation of units for affordable housing by number or percentage, public easement access prescriptions, or other components.  For comparison to other options, a public easement requirement might stipulate that public access be provided between Platt Road and County Farm Park, leaving details such as location, method, and configuration to a purchaser to meet the minimum standard articulated in such language.

In considering “arm’s length” transaction options, it is possible that a transaction could happen moderately quickly, but it is most likely that a purchase option would be explored prior to a closing.  While some purchasers may be willing to accept such risk, it is presumed that most would likely not complete any transaction until the property had been entitled through appropriate rezoning, development review and approval processes, and project financing milestones.

Request for Proposals to Develop the Site

A request for proposals (“RFP”) process is a more dedicated, deeper dive into a real estate transaction where the intent is to transfer the property to another entity, with a desire to have significant impact and influence on the eventual outcome/development of the site to meet specific goals.  An RFP process has the potential to unify aspects of the request for qualification and sale process.  

The RFP process marries the articulation of qualifications and expertise of partners, while maintaining influence and guidance in achieving community values for the property beyond a deed restriction.  For example, a RFP process would utilize a more in-depth and longer dialogue between the County and a developer to realize community values, such as a connection to County Farm Park.  Instead of agreeing to language that sets minimum standards, an RFP process would more clearly set forth the expectation that the County is interested in involvement of the park access, including details of public easement, design, arrangement, and potential impact to surrounding sites.    

An RFP process is an acknowledgement that the County seeks to have influence and a role in the manifestation of any development on the site.  A similar entitlement period would be involved as a sale; however the expectation of a development partner through this process is that the County will be an active partner through that development process.  This has impacts to the County in that it takes involvement in the process for a sustained period of time.  This approach is recommended to influence the site’s development, providing the best opportunity to advance the identified values for the site.

County Development

Upon establishment of such authority, the greatest manifestation of the CAC goals and the concept plan developed at the community design process would be for the County to take on a master developer role to realize the vision.  This would likely entail the creation of the appropriate structure to undertake such work (e.g. building authority, housing commission, etc.).  

While the County has significant experience in development generally, the work has been appropriately focused on County infrastructure.  While the Office of Infrastructure Management (“OIM”) has significant expertise and experience in developing sites, the vision articulated by the community design process is outside the traditional type of work undertaken, and it is likely not logical to expand their role in this way.

In considering these strategies, there are numerous factors that will influence the County’s consideration toward the preferred option:

· The extent of realization of the CAC’s guiding principles for reuse of the site.  There are time and other resource allocations that will impact the County’s interest in determining and/or influencing what happens at the site.  

· The greater the realization of affordable units at the site, the less value that will be received by the County for the property.  The strategy to utilize public property, included in the adopted Housing Affordability and Economic Equity Report, is based on the foundation that the market in Ann Arbor is elevated and makes the realization of affordable units difficult. 

· Land disposition mechanisms could impact this process.  For example, while not absolute, maintaining the land in public ownership could be achieved to a greater degree with a mission-based or non-profit developer.  Ground leases are often utilized in the development of affordable units, but are likely a greater barrier to unrestricted residential units.  

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on these options and the previous actions by the Board of Commissioners, the Offices of Community and Economic Development and Infrastructure Management recommend pursuit of a Request for Proposals process via the following steps:

· Pursuant to the County Policy – Property – Sale of Real Property Belonging to the County, the County Administrator inform the Board of Commissioner of her intention to request sealed bids for purchase of the property via a request for development proposal.

· Development of a request for proposals process that articulates expectations for use of the site including ownership structures, development character and density, provision of specific recommendations from the community design process, including a minimum of 50 affordable housing units targeted to households at or below 60% of the Area Median Income.

· Selection of a qualified master developer to develop a detailed development proposal for the site toward achievement of the community design goals to the greatest extent possible.

· Negotiate agreement with selected master developer to enable completion of due diligence and entitlement steps and present to Board of Commissioners for consideration.
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