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  ITEM # 32a       
            DATE: 5-10-11      

 
 

COUNCIL ACTION FORM 
 
SUBJECT: DEMOLITION OF GREEK HOUSE AT 2136 LINCOLN WAY  
 
BACKGROUND:  
 
This property is located in the Greek house neighborhood south across Lincoln Way 
from the Iowa State University (ISU) campus, on the southeast corner of Lincoln Way 
and Gray Avenue. (See Attachment A) The property is owned by the Beta Omicron 
Chapter of Sigma Chi. To the west of the property is Buchanan Hall, which is a student 
residence hall owned by ISU, and to the east and south are fraternities and sororities. 
On the property is the Sigma Chi fraternity house, which was built in 1964. Before that, 
the Sigma Chi was housed at 125 Hyland Avenue, which is now owned by the Triangle 
fraternity. 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) 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.”  
 
The applicant proposes to demolish the existing Greek house and construct a new 
Greek house. The applicant provided a “Case for Economic Hardship,” (Attachment B) 
that explains the background and reasons for the proposed project.  Section 29.1110(2) 
further states: “To prove economic hardship, the applicant shall submit where 
appropriate to the applicant's proposal, the following information to be considered.”  
(The required information and criteria are discussed below.) 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 is making the case that the current building does not meet the 
needs of current students, that it is economically more feasible to build a new Greek 
house than to renovate the current house to meet these needs, and that donors will 
support new construction but will not adequately support renovation. (See Attachment 
B) 
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Staff presents the following information provided by Sigma Chi alumni Board and its 
architect to address each of the criteria for demolition. 
 
 (i) Estimate of the cost of the proposed demolition 

 

 $75,000 to $90,000 (See Attachment C Letter from BSB Design) 
 

(ii) Estimate of any additional cost that would be incurred to rehabilitate the building 
for the intended use. 
 

 $3,618,160 (See Attachment C) 
 

 Architect Doug Sharp, of BSB Design, has identified the most serious 
deficiencies of the existing building, such as roof, kitchen, electrical, and 
plumbing, and estimated the costs to correct these. Even with the 
deficiencies corrected, the architect states the existing building does not 
meet the needs of current students. The alumni and fund raising 
consultant report that it also does not present an attractive prospect to 
new students and their parents. They further state that this is a major 
reason that membership has declined to 16 residents, although the house 
has a capacity of 60. Therefore, the architect has included in his estimate 
the costs of renovating the interior so that suites are provided.  He also 
includes an addition that would be necessary so that the overall facility 
provides housing for 55 students. 

 
(iii) A report from a licensed engineer or architect with experience in rehabilitation as 

to the structural soundness of the structure or structures on the property and their 
suitability for rehabilitation. (This shall be required only when the applicant’s 
proposal is based on an argument of structural soundness.) 
 

 Not applicable, as the applicant does not state that the structure is not 
sound. 

 
(iv) Estimated market value of the property in its current condition; after completion of 

demolition; after any changes recommended by the City Council; and after 
renovation of the existing property for continued use. 

 

 The 2010 assessed value of the property is $893,000, with $415,000 of 
that in the value of land. The market value of the completed project has 
not been determined. 
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(v) An estimate from an architect, developer, real estate consultant, appraiser, or 
other real estate professional experienced in rehabilitation as to the economic 
feasibility of rehabilitation or reuse of the existing structure on the property. 

 

 In his letter of February 18, 2011 (Attachment B), Architect Doug Sharp of 
BSB Design states that the cost to rehabilitate and expand the existing 
house will be more than the cost to build a new Greek house that meets 
the chapter’s current and future needs.  He states that new construction is 
a more cost-effective solution and that a “remodeled building will cause a 
financial hardship for the fraternity in initial construction costs, as well as 
on-going maintenance.” 

 
To support the applicant’s conclusion that renovation of this Greek house 
is not economically feasible, three financial analyses have been provided: 
the existing situation (Attachment D-1), renovation of the existing building 
(Attachment D-3), and new construction (Attachment D-4). These 
analyses include initial and operating costs.  Several conclusions can be 
made from these analyses: 

 

 To be sustainable, the existing situation requires 24 men paying 
$6,600 each.  Currently 16 men live in the building and it is getting 
more difficult to attract new residents due to the condition and 
arrangement of the building. Annual fees of $6,600 are not 
competitive for what this building can offer. (For example, other 
chapters charging $6,600 to $7,000 include ten meals a week, 
while the Sigma Chi chapter can only provide four meals per week.) 

 

 As stated above, renovating the facility would cost $3,618,160, plus 
$750,000 for furnishings and site work. A key factor in the analysis 
is that the estimated total of contributions from alumni for a 
renovated facility is only $700,000, based on work guided by a 
professional fund-raising firm that works with Greek chapter across 
the country, including several here at Iowa State University.  
Therefore, sustaining the renovated facility would require 40 men 
each paying $9,300 per year and the building would be full.  Again, 
$9,300 is not competitive for what a renovated building can offer.   

 

 The proposed new facility is expected to cost $2,800,000, plus 
$750,000 for furnishings and site work. Fundraising to date 
indicates that $1,750,000 can be raised for the new facility.  
Housing could be provided in suites for up to 55 students, which is 
the preferred residence type for many students, whether living in 
Greek houses, ISU residence halls, or off-campus. This proposal 
also includes the amenities needed to attract 55 men to join the 
chapter.  The chapter members and corporate board believe this to 
be a key necessity for preserving and sustaining this chapter.  
Sustaining the proposed new facility would require 45 men each 
paying $7,400 per year. The board believes the chapter could grow 
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to 55 men each paying $7,600 per year, with 10 meals per week 
provided by a live-in chef.  

 
(vi) Amount paid for the property, the date of purchase, and the party from whom 

purchased, including a description of the relationship, if any, between the owner 
of record or applicant and the person from whom the property was purchased, 
and any terms of financing between the seller and buyer. 
 

 Not applicable. This information is applicable if a Greek property is being 
or has been sold for a different use.  The current Greek organization has 
owned the property since 1962. 

 
(vii) If the property is income-producing, the annual gross income from the property 

for the previous two years; itemized operating and maintenance expenses for the 
previous two years; and depreciation deduction and annual cash flow before and 
after debt service, if any, during the same period. 
 

 Not applicable.  Not income producing. 
 
(viii) Remaining balance on any mortgage or other financing secured by the property 

and annual debt service, if any, for the previous two years. 
 

 Current mortgage balance is $153,088 (See Attachment D-1). 
 
(ix) All appraisals obtained within the previous two years by the owner or applicant in 

connection with the purchase, financing, or ownership of the property. 
 

 Not applicable. This information is applicable if a Greek property is being 
or has been sold for a different use. The Sigma Chi chapter has owned 
the property since 1962. 

 
(x) Any listing of the property for sale or rent, price asked and offers received, if any, 

within the previous two years. 
 

 Has not been for sale. 
 
(xi) Assessed value of the property according to the most recent assessments. 
 

 The 2010 assessed value of the property is $893,000, with $415,000 of 
that in the value of land. 

 
(xii) Real estate taxes for the previous two years. 
 

 2008 - $12,900; 2009 - $13,670 
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(xiii) Form of ownership or operation of the property, whether sole proprietorship, for 
profit or not-for-profit corporation, limited partnership, joint venture, or other. 
 

 Not-for-profit corporation. 
 
(xiv) Approval of a minor site development plan and architectural drawings as meeting 

the requirements of subsection (3) through (6) below and all other applicable 
standards of the City of Ames. 
 

 Architectural schematic drawings for the proposed new Greek residence 
have been provided (See Attachment E). This design has been approved 
by the chapter and corporation board has been favorably received by 
potential donors. The design is a departure from the 1960’s style of the 
current house and more in keeping with the historic style of the original 
chapter house at 124 Hyland. Most of the other Greek residences along 
Lincoln Way and in the East University Impacted Area are based on 
historic styles. 

 
Staff has determined the building and site plans meet and exceed the 
design standards of the East University Impacted Overlay zoning district. 
For example, there is more variation in the street-facing facades and in the 
roof elements.  Since the proposal is for totally new construction, parking 
must be provided based on the current zoning standards: one parking 
space per bed.  The site plan does propose parking in the front yard along 
Gray Street in order to provide these 50 required parking spaces. The 
Zoning Board of Adjustment has approved a variance for this front yard 
parking. 

 
Because of the requirement for City Council approval of demolition, a 
Minor Site Development Plan has not been prepared and these proposed 
plans have not been approved. 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 
building elevations reflected in Attachment E and with any applicable 
design standards. 

 
Although it is unlikely that the existing Greek house would be demolished and then the 
chapter would find itself unable to build the new residence, the City Council may also 
want to consider a condition that would reduce the likelihood of this scenario.  Submittal 
of proof of financing to staff for the new house could also be required before the 
demolition permit is approved. 
 
ALTERNATIVES:  
 
1.  The City Council can approve demolition of the Greek residence at 2136 Lincoln 

Way provided the following conditions are met before the demolition permit is 
issued: 
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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 building elevations reflected on 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 2136 Lincoln 

Way without conditions. 
 
3.  The City Council can deny demolition of the Greek residence at 2136 Lincoln 

Way 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 return this request to the applicant or to staff for further 

information. 
 
MANAGER’S RECOMMENDED ACTION: 
 
The Land Use Policy Plan and the Sub-Area Plan for the University-Impacted Area 
state:  
 

 The University-Impacted Area will be a distinct, unique area within the community 
with a great a deal of variety in activities and appearance. It will be made up of 
districts, each with a distinct character, well defined by building use, type, scale, 
setting, intended activity level, and other characteristics.  

 

 The East RH District is distinctive, with attractive front landscapes, stylized 
architecture, enduring materials, variety in form, and richness of detail. A few 
newer buildings here and there are similar in scale and architectural quality. 

 
City policies recognize that the Greek organizations are a major reason why these 
qualities exist in this neighborhood. That is why these policies set a high standard for 
demolition of Greek houses and provide tax abatement for renovation of these 
buildings. The Sigma Chi chapter has demonstrated that its need to demolish and 
replace their Greek house meets these standards.  The proposed new Greek house, as 
proposed on Attachment E, will be an attractive asset for one of the most important and 
attractive corridors in Ames that leads to Iowa State University.  More importantly, 
approval of this project will allow this Greek chapter to help this neighborhood endure. 
 
Therefore, it is the recommendation of the City Manager that the City Council adopt 
Alternative #1, thereby approving demolition of the Greek residence at 2136 Lincoln 
Way, provided that the conditions laid out above are met before a demolition permit is 
issued. 
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Attachment A 
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Attachment C 
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Attachment E 
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Attachment E 
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Attachment E 
 
 

 
 


