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 ITEM #:        27        
 DATE:      07-26-11  

 
COUNCIL ACTION FORM 

 
SUBJECT: DEMOLITION OF FORMER GREEK HOUSE AT 129 ASH AVENUE 
 
BACKGROUND:  
 
St. Thomas Aquinas Church owns property at 129 Ash Avenue in the Greek house 
neighborhood south across Lincoln Way from the Iowa State University (ISU) campus, 
on the west side of Ash Avenue (See Attachment A). To the north, south, southwest, 
and northwest of the property are fraternities and sororities. To the west is a surface 
parking lot also owned by St. Thomas Aquinas Church.  Across Ash Avenue to the east 
is Buchanan Hall, which is a student residence hall owned by ISU. 
 
On the property is a nine-unit apartment building, which was built around 1913 and 
housed the Pi Beta Phi sorority until at least 1936. In the survey of potentially historic 
properties conducted for the City, Will Page identified this residence as architecturally 
and historically compatible as an example of a wood frame Greek chapter house, noting 
that it calls attention to the relocation of Greek houses from west of the ISU campus to 
this area.  Since siding has covered the original exterior material and details, it is difficult 
to determine its historic integrity.   
 
St. Thomas Aquinas Church has owned the property since 1973 to provide housing for 
pastors and staff. The Church proposes to demolish the existing building, combine the 
subject property with the properties containing the church and the existing parking lot to 
the west, and construct a parking deck that extends from Ash Avenue through to Lynn 
Avenue. 
 
This property is within the Residential High Density (RH) zoning district and the 
East University Impacted Area (O-UIE) overlay zoning district.  Ames Municipal 
Code Section 29.1110(2) (Attachment B) requires City Council approval for 
demolition of an existing or former Greek house in the East University Impacted 
Area. The purpose of the strict demolition standards in this district is to assure  
 
. . . architectural compatibility with the valued characteristics of existing structures and 
landscapes, such as location, height, materials and the appearance of variety of forms 
and of architectural styles . . .   
 
Therefore, demolition of existing (Greek) structures is prohibited unless  

 
[t]he structure cannot be used for the original intended purpose and/or no 
alternative reasonable use can be identified and the property owner can show 
evidence that an economic hardship will be created if the structure cannot be 
removed.  
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This standard establishes that at least one of the following two criteria must be met: 
• that the building cannot be used as a Greek house 
• that the building cannot be used for an alternative reasonable use allowed in the 

zoning code, in this case, other residential uses and several institutional uses, 
This standard also requires that it be demonstrated that leaving the existing building in 
place will create an economic hardship. 
 
To determine economic hardship, the City Council is to determine if prohibiting 
demolition:  
 

will deprive the owner of the property of reasonable use of, or economic return 
on, the property. After reviewing the evidence, the Council may deny the 
application, may approve demolition, or may table the application for a 
Demolition Permit for a period of time not to exceed 30 days. The 30-day period 
will permit an opportunity for other alternatives to be evaluated. 

 
Generally, this applicant states that it meets these standards because: 

• the current building can no longer be used as a Greek residence,  
• it operates at a loss as an apartment building, 
• the Church does not own the property in order to make an economic return, 
• and that parking is a reasonable use for the property, which would be prohibited 

if Council denies the demolition request (See Attachments C and D). 
 
This request is different from the recent request from the Sigma Chi Alumni Board for 
demolition of the Greek house at 2136 Lincoln Way in several respects.  The building at 
2136 Lincoln Way was being used as a Greek house at the time the request was made 
and after demolition the chapter will build a new Greek house for that use to continue.  
The building at 129 Ash Avenue has not been used as a Greek residence for over 70 
years, and, after demolition the use will be parking to support the church, which is also 
an allowed use.  
  
Also, the Sigma Chi alumni board based its request for 2136 Lincoln Way on economic 
hardship if the structure was not removed.  Supporting information showed that the cost 
to convert the existing house to meet the needs of current and future students is not 
sustainable, but that by building a new Greek house, that use is sustainable.  Since the 
Sigma Chi chapter intends to continue its use of the building as a Greek residence, 
alternative uses were not explored. It is important to note that demolition of the Greek 
house at 2136 Lincoln Way is only permitted once the funding is in place to building the 
new Greek house.  The house cannot be demolished to make way for any other use.  
That would require a new request to the City Council. 
 
Similar to the Sigma Chi case, the basis of the St. Thomas Aquinas Church demolition 
request is the criterion in the Zoning Ordinance that “[t]he structure cannot be used for 
the original intended purpose.”  Supporting information in the letter from RDG Planning 
and Design (Attachment D) states that the building does not provide any of the living 
conditions, amenities, or aesthetics to which current and future students are 
accustomed. It does not provide for the flexibility in the use of space needed for 
living/learning environments, group educational and social activities or community 
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building. Fund-raising for Greek renovation is very difficult, there are no Greek alumni of 
this building as a Greek house, there is no current Greek chapter interested in this 
building, and the current appearance of the building does not offer much potential for 
fund-raising. Especially important is that 40 to 50 residents are needed to sustain a 
Greek chapter house and this house would need to be almost doubled in size to 
accommodate that many students. The property does not have sufficient space for such 
an addition and the parking required for expanding the capacity of the residence. 
 
To demonstrate economic hardship the Church has provided the following information: 

• Apartment rents are from $130 per month to $500 per month. 
• Rents are discounted because some of the renters are staff of the Church. 
• The total annual income from the apartments was $33,540. 
• Total annual expenses were $34,195. Expenses include insurance, taxes, 

utilities, maintenance, management and cost for some major improvements, such 
as replacing the roof and windows. 

 
This information was compiled several years ago for another purpose and was not 
prepared for this application.  It is based on the Church owning the property. If the 
analysis was made to determine if the apartment use can be sustained long-term it may 
be appropriate to include updated market rate rents, perhaps $400 to $700 per month, 
and the annualized cost of the property and building.  The property is currently 
assessed at $615,000, which may be lower than the market value due to the tax 
exemption for religious uses. The Church does not have a financial purpose for the 
property and thus has not presented any type of profit/loss analysis to determine 
financial viability of the apartment use. 
 
If demolition is approved, it is important that the City has confidence that a minor 
site development plan and architectural drawings for the new development of the 
site can be approved as meeting the requirements of the Zoning Overlay District 
and all other applicable standards of the City of Ames.  Architectural schematic 
drawings for the proposed new parking structure have been submitted (See Attachment 
E).  The Church is still working with its architect and contractor on plans for the project 
and staff has not yet determined if the building and site plans meet the design standards 
of the East University Impacted Overlay Zoning District. Therefore, approval of 
demolition should be conditional on an approved Minor Site Development Plan 
and submittal of complete plans for a building permit application consistent with 
the architectural schematic drawings in Attachment E and with any applicable 
design standards. 

 
Although it is unlikely that the Church would find itself unable to build the new structure 
once the Greek house were demolished, the City Council may also want to consider a 
condition that would reduce the likelihood of this scenario. Submittal to staff of proof 
of financing for the new parking structure could also be required before the 
Demolition Permit is approved. (This was a condition of approval for demolition of the 
Sigma Chi House.) 
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ALTERNATIVES:  
 
1.  The City Council can approve demolition of the Greek residence at 129 Ash 

Avenue provided the following conditions are met before the Demolition Permit is 
issued: 

a. A Minor Site Development Plan is approved by the Planning and Housing 
Department. 

b. Submittal of complete plans for a building permit application consistent 
with the architectural schematic drawings in Attachment E and with any 
applicable design standards. 

c. Proof of financing for the building as reflected on Attachment E is 
approved by the City Attorney. 

 
2.  The City Council can approve demolition of the Greek residence at 129 Ash 

Avenue without conditions. 
 
3.  The City Council can deny demolition of the Greek residence at 129 Ash Avenue 

if it finds that compliance with the criteria in Ames Municipal Code Section 
29.1110(2) has not been met. 

 
4.  The City Council can table the application for a Demolition Permit for a period of 

time not to exceed 30 days and direct that, if no suitable alternative is presented 
to the City Council during that period, the Demolition Permit shall be issued.  

 
5.  The City Council can defer action regarding this request to allow the applicant 

time to provide to the City Council additional information justifying the stated 
“economic hardship”. 

 
MANAGER’S RECOMMENDED ACTION: 
 
This is an important decision for the community, because how the criteria for 
demolition are interpreted in this case could well be expected in future requests.  
Although the appearance of this building is much different than the other larger, 
more stylized, masonry Greek houses, the same standards apply to the 
demolition of each.  If other Greek houses can no longer be used for that 
purpose, it is important that the buildings be adapted for other types of 
residential, education, religion, museum, community use or other permitted uses.  
Past trends would indicate that demolition of these buildings will most likely be 
followed by new apartment buildings. 
 
This is also an important decision for the St. Thomas Aquinas Church and Catholic 
Student Center. Through significant capital investment, the Church has committed to 
remaining at its present location near Iowa State University for a long time. It has the 
opportunity to build a parking structure that will increase on-site parking and make it 
easier and safer for people to participate in its programs. It is the Church’s intention to 
start that project with demolition at the beginning of August. 
 
 



 5

The building has not been a Greek residence for over 70 years.  In fact, at the time that 
the current demolition standard was adopted it was not included in a list of current and 
former Greek houses provided by the ISU Office of Greek Affairs. The applicant has 
provided evidence that it is no longer possible for this building to be a residence for 
Greek students. The Church also maintains that the building is not sustainable as an 
apartment building. It proposes a parking structure that would be an accessory use to 
the Church and states that this is a reasonable use that the owner would be deprived of 
if the demolition permit were denied. 
 
If the City Council concludes that the criteria for demolition have been met, then the City 
Council should adopt Alternative #1, thereby approving demolition of the Greek 
residence at 129 Ash Avenue provided the following conditions are met before the 
Demolition Permit is issued: 

a. A Minor Site Development Plan is approved by the Planning and Housing 
Department. 

b. Submittal of complete plans for a building permit application consistent with 
the architectural schematic drawings in Attachment E and with any applicable 
design standards. 

c. Proof of financing for the building as reflected on Attachment E is approved 
by the City Attorney. 

 
If the City Council would like more information from the Church in order to determine if 
an economic hardship exists, then Alternative #5 should be supported, thereby 
deferring this matter. 
 
If, however, the City Council concludes that the existing building can provide economic 
return as an apartment building or some other use allowed in the RH zoning district, 
whether owned by the Church or some other owner, or otherwise concludes that the 
criteria for demolition have not been met, then the City Council should adopt Alternative 
#3, denying demolition of the Greek residence at 129 Ash Avenue. 
 



Attachment A 
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Attachment B 
 

 

 
. . .  
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Attachment C 
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Attachment D 
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Attachment E 
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