
AGENDA 
VIRTUAL BIRMINGHAM DESIGN REVIEW BOARD MEETING 

WEDNESDAY – May 20th, 2020 
***************** 7:15 PM***************** 

 
Link to Access Virtual Meeting: https://zoom.us/j/99775508838 
Telephone Meeting Access: 877-853 -5247  
Meeting Code: 997 7550 8838 
 
 

1) Roll Call 
2) Approval of the DRB Minutes of April 15th, 2020 
3) Public Hearing 

4) Design Review 

5) Sign Review 

6) Study Session 

A. The Birmingham Plan 2040 

7) Miscellaneous Business and Communication 

A. Staff Reports 

1. Administrative Sign Approvals 

2. Administrative Approvals 

3. Action List – 2020 

 

8) Adjournment 

 
Notice: Individuals requiring accommodations, such as interpreter services for effective participation in 
this meeting should contact the City Clerk's Office at (248) 530-1880 at least on day in advance of the 
public meeting. 

 
Las personas que requieren alojamiento, tales como servicios de interpretación, la participación efectiva 
en esta reunión deben ponerse en contacto con la Oficina del Secretario Municipal al (248) 530-
1880 por lo menos el día antes de la reunión pública.  (Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964). 

 
 

A PERSON DESIGNATED WITH THE AUTHORITY TO MAKE DECISIONS MUST BE 
PRESENT AT THE MEETING. 



 

 

DESIGN REVIEW BOARD 
MINUTES OF APRIL 15, 2020 

Held Remotely Via Zoom And Telephone Access 
    
Minutes of the regular meeting of the Design Review Board (“DRB”) held Wednesday, April 15, 
2020. Chairman John Henke called the meeting to order at 7:54 p.m.  
 
1)  ROLLCALL 
 
Present: Chairman John Henke; Vice-Chairman Keith Deyer; Board Members Gigi 

Debbrecht, Natalia Dukas, Patricia Lang, Joseph Mercurio, Michael Willoughby 
   
Absent: Alternate Board Member Alexander Jerome 
 
Administration: Nicholas Dupuis, City Planner 
  Laura Eichenhorn, Transcriptionist 
 
Chairman Henke thanked everyone for joining the virtual meeting and reviewed protocol for 
virtual meetings. 
 

04-29-20 
 

2)  Approval Of Minutes 
 
Motion by Mr. Deyer 
Seconded by Ms. Dukas to approve the DRB Minutes of March 4, 2020 as submitted. 
  
Motion carried, 7-0. 
 
VOICE VOTE  
Yeas:  Deyer, Dukas, Henke, Lang, Mercurio, Willoughby, Debbrecht  
Nays:  None 
 

04-30-20 
 

3)  Public Hearing 
 
None. 
 

04-31-20  
 

4)  Design Review 
 

A. 400 S. Old Woodward – The Forefront 
 

City Planner Dupuis and Nichole McNamara, architect, reviewed the item. Ms. McNamara outlined 
all proposed changes to the building for the Board members. 
 



Design Review Board 
Minutes of April 15, 2020 
 
 

 

City Planner Dupuis confirmed for Chairman Henke that the DRB could approve the plans with 
conditions should they see fit. 
 
Motion by Mr. Willoughby 
Seconded by Ms. Lang to approve the Design Review application for 400 S. Old 
Woodward with the following conditions: 1. The applicant must revise the plans to 
show all 1-bedroom units at a minimum of 600 sq. ft. in floor area, or obtain a variance 
from the Board of Zoning Appeals. 2. The applicant must submit site plans showing 
38 off-street parking spaces, or obtain a variance from the Board of Zoning Appeals. 
 
Mr. Barbat explained that they are considering two different options for car lift logistics: either 
neighbors would leave their keys in their cars, since the garage is secured, so cars can be moved 
by other neighbors if need be, or the building would bring on a full-time valet to coordinate 
parking. He emphasized that it is in the building’s best interest to make it as user friendly as 
possible so as not to inconvenience residents at all. 
 
Ms. McNamara added that the applicant considered looking for more parking nearby or seeking 
a variance for less parking, but that ultimately the applicant decided it was in the residents’ and 
the larger community’s best interest for sufficient parking to be provided on-site. 
  
Motion carried, 7-0. 
 
VOICE VOTE  
Yeas:  Willoughby, Lang, Mercurio, Debbrecht, Deyer, Dukas, Henke  
Nays:  None 
 
Don Amalfitano explained he is part of the operating entity of 294 E. Brown, and that they are 
concerned that residents of 400 S. Old Woodward will seek parking in 294 E. Brown’s lot. Mr. 
Amalfitano asked that the applicant consider telling residents during the onboarding process that 
they will be towed if they park in 294 E. Brown’s lot.  
 
Mr. Barbat said he fully understood Mr. Amalfitano’s concern and that he would work with him to 
make sure no parking conflicts arise.  
 

04-32-20  
 

5)  Sign Review 
 
None. 
 

04-33-20 
 
6)  Study Session 
 

A. Canopy Signs 
 

City Planner Dupuis reviewed the item. 



Design Review Board 
Minutes of April 15, 2020 
 
 

 

 
Motion by Mr. Willoughby 
Seconded by Mr. Mercurio to recommend approval to the City Commission the 
proposed amendments to Articles 1 and 3 of the Sign Ordinance to adjust the 
definition of canopy sign and canopy valence, add definitions for canopy, awning, 
awning sign, awning valence, and awning shed, and to amend the Permanent 
Business Sign Standards and Table B.  
  
Motion carried, 7-0. 
 
VOICE VOTE  
Yeas:  Willoughby, Mercurio, Debbrecht, Deyer, Dukas, Henke, Lang 
Nays:  None 
 
Members of the DRB commended City Planner Dupuis for his work on the definitions. 

 
B. The Birmingham Plan (2040) 

 
04-34-20 

 
7)  Miscellaneous Business And Communications 

A. Staff Reports  
1. Administrative Sign Approvals  

 
2. Administrative Approvals  

 
3. Action List - 2020 

 
04-35-20 

 
Adjournment 
 
Motion by Ms. Lang 
Seconded by Mr. Willoughby to adjourn the DRB meeting of April 15, 2020 at 8:44 
p.m. 
 
Motion carried, 7-0. 
 
VOICE VOTE  
Yeas:  Lang, Willoughby, Debbrecht, Dukas, Deyer, Henke, Mercurio 
Nays:  None 
 
 
 
 

Nicholas Dupuis 
City Planner    



 

DATE:  April 17th, 2020 

TO:  Jana Ecker, Planning Director 

FROM: Nicholas Dupuis, City Planner 

SUBJECT: The Birmingham Plan 2040 – Historic District Commission, Design 
Review Board and Historic District Study Committee 

 
Historic District Commission 

The purpose of Chapter 127 (Historic Districts) of the City Code of Ordinance, and subsequently 
the Historic District Commission, is to (1) safeguard the heritage of the City by preserving districts 
that reflect elements of its history, architecture, archaeology, engineering, or culture, (2) stabilize 
and improve property values in each district and surrounding areas, (3) foster civic beauty, (4) 
strengthen the local economy, and (5) promote the use of historic districts for the education, 
pleasure, and welfare of the citizens of the City and of the State.  

Based on a review of the first draft of the Birmingham Plan 2040, the Historic District Commission 
has provided the following comments related to their goals and objectives as a public board: 

1. Current and future eligible contiguous historic districts may not fit nicely within the 
proposed neighborhood boundaries and may prove to be disadvantageous to establishing 
new historic districts. For example, the Bates Street Historic District is currently split 
between two proposed neighborhoods – the Downtown (1) and Barnum (10) 
neighborhoods (only one historic property is split off, but the point stands). There are 
neighborhoods such as the previously studied “Eco-City” area in southern Birmingham 
that still contains many post WWII craftsman housing units that is split between two 
neighborhoods – Pierce (9) and Kenning (8). It appears as though the Mill Pond Historic 
Neighborhood (which contains the Mill Pond Historic District) is also split between several 
proposed neighborhoods. In the event that potentially more empowered neighborhood 
organizations are on opposing sides when a historic district designation proposal comes 
to the table, it could get complicated. 

2. There are a number of historically significant buildings located on the neighborhood seams 
as proposed in Figure B.1-30 (Neighborhood Seams). Encouraging higher density uses 
and raising the highest and best use of the land could see the removal of swaths of 
historically significant houses. 

3. Most of the neighborhood character descriptions at least indicate that older, potentially 
historic homes are present in the neighborhood, but do not seem to suggest the potential 
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for historic preservation in the neighborhood. Historical preservation is a useful tool in 
combating much of the issues outlined in the Plan regarding the demolition of housing in 
favor of new big footprint houses. Additionally, existing homes with historical designations 
(or the potential for designation) are not shown on any neighborhood maps. In proposed 
neighborhoods such as Holy Name, The Ravines, and Barnum, the historical character is 
an integral part of the neighborhoods identity. 

4. In Birmingham’s Historic Central Business District, it is important to note that the most 
environmentally friendly building is a building that already exists. Many of the suggestions 
for enhanced LEED requirements, density and mixed use are able to be achieved in 
existing buildings, not always brand-new ones. Along the same lines, changing parking 
requirements to reduce or eliminate parking for residential uses may increase or alter the 
development pressures facing the City’s historic buildings. 

5. In the Plan’s discussions of setbacks, promoting additions, building heights, and exterior 
design reviews for new houses……incentives for historical preservation should be 
considered for eligible properties before anything related to new construction. Currently, 
applications for demolition are reviewed by the Historic District Commission as a 
“courtesy” by which time the demolition permits are already approved. 

6. The Plan’s recommendation to “Identify and implement preservation protection, such as 
a historic designation for landmark houses” is well founded, but can prove to be 
disadvantageous to the City’s historic preservation efforts. Specifically, the Plan’s 
suggestion to preserve landmark houses insinuates that only the best and brightest homes 
in the City should be documented and preserved. In historic preservation, it is extremely 
important to note that although many important houses do indeed have important 
architectural or contextual features, there are many homes that are just as significant that 
do not contain such features. An ad-hoc or increasingly selective approach to historic 
preservation may cause the loss of many important historic resources. 

7. Adding a liner building south of City Hall along Merrill St. is not recommended. There are 
other ways to activate Merrill St.  

8. Generally, historic preservation efforts are much more successful when they are integrated 
within general planning efforts, rather than a niche function operating alone under the 
planning umbrella. The City has made significant commitments to historical preservation, 
including maintaining a Certified Local Government status with the State Historic 
Preservation Office, supporting the Birmingham Museum and its buildings, creating the 
Heritage Home Program, and operating other successful preservation measures since the 
1970’s. The Plan does not seem to take historical preservation out of its silo and integrate 
it into the larger planning goals of the community. 
 

Design Review Board 
 
The purpose of the Design Review is to foster attainment of those sections of the City’s urban 
design plan which specifically refer to preservation and enhancement of the particular character 



of this city and its harmonious development, through encouraging private interests to assist in 
their implementation. 
 
Based on a review of the first draft of the Birmingham Plan 2040, the Design Review Board has 
provided the following comments related to their goals and objectives as a public board: 
 

1. Although the Design Review Board would not be involved for the construction of new 
buildings in the neighborhood commercial centers, any future minor additions or exterior 
renovations to the buildings would fall under the purview of the Design Review Board. 
Consistent and appropriate design guidelines and review guidelines should be produced 
to ensure consistency between the Planning Board and Design Review Board. 

2. As it does not appear at this time that neighborhood commercial center buildings will 
require a Special Land Use Permit, all signage for businesses located in such will be 
reviewed by the Design Review Board. Thus, additional (and more sensitive) sign 
requirements for Neighborhood Commercial Centers will need to be developed and added 
to the Sign Ordinance. 

3. There are many recommendations for more public-based signage such as marketing 
signage for new downtown districts, bike routes, and parking structures, etc. Any new 
public signs should be held to many of the same standards as private signs. Specifically, 
any new smart signs for parking garages may conflict with the newly minted Electronic 
Message Center ordinances put in place for private business signs. 

4. The Design Review Board should not be involved in any review process for the exterior of 
a single-family residential home. 

Historic District Study Committee 

The purpose of the Historic District Study Committee is to (when directed by the City Commission) 
provide research and documentation for the purpose of creating or proposing a historic district 
within the City. 

Based on a review of the first draft of the Birmingham Plan 2040, the Historic District Study 
Committee has provided the following comments related to their goals and objectives as a public 
board: 

1. Similar to what was described in the Historic District Commission comments, landmark 
buildings should not be the only buildings considered for designation in a contiguous or 
non-contiguous historic district. The Historic District Study Committee is empowered most 
when it is able to consider all appropriate structures in a historic district as opposed to 
only the most significant looking ones. 

2. The HDSC should be more empowered to continuously research and document 
Birmingham’s history. In situations where homes or buildings are being threatened, it is 
in the City’s best interest to have information available, rather than remain reactive. 













































 

 

Design Review Board Action List – 2020 

Design Review Board Quarter  Rank Status
Redesign/Update DRB Board Applications  1st (January-March) 1 ☐ 
Update Sign Ordinance 2nd (April-June) 2 ☐ 
Create New Informational Artwork for Sign Ordinance 3rd (July-September) 3 ☐ 
Sign Ordinance Enforcement 4th (October-December) 4 ☐ 
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