Mayor’s Position on Courts/Police Building

Even though Washtenaw County has repeatedly said the City Courts must vacate the County Courthouse, I have not voted in favor of a new Courts/Police Building because for a long time I thought we could find another, less expensive way to solve the court’s problem and then tackle the police space situation separately. 

I have not vetoed the proposal because I have no viable alternative to constructing a new police/courts building.  

I spent over a year searching for an alternative to a new building but could not find one. We have investigated existing buildings both on the edge of the city, in the Pfizer Complex and in the downtown but none have met the stringent requirements for a secure courthouse, even with extensive, and expensive renovation. We investigated building on the Library lot and the Ann Arbor News Lot. 

Over and over again I discussed the court’s puzzle with different members of the County Commission, some of whom I know well. I am convinced the County will not change their position because the Circuit Court Judges will not budge on this issue and it is clear to me that they are calling the shots in regard to the courthouse.  

The county would probably agree to a little more time for quite a bit more rent money but not a long term solution in the existing courthouse. I am doubtful the judges would sign off on sharing space for long, certainly not without extensive renovations and an addition.  Even still, this would require the same costs for construction as on the Larcom site and whatever the city would save from shared hallways and security, would be lost to ever rising rents. 

This remotely possible solution does nothing for the AAPD and everyone who tours their section of Larcom believes they needed a new headquarters many years ago.  If we do not go forward now, the city would still be renting from the county long after a new building on the Larcom site would be paid off. Rent for the courts space is going up at 9% per year. Going forward would create a large savings from bringing staff back into Larcom from rented space in the City Center Building when the AAPD moves next door. This money would be applied to make the bond payments along with the money saved from the courts rent. 

My opposition to the project has diminished with the realization that each time we stop/start the endeavor, it costs time and money. Hundreds of hours of council and staff time have been invested in the project; $4 million (8.5% of the project) has already been allocated and is rapidly being spent. Last year there was no clear financing plan; now there is and it appears it can be done within existing and projected revenues and to actually save the city money over the long term.

I have not vetoed the proposal for a new Courts/Police Building because: 

I have worked for several years with the “veteran” majority on City Council that is supporting the Building. They are thoughtful individuals who have been working on a solution to this problem for years. 

Do we all always agree?  Of course not, but we respect each other’s judgment and work together.

Together we directed a complete reorganization of the city bureaucracy. City Government is working much more efficiently than before. Despite successive years of state revenue sharing cuts and health care cost increases that were out of the box, the budget is stable and the reserve fund is healthy and growing. There was a sizeable surplus last year. All but one of the union contracts is settled and city services have been maintained despite the revenue sharing cuts. 

A veto would make it harder for me to work with the majority of council members on other issues. Frustration over this issue could spill over into other council business even more than it already has. A cohesive majority has a much better chance of coming together around solid solutions than a fractured council. 

The Courthouse/Police project has the support of a majority of Council Members and is going forward. I can pout about it for a couple of years or work to reduce the future operating costs by increasing energy efficiency to make the new building something of which we can all be proud. This last option will be easier if I am not continually throwing stones at it. 

As always I am happy to meet with any resident who would like to discuss this or any other issue.  Simply call and arrange for a time slot during my weekly office hours.

