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ITEM #:         27        
DATE:     01-12-16     

 
COUNCIL ACTION FORM 

 
SUBJECT:  DEMOLITION OF GREEK HOUSE AT 138 GRAY AVENUE 
 
BACKGROUND: 
 
Acacia fraternity is seeking approval to demolish their existing Greek house in order to 
construct a new fraternity. The current house at 138 Gray Avenue was constructed in 
1920 and has been a fraternity on and off again over its existence. A location map can 
be found in Attachment A and a picture of the existing house can be found in 
Attachment B. The zoning of the property is High Density Residential (RH). In addition, 
it has the East University Impacted Area Overlay District (O-UIE). This overlay 
requires City Council approval prior to demolition of any structure currently or 
formerly used by a “Greek” organization. Section 29.1110 (O-UIE) describes the 
process and submittal requirements for obtaining demolition approval from the City 
Council. A portion of that section can be found in Attachment C. 
 
The Acacia house currently accommodates 29 of its membership of 45 men. A larger 
number of their members wish to live in the house so the Corporate Board of the 
Acacians seeks to demolish the structure and build another one to accommodate 43 
members and to improve the common and amenity space of the house. The existing 
Acacia house is one of the smallest Greek houses in terms of number of beds. Acacia is 
also the one of the smallest fraternities in terms of total members, based on the figures 
from 2014 Greek Parking Study. If a new house were to be built, it would remain in the 
smallest quintile in terms of numbers of beds.  
 
The Corporate Board of the Acacians, represented by their contact person, Michael 
Stott of Stott, Barrientos & Associates Architects, has provided the documentation 
required. Required documentation includes costs estimates and an approved site 
development plan application. The applicant’s submittal is found in Attachment D, while 
a complete review of the criteria can be found in the Addendum. At this time the site 
development plan has been submitted to staff for approval. Council is not required to 
approve the replacement development site plan. The property owners are requesting 
approval for demolition of their current house with a condition that they will not 
proceed with the demolition until they receive site plan approval. This is the same 
approach that was approved by the City Council for two prior requests of 
demolition of Greek houses. 
 
The applicant asserts the following points in support of their request to demolish and 
rebuild: 

 remodeling and expansion (by adding another floor) of the existing structure 
would still not provide the capacity (36 members) that the Board desires (43 
members),  
 

 An expanded building would still not provide the amenity space (study areas, 
dining areas, project workspace, and storage areas),  
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 Additional parking to accommodate the new residents is not possible due to the 
orientation of the existing footprint of the building, and 
 

 A remodeled house would remain a relatively energy inefficient building. 
 

By contrast, a new structure would increase the capacity to 43 residents, provide study 
areas separate from sleeping areas, have a dining room with a capacity of 50, allow an 
increase in parking spaces, and be more energy efficient. 
 
To approve demolition of a fraternity home, Council must find the request is 
consistent with Section 29.110 (2)b: 
 
 “The 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.” 

 

Section 29.110 (2)c describes the finding of economic hardship to include  “Denial of a 
demolition request has deprived, or will deprive, the owner of the property of reasonable 
use of, or economic return on, the property.” 
 
A formal evaluation of the remodel and addition option described by the applicant has 
not been done with Staff. From staff’s assessment of the site, it appears there is an 
opportunity for an addition to the existing structure. The addition would trigger parking 
requirements to meet the new need related to the addition, but it may be possible to 
reuse the current non-conforming parking spaces in their current configuration to 
support an addition. Staff also notes that under the remodel and addition option, the 
property would likely be eligible for property tax abatement on the new improvements. 
 
With prior requests for demolition, Council has approved demolition contingent upon site 
plan approval and submittal to the City of building permit plans. There has also been a 
condition that prior to demolition, the property owners provide verification of the financial 
feasibility of building the proposed replacement project to ensure there is no speculative 
demolition that occurs without assurance of the replacement building being constructed. 
 
ALTERNATIVES: 
 
1. The City Council can approve the request for demolition of the Greek residence at 

138 Gray Avenue with the conditions that: 
 

a. A minor site development plan is approved by the Director of Planning and 
Housing before a demolition permit is issued. 
 

b. An application for a building permit consistent with the building elevations 
and floor plans submitted with the minor site development plan as 
represented by Exhibit E is submitted before a demolition permit is issued. 
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c. Approval of the demolition request is valid the for life of the minor site 
development plan permit SDP-15-44 approval. (This is for two years with a 
one year extension) 
 

d. Proof of financing for the construction of the new structure submitted for 
review and acceptance by the Planning and Housing Director. (this would 
likely be a letter or loan document from a financial institution that is willing 
to make a loan on the construction of the project.) 

  
2. The City Council can approve the request for demolition of the Greek residence at 

138 Gray Avenue without conditions. 
 

3. The City Council can deny the request for demolition of the Greek residence at 138 
Gray Avenue if it finds that the criteria of Section 29.1110 (2) (c) are not satisfied. 

 
4. The City Council can defer action on this request and refer it back to City staff and/or 

the applicant for additional information within the next 30 days. 
 
CITY MANAGER’S RECOMMENDATION: 
 
The Greek neighborhood adds value to the community by, among other things, its 
distinct and diverse architecture and as a desirable housing option for students at Iowa 
State University. The East University Impacted Area Overlay District was created to 
preserve the existing Greek houses to the greatest extent possible in recognition of 
these valuable traits. If new construction occurs in the O-UIE, the City has established 
minimum design criteria that are intended to promote compatibility with the existing 
distinct and diverse architecture. 
 
More than a dozen Greek homes have been renovated in order to improve safety and 
meet the needs of today’s students. This has been a response to the trend of increased 
Greek membership and to preserve and improve the neighborhood. At least three 
Greek houses have been demolished in recent years—two houses (Delta Tau Delta at 
2121 Sunset Drive and Sigma Chi at 2136 Lincoln Way) in order to construct new, 
larger homes for the increased Greek population and one (129 Ash Avenue) in order to 
allow the construction of a parking ramp for a church. 
 
Acacia is one of the smallest Greek houses associated with Iowa State University and 
many members have expressed a desire to live in the house. The Board of the 
Acacians has provided evidence that it believes meets the zoning criteria for demolition 
and has proposed a new Greek house on the same site as the current building.  
 
In staff’s view of the criteria, the applicant is focused on whether reasonable use of the 
property is afforded to them if they cannot expand on site with a new building. As with 
other fraternities, there has been an interest in reinvestment to continue to be 
competitive in maintaining membership. Cost comparison of the two options shows the 
new building option to be more expensive, but in the applicant’s view it has greater 
value for the property in the long term and that the remodel and addition option is not 
viable for meeting their desired membership needs. The applicant believes they have 
demonstrated that, as a Greek Organization that wants to maintain a fraternity on the 
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property that they own, that the only economical and reasonable use of the land is to 
allow for demolition of the existing home. 
 
Therefore, it is the recommendation of the City Manager that the City Council 
approve Alternative 1 as described above.  
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ADDENDUM 
 
Ames Municipal Code Section 29.1110(2)(b) criterion and staff’s summary of 
information provided by the applicant. 
 
29.1110 (2)(b) The 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.  To prove 
economic hardship, the applicant shall submit where appropriate to the applicant’s 
proposal, the following information to be considered. 
 
 (i) Estimate of the cost of the proposed demolition 

 

 $100,000 
 

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

 $2,111,000. This cost is detailed on the fourth page of Attachment C 
 

 The architect states that this is the greatest amount of improvements that can 
be done to the existing structure. It provides space for only 36 residents, not 
the desired 43.  

 

 Staff notes that the remodeling of the existing structure may be eligible for a 
100 percent exemption of the increased value of the structure for three years 
or a partial exemption for up to 10 years. Assuming the rehabilitation costs 
translate to an equivalent increase in value, the value of the exemption would 
be $37,854 for each of the three years ($113,561 total). 

 
(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.) 
 

 Architect’s letter indicates that the demolition proposal is not based on 
structural soundness. 

 
(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. 

 

 No estimated market value is available but staff has, in the past, used the 
assessed value information from the City Assessor as a proxy for market 
value. The 2015 assessed value of the property is $523,300, with $226,400 of 
that in the value of land and $296,900 in improvements. Note that the 
Acacians bought the property for $850,000 in 2000. 
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 The construction cost estimate for rehabilitation is $2,111,000 for a 36 
bedroom house, the value after rehabilitation is assumed to be the existing 
value plus improvements for a total of approximately $2,634,000. Staff 
calculates the value of the remodeled home to be approximately $73,000 per 
bedroom or in the context of the addition $300,000 per new bedroom added.  

 

 The construction cost estimate for demolition of the existing and new 
construction is $3,616,000. This is assumed to be the assessed value of the 
project. The per bedroom value of the new home would be approximately 
$84,000 and a comparison of net increase of 14 beds it would be $258,000. 

 

 Neither construction cost estimate includes architect fees, permit fees, or 
other soft costs. 
 

(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. 

 

 Architect Michael Stott has provided the following statement: 
 

 
 
(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. 
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 The current structure was built as the Acacia house in 1920. At some point in 
the past, it was sold and its use was an apartment house. The current Greek 
organization has owned the property since 2000 after purchasing it for 
$850,000 

 
(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. 
 

 The second page of Harold Zarr’s letter (page 17 of this report) provides the 
last two years of revenues and expenses. 

 
(viii) Remaining balance on any mortgage or other financing secured by the property 

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

 The mortgage balance is $137,066 as of July 31, 2015. 
 
(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. 
 
(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 2013 assessed value of the property is $523,300, with $226,400 of that in 
the value of land.  

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

 2014 taxes payable in September 2015 and March 2016 are $9,402. 
 
(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 registered with the Iowa Secretary of State. 
 
(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. 
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 A minor site development plan and architectural drawings (elevations and 
floor plans) have been submitted. Staff has reviewed them and anticipates 
that they will meet all the standards of the City and will subsequently be 
approved.  

 

 The City Council is not asked to approve the site development plan—the zoning 
ordinance gives that responsibility to the Director of Planning and Housing. 
However, staff is including a site plan and an artist’s rendition of the proposed 
new house for the Council’s information in Attachment E. 
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ATTACHMENT A: 138 GRAY AVENUE LOCATION 
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ATTACHMENT B: 138 GRAY AVENUE EXISTING HOUSE 
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ATTACHMENT C: SECTION 29.1110 (2) [EXCERPTS] 
 

(2) Demolition. Demolition of existing structures shall be strictly prohibited except in the 

instance of meeting either subsection (a) or (b) below: 

(a) The owner can provide evidence that the structure was never used by “Greek” 

organizations as housing for students. 

(b) The 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. To prove economic 

hardship, the applicant shall submit where appropriate to the applicant's proposal, the 

following information to be considered. 

 

(i) Estimate of the cost of the proposed demolition, 

(ii) Estimate of any additional cost that would be incurred to rehabilitate the 

building for the intended use. 

(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.) 

(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. 

(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. 

(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. 

(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. 

(viii) Remaining balance on any mortgage or other financing secured by the 

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

(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. 

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

any, within the previous two years. 

(xi) Assessed value of the property according to the most recent assessments. 

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

(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. 

(xiii) 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. 
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(c) Determination of Economic Hardship. The City Council shall review all the evidence 

and information required of an applicant and make a determination whether the denial of 

a demolition permit has deprived, or 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. If a suitable alternative is not 

presented to the Council within the 30-day period, the Demolition Permit shall be issued. 
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ATTACHMENT D: APPLICANT’S SUBMITTAL 
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ATTACHMENT E: PROPOSED ACACIA BUILDING  
[SITE PLAN AND FRONT FAÇADE] 
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