
WIDER DETROIT

The rise of Detroit as an economic 
powerhouse is largely linked to its role in 
the  industrial age. The colossal success of 
a Detroit dominated automobile industry, 
propelled the city to world-class status 
during the early 20th century.

Despite economic prosperity, the city was 
becoming increasingly unequal with a lack 
of accessible and affordable housing for a 
high number of African American citizens 
fleeing poor living and working conditions 
in the American South. In contrast with this 
influx of new residents, many automobile 
manufacturers took advantage of newly 
built highways by moving out of the city 
centre and with them local workers. 
Increased racial tensions, crime and 
lack of job opportunities in the core 
further hollowed out the once thriving 
inner city. By 1960, the city had 180,000 
fewer residents than in 1950. The second 
half of the 20th century saw continued 
population decline as many businesses 
and residents moved out of the city centre 
to the suburbs. 

Throughout the late 20th century and 
early 2000s, automation, outsourcing and 
global competition all contributed to the 
decline of the automobile industry that 
once helped fuel the Detroit economy. 
A decreased tax base contributed to a 
downward spiral as local government 
could not provide basic amenities for its 
residents.  

Since Detroit declared bankruptcy in 2013, 
the city has continued to try and reinvent 
itself yet remains burdened by years of 
disinvestment in quality infrastructure 
and services. Today’s Detroit has seen 
improvements in the city centre sharply 
contrast with the continued struggles in 
outer neighbourhoods. New leadership 
and public-private partnerships have 
contributed to the gentrification of 
areas of the city centre that has led to 
public realm enhancements, a greater 
sense of safety and increased economic 
activity,  yet changes have also led to the 
displacement of long-term residents. 

For the Detroiters who remain, there is 
a need to cultivate stronger and more 
resilient neighbourhoods. This requires 
building an ecosystem of socially 
connected communities, diversifying 
the local economy, reconnecting 
with nature and inviting residents 
and visitors to rediscover the city. 

STATEMENT OF INTENT

The City of Detroit has endured decades 
of crisis after crisis. While the city center 
has seen recent investment and 
improvements to the built environment, 
these changes have not been equitable 
and have only increased inequality. Large 
swaths of the city remain deserted after 
decades of depopulation and years 
of neglect.  Moreover, while Detroit’s 
prosperity was tied to the car industry, a 
reliance on the car has left many parts of 
the city physically and socially isolated.

In light of these challenges, we have  
concerns about the brief and the quality 
of the built environment such an approach 
would create. With an emphasis on luxury 
apartments and an exclusive hotel, the 
brief priorities may not enhance social 
connections between residents and 
visitors. 

The competition brief seeks a Detroit 
Waterfront District that will be an 
“international entertainment center 
pulsating with music, shows and lights 
reflected on the Detroit River”. To be 
clear, any building physically and socially 
isolated from the surrounding environment 
will not be pulsating with human activity 
throughout the day and night, but rather 
will repel public life. While the brief aims 
for luxury and prestige, this alone will not 
achieve a quality environment for people 
- the site must invite residents and visitors 
to stay, play and spend.

The Foundry will cast a new mold and 
direction for the city’s waterfront. Despite 
being home to beloved local sports 
teams, the Joe Louis Arena failed to fully 
integrate into the city and waterfront. 
Non-active façades combined with 
a lack of diversity in nearby food and 
retail opportunities contributed to a site 
that did not successfully interact with its 
surroundings or reach its economic  and 
environmental potential. 

The Foundry will help right this course with 
an attention to how the site will function 
as a part of a wider Detroit ecosystem. The 
long term vitality of The Foundry, depends 
on social, economic and environmental 
integration into the fabric of the wider city. 
To compliment The Foundry, we propose 
a liveable neighbourhood adjacent to 
the site - fostering a positive reciprocal 
relationship of mixed-use buildings with a 
wide bandwidth of tenure sizes and types 
for people of various life stages. 

Collectively, these moves will enhance 
the diversity and density of the Detroit 
Waterfront District. The Foundry will 
contribute to a high quality of life for 
residents while also attracting visitors from 
around the globe to a new world-class 
leisure and entertainment destination. 
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SITE

Being located on the western side of the 
riverfront, the site was historically used as 
a transhipment point where raw materials 
were moved from lake freighters to 
railroad cars. In the 1950s, construction 
of new freeways enhanced the ability 
of residents to live outside of the city 
centre and commute to work and leisure. 
City planners across the United States 
attempted to combat the large number 
of residents flocking to newly built suburbs 
by investing in the establishment of 
downtown entertainment destinations. 

The 1973 city plan sought “to encourage 
and facilitate the development of the 
riverfront by uses which derive a particular 
benefit from a riverfront location.” The 
subsequent construction of the Joe 
Louis Arena solidified the location as 
an entertainment destination but with 
no obvious pedestrian route to the 
arena, the site was largely accessible 
only by car.  The area also lacked food 
and retail opportunities resulting in most 
patrons - and their spending money - 
leaving the area by car after games 
and events. Without an attractive and 
inviting environment, the area also failed 
to capitalise on residents and visitors 
attending events in the nearby TCF 
(formerly COBO) convention centre.

Following the demolition of the arena, 
the site remains physically disconnected 
from the rest of the city: north-west by 
the busy freeway and large concrete 
elevated pathways, south-west by a 
sizeable parking lot and  north-east 
when the convention centre is not in 
use. The elevated People Mover remains 
a unique feature of the site, but cannot 
accommodate a large number of 
passengers limiting its effectiveness. 

Despite these challenges, the site is 
optimally positioned for views of the river 
and city.  The proposed riverfront plans 
offer hope of a legible and accessible 
link to the site. The convention centre 
also remains a key location for many city 
events. Playing off these strengths, the 
site must not only give locals and visitors 
a reason to visit once, but also invitations 
to stay, enjoy and continue to return. We 
envision The Foundry as an inviting and 
great place for people to live, work and 
play.

Markthal, Rotterdam

Scale

Rotterdam Markethal provides a mixed-
use program by creating a large void 
in the centre of the plan which is then 
surrounded and covered by the building 
program. The depth of the plan allows for 
the program to be incorporated without 
increasing the height of the building. 
The upper floors also provide a cover for 
the indoor market. We are interested in 
this design particularly for its scale and 
unique resolution to a mixed-use design 
problem.  Moreover, we are inspired 
by the use of the interior space as a 
gathering place.

Centre Pompidou, Paris

Structure

As a structural reference we have 
investigated the Pompidou Centre in 
Paris. The building is of a large scale with 
significant structural spans, but the steel 
structure appears light and tectonic 
on the façade. Paying homage to 
Detroit’s famed history of steel and metal 
manufacturing, we incorporate the 
materiality of a modern steel structure 
which would be clearly visible from the 
approach to the building. The Pompidou 
Centre is also renouned for dedicating 
half of its available site to public space, 
which we replicate in some way in our 
design.

PRECEDENT

Amager Bakke, Copenhagen

Program & Form

We are strongly influenced by the design 
of Amager Bakke for its mixed-use 
program and unique form. The building 
manifests itself as an urban hill, which can 
be climbed by visitors. The sloping roof 
also accommodates several recreational 
and leisure activities. The form creates 
opportunities beyond the specific program 
requirements, which is something we also 
incorporate. 
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STRUCTURE AND CAPABILITIES

Restaurant Entrance

Vantage Point

Trampolines

Skyline Viewpoint

Trail Running

Hiking Trail

Community Garden

Swings & Slide

Educational Garden

Retail Options

Stair Workout

Pop-up Vendors

Food & Drink

Art Installation

Seating Area

Invitation to Sit

Retail Options

Community  Space



LIVEABLE NEIGHBOURHOOD

We believe the proposal must be complemented by an 
appreciation of local conditions specific to the site. We 
carefully consider how people and nature will interact 
with The Foundry, the building’s relationship with the 
wider city and how the site will function as a liveable 
neighbourhood. 

While our focus is on the grounds of the former Joe Louis 
Arena, we suggest adjacent to this site is an attractive 
development opportunity. Currently a large parking lot, 
we envision the area can be transformed into a liveable 
neighbourhood, complimenting the use and activities on 
the competition site to enhance public life. We suggest 
a neighbourhood accommodating people in various life 
stages and diverse socio-economic backgrounds would 
greatly enhance the quality of life for residents and 
visitors living and visiting The Foundry. 

Attention to neighbourhood urban design is critical to 
the long term success any large-scale project. We adopt 
neighbourhood urban design principles that encourage 
social interaction and exercise that also contribute to 
communities that are more prosperous, have lower 
crime rates and greater overall community cohesion 
(UKGBC, 2016). 

The street layout of the liveable neighbourhood and the 
permeable ground level of The Foundry encourages 
pedestrian movement between the two sites and beyond. 
Active ground floor façades meanwhile enhance visual 
interest, making walking in the area enjoyable. The slope 
of The Foundry also meets the liveable neighbourhood 
at a human scale, while still maintaining an attractive 
view of the natural elements and activity on the roof for 
residents and visitors with recreational activities nearby. 
The notion of value is traditionally referred to in economic 
terms but we take a broader view. The value of The 
Foundry will be enhanced by offering a quality place 

that returns value for residents and visitors, “meeting 
and sustaining them in healthy, socially rich and 
economically productive lifestyles that touch lightly on 
the environment” (Carmona, 2019, p.4). In this way, the 
value of the site will delivery a quality built environment 
- a Detroit Waterfront District that delivers value (positive 
health, social, economic and environmental outcomes) 
and enhances the quality of life for all residents. 

The Foundry complimented and balanced by the 
adjacent liveable neighbourhood can collectively 
offer an image of the Detroit of the future, an inviting 
environment for both residents and visitors to enjoy and 
experience. The benefits of such a development would 
be reciprocal. A dense and diverse mixed-use Detroit 
Waterfront District will boost footfall and economic 
activity on both sites, enhance public life, increase safety 
and promote a healthy ecosystem for neighbourhood 
residents. 

With the site integrated back into the urban fabric of 
the city, The Foundry will reinvigorate the waterfront with 
a new destination reconnecting the site to the wider 
community and help forge a new direction for the City 
of Detroit.

...a higher quality of life for residents.a quality built environment delivering...

“Never ask what the city can do for your building, 
always ask what your building can do for the city."        
Jan Gehl

public 
amenities

private and 
exclusive 
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TYPICAL LUXE APARTMENT LAYOUT TYPICAL BUSINESS APARTMENT LAYOUT

HOTEL ROOM LAYOUT

Isopan Intensive GreenROOF

TYPICAL STRUCTURAL BAY DETAIL

TYPICAL LAYOUTS

MANNI Sipre Steel Structure

COMPOSITION OF THE SYSTEM
1. ISOPAN corrugated sandwich panel with waterproof 
protective film
2. Anti-root membrane
3. Mechanical protection layer, draining and water storage 
element DAKU, in sintered expanded polystyrene, with raw mass 
25 kg/m3 approx., 82 mm thickness and water storage capacity 
equal to approx. 13.1/l/m2.
4. Filter element: DAKU, stabilising geotextile in polypropylene 
fibres, 1.50 mm thick.
5. Cultivation layer: DAKU, consisting of DAKU and a mix of 
volcanic aggregates, having a granulometry within the limits 
defined by UNI 11235/2015 grain size and the apparent dry 
density between 700 and 800 kg/m3, and the substrate weight, 
when saturated, is lower than 1,175 kg/m3. 15 cm settled 
installation.
6. turf consisting of “microtherm” grass species for grassing with 
immediate effect, including levelling and rolling.

The primary steel structure is composed of 
universal sections of structual steel tubing 
and rolled beams. The system is re-inforced 
with tensile steel cables which provide the 
cross bracing.


