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Summary of Situation 
 
Many years ago, we decided it was never productive to point fingers and assign blame to crisis 
situations.  We found it was better to analyze a situation, become a stakeholder in the issue(s) 
and work diligently toward finding solutions.  This is the approach we will be taking in this 
proposal.  However, to frame a picture of the current crisis, it will be necessary to summarize 
the predominant issues to some extent to preface our proposed position and possibly an 
approach to addressing some of the negative issues impacting the urban areas; particularly 
and more specifically, Detroit, Michigan. 
 
What is known about Detroit, Michigan is widely known through its’ automotive industry.  What 
is not known about Detroit is most of the automotive industry’s manufacturing component has 
long left the city boundaries and its’ surrounding suburbs.  The city that gave birth to the 
automobile and once housed the headquarters of Ford, General Motors and Chrysler 
Corporations (the Big 3), as well as their respective manufacturing facilities, is now a shell of 
its’ past glory.  Today, only General Motors claims Detroit as its’ primary home.  Furthermore, 
when many of the manufacturing plants began to relocate and/or close (sometime in the early 
to mid 1970’s), the spiral downward began.  Without industry replacement, abandoned 
factories left acres and square miles of blight and urban decay, thus beginning the devastation 
to the City’s facade.  The most devastating impact would not be felt until decades later. 
 
As the factories closed and no new 
industry replaced them, the real impact 
began to be felt in the 1990’s.  As the 
auto industry’s manual manufacturing 
left the City first, then the region, the 
state and ultimately the country, the 
greatest impact was on the culture it 
left behind.  For over 50 years or two 
generations, Detroit had enjoyed high 
wages and disposable income, which 
gave birth to the retail shopping mall, 
freeway transportation system and 
mass produced suburban homes.  The 
City and its’ surrounding suburbs were 
the envy of the world as citizens were 
actualizing the “American Dream”.  
Citizens from around the country and 
immigrants from around the world sought to call the Detroit area their home to share in this 
new revenue-generating machine called manufacturing.  As the industry grew, so did the City 
and at the height of its’ growth (mid 1950’s to early 1960’s, when the city had a population of 
over 2.5 million), the model for a middle-class population was born.   
 
This early model had few requirements.  A good days work for a good and fair wage.  Most 
people were accustomed to hard work, so good employees were not hard to find.  Life was 
good until technology began to replace hard work alone.  The Japanese method of “Just in 
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Time” manufacturing maximized profits by controlling the amount of labor utilized to produce a 
given product.  Soon the American producers followed this method.  The need for a massive 
labor force was no longer needed, nor was the need for large vertically developed 
manufacturing plants.  With the development of the integrated highway transportation system, 
cities like Detroit were no longer the desired and necessary places to locate that they once 
were.  The new method of manufacturing required open spaces with a minimum number of 
employees to operate the technology of production.  Detroit and others like it would soon feel 
the loss of the manual manufacturing industry.  By the late 1980’s, the City of Detroit had lost 
almost all of its’ former revenue generators and was left with an infrastructure designed and 
built to accommodate twice the population it hosted at the time (the city had lost half of its’ 2.5 
million population and was down to 1.2 million).  In addition to this, the real impact was the 
culture of hard work alone being rewarded over educational attainment. 
 
Americans are taught to believe in hard work being a critical pathway to success; its’ a cultural 
cornerstone to progress.  What Americans, particularly Detroit citizens, were not accustomed 
to was the idea of technology replacing exclusive hard work with “smart work”.  To many, it 
seemed unfair that a machine or robot was replacing thousands of human beings with families 
and histories.  Many felt betrayed by the “Big 3”.  For over 50 years, these workers had worked 
hard in these factories to be shut out of the new “technology”.  For over 50 years, citizens 
could walk into a factory from the local streets with nothing other than a willingness to work 
and begin a career that afforded their family a very comfortable life complete with a house, car, 
medical coverage and vacations.  The culture within Detroit had been defined as “hard work” 
over all else.  Smart work seemed a foreign concept.  As a result, in 2009 Detroit continues to 
have a culture that still values exclusive “hard work”, but rarely are these types of employees 
sought after anymore. 
 
Fifty years of exclusive “hard work” being rewarded over all else develops a culture of indirectly 
devaluing everything else.  Thus, in 2009 Detroit comprises a rapidly declining population that 
possesses a 47% illiteracy rate.  What does this mean?  It means, even if modern employers 
wanted to locate in Detroit (and its’ suburbs, the culture was not isolated by geographic and 
political boundaries), they would find it hard to find a workforce capable of receiving the 
training necessary to fill positions other than low paying entry level or service oriented jobs.  
Consequently, other areas of human behavior are impacted by this phenomenon.  High Crime 
rates are inevitable when resources are not available.  Teen pregnancies and other unplanned 
childbirths are higher in areas that lack consistent and new opportunities to sustain life and 
families.  Sexually transmitted diseases run rampant, due to lack of hope and education.  
Substance abuse, in many cases, is inevitable, because any escape seems viable in this 
scenario.  For all intents and purposes, Detroit has become the microcosmic manifestation of 
what, Dr. Zbigniew Brzezinski suggested in his global analysis, “Out of Control: Global Turmoil 
on the Eve of the 21st Century”.   
 
It is easy to dismiss the City of Detroit as one of America’s former great cities now in ruin, but 
the real story of this city and its’ redemption has yet to be written.  As an urban planning and 
design firm, our societal lens is focused on seeing areas and places as they could be and not 
necessarily as they are.  For these reasons, we see a new Detroit rising from the ashes to re-
define itself.  This can be done, but not without major changes in thinking and behavior.   
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The Current Leadership’s Position 
 
Currently, Detroit’s political leaders and business community (automotive industry dominant) 
believe the answers to most of Detroit’s problems is to infuse more financial resources into the 
automotive industry and existing employment sectors.  The major appeal is to have the federal 
government give the Big 3 loans or financial resources to assist in their current failings.  As 
citizens of this region, we empathize with the many that have lost jobs and may be facing a 
health care shortage or even facing foreclosure (we are not exempt), but we still believe the fall 
of the automotive industry’s manual manufacturing component, in this region, is inevitable; 
whether its’ tomorrow or in 10 years.  We do believe “Detroit” the automotive industry, as a 
whole, should be helped in some manner, but the time for them to be helped in the Detroit area 
has passed.  Detroit, the Place, must re-invent itself .  The factors that led to the automotive 
industry geographically locating in Detroit are no longer as relevant and dominant as they were 
at the turn of the 20th Century.   
 
No longer are the waterways used as 
a primary method for freight shipping; 
so the Erie Canal leading to the rest of 
the country is not the dominant or 
primary means to transport goods to 
the Midwest and beyond.  Detroit, 
being amongst the first to develop or 
manufacture in a massive manner, is 
now classified as a “Rust Belt” city.  
This means the city contains 
environmental contaminants to the soil 
(brownfields and/or grayfields) and air 
quality from an era prior to 
environmental protection that renders 
these areas unattractive to new and 
other manufacturers seeking locations.  
Finally, as stated in the previous 
section, Detroit possesses a culture that does not value education as a primary means of 
societal stability and therefore is not currently capable of hosting new technology or modern 
technological manufacturing entities.  All of these factors are not “politically correct” and 
therefore are rarely to ever discussed in public forums or shared by political decision makers.  
Still, they must be addressed. 
 
The current leadership in the City of Detroit, as well as the region, is focused on getting more 
resources to support more of the same types of behaviors.  The focus is to gain federal 
“Stimulus and Recovery” funds to support the status quo.  The status quo may be a 
continuation of educational programs that have failed over the last 30 years.  The status quo 
may be sole sourcing contracts to those in support of the political campaigns/agendas and 
large businesses within the region.  Whatever the status quo is, it has not worked.  In fact, it 
can be argued that the failings within the Detroit area are amongst the worst seen in modern 

General Motor’s World Headquarters 
alongside, riverfront dilapidation, massive 
abandonment and vacancy 
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western societal history.  For these reasons, we make the appeal to force Detroit to change its’ 
failing behavior by offering new ideas within this summary proposal. 
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Our Proposed Plan for Correction and Redefinition 
 
To delve the metaphorical, Detroit must be treated like a person or patient with a substance 
abuse problem.    Many times, people with substance abuse issues fail to see the damage they 
do to themselves until they are near death or involved in a scenario that forces them to look at 
their behaviors (incarceration, homelessness, etc…).  In these times, the abuser has moments 
of clarity, because the situation, for whatever reason, forces them to change or suffer further.  
The abuser then becomes amenable to suggestions and/or plans of action to change their 
behaviors.  The same is true for “Detroit”, but substance the city and region has become 
addicted to is the automotive industry’s manufacturing component. 
 
No matter how the industry continues to fail or outsource financial resources from this area, 
Detroit comes back for more; often humiliating itself to accommodate the next fix.  In the last 
thirty years, Detroit has given unprecedented millions in tax breaks, sold or given valuable 
properties and granted unlimited access to public venues to keep the “automotive headquarter 
perception” within the Detroit area, because in reality most of their resource sharing and 
employing functions are gone.  The time has come to “kick the manufacturing habit”.  We must 
go “cold turkey” NOW.  Now, because the “Big 3” are basically in no position to save 
themselves.  Now is the time for Detroit to go through some immediate pain to develop into a 
self-supporting area in the future.  This can be done as follows: 
 

1) Creation of a Inter-Regional Migration and Municipa l Consolidation Plan   
Currently, the Detroit Metropolitan Area has over 130 cities in three dominant area 
counties (Wayne, Oakland and Macomb).  Each city or municipal entity has it’s own 
mayor or city manager to represent them; complete with rules and charters.  With this 
number of governments, confusion is inevitable, even with a pseudo-regional 
government authority (SEMCOG-Southeast Michigan Council of Governments).  A plan 
that promotes inter-regional migration into areas would create new population densities 
amongst the scattered residents and maximize minimal resources to newly populated 
areas.  In addition, with these new 
densely population areas, old 
governments could now be consolidated 
into new governmental structures that 
reduce the mass duplication of many 
individual services into a few more 
efficient and less expensive political 
bodies.   The City of Detroit would require 
an additional regional plan separate from 
the general plan to perform the same 
function within the city.  With a city that is 
currently 25% of its’ maximum occupancy, 
new densities must be created to alleviate 
waste in city services. 
 
Also, and maybe as important as any other elements, inter-regional migration would 
create a new need for housing improvement and development.  In the city of Detroit 

Commercial and 
Residential Area Along 

Detroit/Highland Park 
border
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alone, there exist over 64,000 parcels under governmental jurisdiction.  Nearly 80% of 
these properties are tax-reverted/foreclosed residential or commercial parcels capable 
of being revitalized as viable community assets, if a comprehensive plan was created.  
We have such a plan and would work toward implementing the plan to make new areas 
available to a wide range of developers and builders to stimulate our city and region. 
(a full detailed plan is available upon request). 

 
2) The Creation of New Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) and Urban Villages 

(UV) within the City of Detroit  
 
Because the heart of the 
Region is the City of Detroit, it 
is also necessary to improve 
this city’s financial stability.  
The City itself has no national 
retail entity other than one 
Home Depot store and a few 
Foot Locker stores.  For a 
myriad of reasons (explained 
in more detail within the 
complete plan), Detroit needs 
to re-define what the city is 
and what it can offer.  The 
development of BIDs and 
Urban Villages within strategic 
areas within the city can begin 
the process of branding “places” within the city, as well as giving residents ownership in 
their respective areas.  Currently, the city has few areas that are destinations.  We 
propose a strategy that identifies the different areas with new branding techniques that 
are supported by a combination of public/private business development strategies that 
are specific to the respective areas within the city. 
(Complete explanations with new geographic areas and potential destination branding 
ideas available in the full plan). 
 

3) Utilization of Volunteers and College Students 
As expressed by President Obama, volunteerism is necessary to moving our society 
forward.  We concur.  For these reasons, we propose a plan to implement volunteers 
similar to how the Peace Corps. does in foreign countries.   
 
As stated in the aforementioned Summary of Issues section, Detroit currently suffers 
from a culture that has valued manual labor over all else.  This being said, Detroit needs 
to import new people into the city and region that possess a different skill-set than that 
currently offered by many in the area.  Research shows there are many non-profit 
organizations assigned to address many of the impacting issues facing Detroit.  We 
propose, many of these organizations be utilized to assist in the re-defining of Detroit.  
Literacy organizations, job training and preparedness organization, as well as life-skills 

Intersection of two major roads 
(Greenfield & Grand River Ave.
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organizations from around the country should be strongly encouraged to create 
satellites of their organizations within the City to assist in this project/plan.  In addition to 
this, the Detroit area hosts some of the best and brightest higher education students 
from around the world (University of Michigan, Michigan State University, Eastern 
Michigan University, Wayne State University, University of Detroit and Oakland 
University to name a few).  We propose an intensive college student 
volunteer/internship program utilizing the ideas presented by President Obama.  We 
propose utilizing student participants in business development, urban planning, 
community organizing, engineering and a variety of areas/disciplines offered in these 
institutions.  As an example, we have proposed the development of BIDs in the city.  It 
would be beneficial to have undergraduate business students working with retailers or 
other store merchants to learn and teach basic business development strategies.  
Graduate students could be utilized to show advanced techniques as well as other 
business oriented strategies.  The same would be true in our profession; urban 
planning.  Students could learn and gain practical experience, while teaching and 
testing the latest strategies and techniques in a real environment.  This would offer a 
host of benefits.  First, as President Obama stated, it could assist in the high cost of 
education by gaining resources for college tuition.  Second, it would build the capacity of 
both the student and the recipient of the volunteer efforts.  Third, and perhaps most 
importantly, it will act as a tool of recruitment.  Participants will see a side of an area that 
few experience and assist in developing it.  Many will feel invested in the area and 
chose it as there home; thus bringing new energy and ideas.  Others that do not choose 
to make this area their home will become ambassadorial advocates in other areas, 
because they will have a better and more thorough understanding of the impacting 
issues and what is truly needed in the area.   
(A full detailed process and procedural plan is available in the complete plan). 

 
4) Infusion of a New “No Quit” Policy Into the Educat ional Culture for Kindergarten 

through 12 th Grade 
 
Many years ago, an elderly man in Parkside public housing stated, “It’s not peer 
pressure that’s making these kids do bad, it’s any pressure”.  He was correct.  Children 
and youth are susceptible to modeling and emulating the actions of the most dominant 
behaviors around them, due to everything being new and exciting; both positive or 
negative.  Unfortunately, in many cases, the dominant models for them happen to come 
from the sub-cultures of crime and street life. 
 
By implementing the aforementioned 3 steps, K-12 students will have more of an 
opportunity to explore real examples of educational attainment being utilized on a daily 
basis.  The BIDs and Urban Villages will have, as a requirement, youth participation 
components in each newly defined area.  Each BID area will be responsible for 
exposing children and young adults to the various opportunities available through new 
collaborations with businesses, government and the universities.  No longer should a 
young person feel detached from the everyday experiences of the various employment 
fields available to them.  By doing so, each child and youth will then begin to understand 
their role in society and how to access their potential as citizens. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
In conclusion, is Detroit worth saving?  
 
One need ask themselves what is at stake here?  The answer is not a simple one to address, 
and it has many implications.  On one hand, there is a national and international question of 
“Detroit” the automotive industry.  In this regard, as stated before, we are not economist and 
lack the qualifications necessary to understand the impact of allowing the Big 3 to go 
neglected.  On the other hand, our focus is far more specific in nature and has less of a macro-
societal impact.  Essentially, our proposal is to deal with the impact of Detroit the “place” and 
the culture of our dependence on the industry therein for too long as a geographic area.  In this 
regard, we are actually dealing exclusively with the “Place” of Detroit and not the industry. 
 
As a place, it is easy to write Detroit off as America’s first great city in ruins; much like ancient 
Carthage, Greece, Macedonia or Timbuktu.  It is even easier to look at the rapidly declining 
population within the region and feel that the region will die on its’ own accord.  We think this 
would be easy, but myopic by missing a major opportunity.  We stated earlier in this proposal 
that we see things for what they could be and not necessarily what they are.  We have 
examined, however briefly, what Detroit is, but what Detroit could be is far greater than it 
currently appears.   
 
The city of Detroit, with all of its’ problems, 
still possesses a geographic location that 
offers unique scenarios.  It hosts one of the 
top international freight border crossings in 
the nation with a bridge and tunnel 
connecting to Canada.  Possessing a shared 
border with Canada, Detroit is divided at 
some points along the Detroit River by less 
than 200 meters.  Detroit is also located on 
the waterways leading to the Great Lakes.  
With these elements, this city could be 
primed as the newest premiere gateway to 
our country.  We believe, by implementing 
our strategies, Detroit can become a model 
for Rust Belt city conversion to “green”, by 
utilizing their natural resources in a responsible manner, namely by investing in our primary 
resource the Great Lakes or alternative energy production.  Detroit can also begin to reinvent 
itself by becoming the home of Midwest Commerce and Technology, by hosting international 
conferences on alternative energy and new business models.  The possibilities are vast. 
 
We are not naïve enough to believe we, as an urban planning & design firm, have “the” 
answer(s) to all that plagues our city, but we do believe we offer a plan that moves us toward 
looking at realistic alternatives to making this region viable again.  One need only examine the 
billions of dollars expended in our region since the 1970’s with Urban Development Action 
Grants (UDAG), Urban Renewal Funds, Neighborhood Opportunity Funds, Community 
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Development Block Grants and other resources to realize the problems are not primarily 
financial.  Federal Stimulus and Recovery Funds should be utilized as a national intervention 
when it comes to Detroit.  Any new resources should come with caveats.  No longer should 
financial resources be given to this region to simply feed the addiction to keep moving for the 
sake of “appearing” to be making progress.  A plan of action for reducing our dependence on 
the automotive industry’s manufacturing component should be a prerequisite for any resources 
coming into this area.  We believe our proposed plan is one step that moves in this direction. 
 
Our request is that our national leadership, from President Obama down, read this summary 
proposal and become interested in examining the implementation of our complete plan.  We 
are also not inflexible or arrogant in believing we can do this without the assistance of many of 
the other valuable professional and existing human resources in our nation.  Our goal is and 
has always been to transform urban areas from places that are feared into places that are 
desired.  Consequently, we seek your support in this plan.  If you need the full copy or need us 
to explain or present any part or in its’ entirety, we are prepared to send and/or present at your 
request. 
 
We thank you for the time and consideration of this plan. 
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Detroit Fast Facts 
 
 
-According to the FBI’s 2007 
Uniform Crime Report:  2,289.0 
violent crimes per 100,000 and 
6,771.6 property crimes per 
100,000 occur within the City of 
Detroit 
 
-Nearly 4,000 religious 
institutions in the Detroit area.  
70% of those are located within 
the city of Detroit borders.  
(Source-Southeastern Michigan 
Council of Religious Institutions) 
 
-According to the Southeast Michigan Council of Governments (SEMCOG), the Metropolitan 
Detroit Region has the highest rate of racial segregation amongst the largest 50 cities in 
America. 
 
-Over 60,000 taxable parcels of land within the borders of Detroit are under the jurisdiction of 
the City of Detroit, County of Wayne, Wayne County Treasurer or State of Michigan.  (source-
Detroit Tax Assessor’s Office, Wayne County Treasurer’s Public Information, State of Michigan) 
 
- According to the National Institute for Literacy, Detroit has an illiteracy rate of 47%.  Making 
Detroit, according to the NIL, “a higher illiteracy rate than countries in Africa -- where the 
children have never seen a book”. 
 
- The Three largest counties comprising the 
Detroit Metropolitan Area have 1 
Foreclosure in every 240 Housing Units.  
(Source-U.S. Census Data and RealtyTrac) 
 
-According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Detroit (MSA) has the highest 
Unemployment Rate in the United States, 
amongst the top 25 cities, at 13%.  
 
-Only Baltimore, Maryland (-11.5%) will 
claim more lost population in the projected 
2010 U.S. Census.  Detroit will lose 7.5%. 
 
-Forbes Magazine ranked Detroit as the 
“Worst City” in America in 2008. 

Metro Detroit 

2008 
estimates
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Considerations 
 
How long does it take before a person’s environment impacts their psychological outlook on 
themselves?   
 
Most of the nation is feeling the pain of our current economic crisis, citizens within the City of 
Detroit have viewed and experienced the following for over thirty years.  Most, if not all, of the 
environments within these photographs have been in this condition since the early 1980’s. 
 
Imagine a young person walking,  

��
 
 

Through this 
neighborhood, 

Pass this closed recreation center,

To see this 
retail shopping 

strip, And find the abandoned police station,

All before arriving at a school that had been 
closed recently. 

The above is the reality of most of 
Detroit residents.  These pictures are 

from northwest Detroit; which is 
considered the more stable part of the 

city.

The Ruin of the Nation, 
Begins in the Homes of its People

-Old African Proverb-
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