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LEGACY CHARRETTE

Each year, CNU’s Legacy Charrette teams work in the Congress host region to empower local leaders, 
advocates, and residents to implement New Urbanist principles, and build places where people and 
businesses can thrive and prosper. Each Legacy Project culminates in a three- to four-day workshop 
on site to explore opportunities, identify crucial roadblocks, engage local residents in visioning, and 
generate top-of-the-line design and placemaking strategies and deliverables.

Once host communities determine their own needs and areas of focus, CNU’s expert designers—na-
tional leaders in architecture, planning, placemaking, and revitalization—partner with local teams to 
prepare the scope of work, host the on-site workshop, and create the design deliverables. Those final 
documents are visual, engaging, strategic, and meant to be implemented immediately.

In April 2016, prior to CNU 24: The Transforming City, which was held June 8-11 in Detroit, MI, CNU 
brought its Congress Legacy Program to four Detroit-area communities:
1.  City of Detroit: Vernor Crossing/Southwest Detroit
2.  City of Detroit: Grandmont Rosedale
3.  City of Hazel Park
4.  City of Pontiac

Southwest (the subject of this report) is a region within Detroit.  It comprises several neighborhoods includ-
ing Delray, Mexicantown, Hubbard Farms, Detroit, Boynton-Oakwood Heights, and Springwells Village.  

The four Legacy Charrette teams transferred their final plans to their respective communities on Thurs-
day, June 9, 2016 as part of CNU 24.

FOUR-DAY CHARRETTE SCHEDULE

SUNDAY 4/17SATURDAY 4/16FRIDAY 4/15THURSDAY 4/14

8 AM

9 AM

10 AM

11 AM

12 PM

1 PM

2 PM

3 PM

4 PM

5 PM

6 PM

7 PM

8 PM

  

 TEAM BRIEFING 
 

PUBLIC OFFICIALS INPUT
Public Works, Safety, Police, 

Planning & Zoning, Economic 
Development, Housing, Parks, 

Urban Agriculture

STUDIO WORK SESSION

PIN-UP REVIEW

HAPPY HOUR ENGAGE-
MENT WITH RESIDENTS

  

  

 TEAM ARRIVES 
 

MEET AT WORK SPACE
Detroit Cristo Rey High School

5679 Vernor Highway

TOUR SITE

  

  

TEAM BRIEFING

RESIDENT INPUT
Neighborhood Associa-

tion, Merchants & Business 
Owners, Faith-based Groups, 

Non-Profit, Land Owners, 
Developers, Existing and 

Potential Residents

STUDIO WORK SESSION

PIN-UP REVIEW

  

  

 TEAM BRIEFING 
 

STUDIO WORK SESSION

PUBLIC OPEN HOUSE

DRAFT-PLAN
PRESENTATION

STUDIO CLEAN UP

TEAM DEPARTS



STUDY AREA

The site for the Legacy Charrette is centered on a 7-acre land parcel with a 60,000 square foot aban-
doned Detroit Public Works facility (shown in red).  It is strategically located in the center of Southwest 
Detroit and lies between two neighborhoods, Springwells Village to the west and Mexicantown to the 
east.  Southwest Detroit is bifurcated by active freight railroad lines which run adjacent to the site.  To the 
west of the site is the Detroit Intermodal Freight Terminal which generates a large amount of truck traffic 
through the neighborhoods.  The economic success found in the adjacent community of Corktown is 
causing lower-income residents to migrate west into Southwest Detroit in search of affordable housing.  
The Vernor Crossing site has the potential of transforming from a forgotten abandoned area into a mixed-
use, mixed-income, walkable neighborhood that serves all the communities within Southwest Detroit.





EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Congress for the New Urbanism (CNU) works to balance design and policy in order to make 
communities better, more walkable, and sustainable. The members of CNU have a proven track record 
of building places people love that foster community and citizen pride. In 2016, CNU 24: The Trans-
forming City was held in Detroit. In addition to hosting sessions, tours, and networking events, CNU 
organized four Legacy Charrettes (in and around Detroit) to promote and demonstrate the application 
of great urban design, guided by the CNU Charter.

In partnership with the Southwest Detroit Business Association, a team of national experts volunteered 
to investigate opportunities for new affordable and market rate housing and public space without dis-
placing existing residents. The study area, focused at the intersection of Livernois Avenue and Vernor 
Highway, consists of several blocks of commercial and residential buildings and is anchored by the 
60,000 square foot Detroit Public Works Building. 

CNU’s four-day Legacy Charrette included tours of the site, and extensive meetings with local officials, 
city staff, residents and stakeholders. Working in a classroom in a school building within the study 
area, the team developed a vision and implementation plan that supports phased development.

At the conclusion of the charrette, the project team presented Eight Action Idea for Southwest Detroit:
1. Eliminate freight truck traffic through the neighborhood
2. Reconfigure streets to create a central square
3. Convert vacant sites into new parks
4. Encourage residential activation of existing upper floors of historic mixed-use building
5. Use vacant city-controlled land for a variety of new housing types 
6. Incorporate a range of civic spaces
7. Transform existing antenna tower into a neighborhood landmark
8. Reposition the Detroit Public Works Building into a community center and maker space.

To maximize the transformation of Southwest Detroit into a walkable community, all eight recommen-
dations should be implemented. However, the eight may be implemented on varying timelines. The 
recommendation to eliminate freight truck traffic through the neighborhood is crucial for making a safe 
walkable environment. Two options are proposed for reconfiguring the Livernois-Vernor intersection 
and making a central “town green”.

VISION AND PRIORITIES

The inclusionary process with residents, business owners, and civic leaders, provided the team with 
an understanding of the strengths, opportunities and challenges of the area, which helped defined five 
framework principles to guide the charrette:

• Environmental Justice
• Civic Spaces with Pedestrian Focus
• Support for Existing Residents & Local Businesses
• Stewardship of Land by Enacting Policies to Utilize Vacant Sites
• Housing Choices for Diverse Population





WHAT YOU TOLD US

ABOUT THE COMMUNITY

By listening to residents, business owners, and civic leaders, ex-
ploring the neighborhood, and understanding the strengths and 
challenges of the community, the project teams summarized 
what they heard about the community:
• It is diverse and includes a large immigrant population
• It is a residential community composed of  skilled craftsmen, 

artists, and entrepreneurs
• It is predominantly an all-cash community with untapped 

and unrecognized spending power
•  It is a transit-dependent population with limited access to 

soft goods and services
•  It is a community that accommodates more than its “fair 

share” of very low-income subsidized housing 
•  It is at risk of becoming unaffordable due to adjacent rapidly 

gentrifying neighborhoods
•  It is limited in providing housing options and choices for res-

idents of all ages

COMMUNITY NEEDS

•  Investment and legislation to protect existing residents, busi-
nesses, and neighborhood character

•  Housing options to accommodate middle-income residents, 
extended families, youth, and relatives

•  A fund to assist residents with their home improvement and 
repair

•  A streamlined proactive process for Wayne County to trans-
fer tax foreclosed property to the City Land Bank

•  Walkable, neighborhood-serving soft goods, retail, and pub-
lic services

•  Improved parks with outdoor and indoor facilities for passive 
recreation and active sports

•  Spaces for cultural events, such as Quinceañeras celebra-
tions, performance, and artistic expression

•  Multi-purpose recreational spaces that can be used as a mov-
ie theatre, bowling alley, and play rehearsals

•  Expand the cultural mural program with neighborhood artists 
•  Low-cost maker and shared space for workshops, culinary 

services, tailoring, gardening, auto-repair, etc.
•  Incubator spaces for encourage entrepreneurship and start-

up businesses
•  Reliable transit options that operate long hours from early 

morning to late in the evening





COMMUNITY CHALLENGES & ISSUES

Railroad:  
•  Poorly maintained viaducts, tunnels regularly flood
•  Railroad tracks divide the neighborhood
•  Freight depot generates abundant truck traffic

Trucks:
•  Heavy truck traffic through neighborhood damages the roads, 

contributes to air, noise and dust pollution
•  Freight truck traffic through the neighborhoods is detrimental to 

public safety and walkability

New Bridge to Canada (Gordie Howe Bridge):
•  Community uninformed about decisions regarding the area 

around the bridge landing
•  How will additional traffic be mitigated ?
•  Will more industrial and storage facilities be built ?

Housing:
•  Rising prices, maintenance costs, and speculative developers 

are making homeownership out-of-reach for existing residents  

Neglected Properties:
•  Abundance of tax foreclosed properties exist, with no strategy to 

make parcels available to potential homeowners and developers

Barriers to Services: 
•  Many residents cannot safely go to places outside of the neigh-

borhood
•  Many residents do not qualify for a driver license and/or credit 
•  Many residents cannot access public programs, services, and 

traditional financing

Population Diaspora:
•  After graduating, young residents often move outside the neigh-

borhood to start their own families

“The air quality is terrible due to the truck traffic.  I keep 
my house incredibly clean, but because of the con-
stant truck fumes it always smells terrible inside.” 

–Southwest Resident



THE SITE

The design team studied a one-square mile surrounding the primary study area, which was centered on 
Livernois Avenue and Vernor Highway.   The team documented and analyzed the existing infrastructure, 
the history of the site, land use patterns, pedestrian and vehicular circulation, commercial street frontage, 
vacant land parcels, vacant buildings, and previous planning studies that were done for the area.  The site 
analysis, review, and stakeholder comments formed the framework for the urban design recommendations 
and strategic interventions, aimed at improving the quality of life for the residents as well as creating a place 
that would attract new residents, both homeowners and renters.  The Vernor Crossing area is perceived 
as a ‘gap’ between two neighborhoods to the east and west.  The primary urban design strategy is to 
make a place, a moment of arrival, as opposed to driving through the present condition of placelessness.



SITE ANALYSIS

The site analysis revealed the following opportunities: 
• Street grids could be manipulated to make a town green — public space.
• Vacant upper floors above existing retail can return to residential use, providing affordable housing.
•   The adaptive reuse and renovation of the Detroit Public Works Building could support training, 

promote cultural events, recreation, and foster entrepreneurial activities.
•   Railroad viaduct maintenance, lighting, and flooding can be addressed
•  Vacant land can support a catalytic housing intervention such as a bungalow court.
•   Existing residents can support additional soft goods retail and housing options 
•   Parks and play areas can be built on vacant tax-defaulted properties
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SCHEME ONE — MASTER PLAN

Master Plan Summary: Fill-in all the vacant spaces and complete the street wall on the two arterial 
thoroughfares that define Vernor Crossing.  A ‘Town Green’ is proposed at the northwest intersection 
of Livernois Avenue and Vernor Highway.  McMillian Street is extended westward to wrap around the 
public space.  Livernois Avenue is narrowed to 4 lanes and a linear park built in the recaptured right-of-
way.  The linear park is fronted by 3-story townhouses.  The Detroit Public Works Building is partially 
demolished and renovated to serve as the arts, recreation, and cultural facility for the neighborhood.  
Maker spaces are incorporated into the renovation.  Bivouac and Toledo Streets are extended into the 
7-acre site to form manageable and developable blocks.  Infill housing, parks and playgrounds are 
proposed for vacant lots to complete the neighborhood.



EXISTING CONDITIONS

The Southwest Detroit Business Association 
wishes to take control of the 60,000 sq ft Detroit 
Public Works (DPW) Building and its 7-acre site, 
which occupies the northwest corner of the Liv-
ernois Avenue and Vernor Highway intersection.

Scheme One is divided into five phases of de-
velopment.  The phasing schedule is influenced 
by the estimated absorption rate as per the target 
market housing study.  The study suggests an ab-
sorption rate of 500 units over the next 5 years, 
which translates to approximately 100 units per 
year.  The study area has three times more capac-
ity than current demand.  

PHASE ONE

Phase One includes three housing products total-
ing 100 dwelling units to be offered in year one: 
1) 58 new dwelling units, in mixed-income rental 
residential building on the DPW site; 
2) 12 new townhouse condominiums on the east-
side of Livernois Avenue; and 
3) 30 rehabilitated rental residential units above 
retail in existing mixed-use buildings along the 
Vernor Highway corridor.
4) A maximum of 12,000 square feet of street-lev-
el retail is located at the base of the mixed-use 
building along Livernois Avenue.

PHASE ONE Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family —  —
Carriage House —  —
Multi-Unit Residential —  —
Townhouses 12  11,300
Mixed-Use Building 58  15,300
Renovated Flats over retail 30  —
Max. Number of Units 100

RETAIL Street Level   12,000

ALL PHASES Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family 260  —
Carriage House 216  —
Multi-Unit Residential 112  55,600
Townhouses 84  94,600
Mixed-Use Building 781  215,600
Renovated Flats over retail 50  —
Max. Number of Units 1,455

RETAIL Street Level   159,000



PHASE TWO

Phase Two includes partial demolition (30,000 
sq ft) and renovation of the DPW Building into 
an arts, recreation, cultural center, and maker 
space.  

The phasing chart (below) and site plan identi-
fies locations for 140 dwelling units, of which 
there is a demand for 100 units.  Not all iden-
tified sites should or will be built on in Phase 
Two. 

PHASE THREE

Phase Three starts with Livernois Avenue being 
transformed to a 4-lane thoroughfare, return-
ing it to its original alignment and width.  The 
right-of-way gained is made into a linear park.  

The phasing chart and site plan identifies loca-
tions for 260 dwelling units, of which there is 
a demand for only 100 units.  Not all identified 
sites should or will be built on in Phase Three. 

PHASE TWO Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family 32  —
Carriage House 9  4,500
Multi-Unit Residential 8  3,600
Townhouses 12  12,000
Mixed-Use Building 75  20,000
Renovated Flats over retail 5  —
Max. Number of Units 140

RETAIL Street Level   15,000

PHASE THREE Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family 55  —
Carriage House 41  —
Multi-Unit Residential 32  16,000
Townhouses 12  12,000
Mixed-Use Building 115  31,000
Renovated Flats over retail 5  —
Max. Number of Units 260

RETAIL Street Level   28,000



PHASE FOUR

In Phase Four the triangular parcel to the west 
of the DPW Building site is developed.  If the 
owner of the site wished not to build on the 
site, there are plenty of vacant sites available 
to meet the demand of 100 dwelling units as 
identified in the target market housing study.

The existing thoroughfares to the south of Ver-
nor Highway are extended northward to form a 
network within the DPW block.  

PHASE FIVE

Phase Five sees the development of the southside 
of Vernor Highway with mixed-use, mixed-in-
come rental buildings.

The amount of vacant land for mixed-use devel-
opment, and additional affordable units such as 
carriage houses, far exceeds the current demand.   
The 500 new dwelling units added to the housing 
stock can be well constructed, energy efficient, 
and designed to make special places.  The rent-
al units need to be proficiently managed.  Both 
these factors can instigate a revitalization process 
that is hungry for the supply embodied within this 
neighborhood.

PHASE FIVE Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family 79  —
Carriage House 84  —
Multi-Unit Residential 12  6,000
Townhouses 0  0
Mixed-Use Building 128  34,000
Renovated Flats over retail 5  —
Max. Number of Units 308

RETAIL Street Level   27,000

PHASE FOUR Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family 98  —
Carriage House 82  —
Multi-Unit Residential 60  30,000
Townhouses 9  9,000
Mixed-Use Building 56  15,000
Renovated Flats over retail 5  —
Max. Number of Units 310

RETAIL Street Level   12,000
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SCHEME TWO — MASTER PLAN

Master Plan Summary:  Interrupt Vernor Highway with a rectangular ‘Town Green,” making a place 
that one arrives at, instead of a place one drives through.  Livernois Avenue is narrowed to 4 lanes and 
the reclaimed land is used as sites for 4-story mixed use retail and residential buildings.  The primary 
goal is to infill all vacant frontages to make a continuous street wall on Southwest’s two primary streets.  
The Detroit Public Works Building (DPWB) is partially demolished and renovated to serve as the arts, 
recreation, cultural facility for the neighborhood.  Maker spaces are incorporated into the renovation.    
Toledo, Bivouac, and McMillian Streets are extended westward, and Infantry and Casgrain Streets are 
extended northward into the 7-acre PBW site to form smaller blocks.  Infill housing, parks and play-
grounds are proposed for vacant lots to complete the neighborhood.



PHASE ONE

Phase One includes three housing products: 1) 
a new 36 units mixed-income rental residential 
building on the DPW building site; 2) 24 new 
townhouse condominiums; 3) 30 rehabilitated 
rental residential units above retail in existing 
mixed-use buildings along the Vernor Highway 
corridor.  McMillian Street is extended westward 
into the site to access the townhouses.

The 90 units is shy of the 100 dwelling unit ab-
sorption rate that was identified in the target mar-
ket housing study.

A maximum of 7,000 square feet of street-level 
retail can be provided in phase one.

EXISTING CONDITIONS

The Southwest Detroit Business Association 
wishes to take control of the 60,000 sq ft Detroit 
Public Works (DPW) Building and its 7-acre site, 
which occupies the northwest corner of the Liv-
ernois Avenue and Vernor Highway intersection.

The site has the potential of supplying in excess 
of 1,800 dwelling units, without changing the 
character of the neighborhood.  Vacant sites can 
be filled with single-family houses that support 
the existing fabric, and sites along the arterial 
thoroughfares can accommodate mixed-income, 
mixed-use buildings providing in excess of a 
1,000 rental units.

PHASE ONE Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family —  —
Carriage House —  —
Multi-Unit Residential —  —
Townhouses 24  20,000
Mixed-Use Building 36  9,000
Renovated Flats over retail 30  —
Max. Number of Units 90

RETAIL Street Level   7,000

ALL PHASES Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family 260  —
Carriage House 216  —
Multi-Unit Residential 112  55,600
Townhouses 114  114,000
Mixed-Use Building 1,081  290,000
Renovated Flats over retail 50  —
Max. Number of Units 1,838 

RETAIL Street Level   231,000



PHASE TWO
Phase Two includes partial demolition (30,000 sq 
ft) and renovation of the DPW Building into an 
arts, recreation, cultural, and maker space.  Two 
mixed-income rental residential buildings are 
constructed to the north of the DPW’s building.  
Additional residential units above retail are reha-
bilitated and made available for rent.  Toledo and  
Bivouac Streets are extended westward into the 
site.

Affordable single family homes are built in a clus-
ter south of Vernor Highway to create a critical 
mass of development within the vacant available 
land.

PHASE THREE
Phase Three starts with Livernois Avenue being 
transformed to a 4-lane thoroughfare, returning it 
to its original alignment and width.  The addition-
al right-of-way gained permits the construction 
of two mixed-income rental residential buildings 
(115 units).  The town green starts to takes shape, 
and vacant properties within the neighborhood are 
infilled with single-family homes, auxiliary car-
riage house units, duplex and four-plex buildings.

The abundant potential supply of vacant proper-
ties and underutilized sites, provides many op-
portunities for development in choice locations 
within the neighborhood.

PHASE TWO Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family 32  —
Carriage House 9  —
Multi-Unit Residential 8  3,600
Townhouses 0  —
Mixed-Use Building 75  20,000
Renovated Flats over retail 5  —
Max. Number of Units 129

RETAIL Street Level   16,000

PHASE THREE Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family 55  —
Carriage House 41  —
Multi-Unit Residential 32  16,000
Townhouses 0  0
Mixed-Use Building 115  31,000
Renovated Flats over retail 5  —
Max. Number of Units 248

RETAIL Street Level   24,000



PHASE FOUR
Phase Four includes the building of two mixed-in-
come rental residential buildings (180 units) to 
the north and south of Vernor Highway.  These 
buildings have street frontage retail along the pri-
mary corridor streets.  

The phasing chart and site plan identifies sites 
for 400+ dwelling units, of which there is a 
demand for only 100 units.  Not all identified 
sites should or will be built on in Phase Four.

There is an abundance of retail space opportu-
nities within the new mixed-use building be-
ing proposed.  Some of this retail space may 
be used as maker space as well as street-level 
offices.

PHASE FIVE
The triangular parcel to the west of the DPW 
building site is developed.  The site can accom-
modate 300 rental dwelling units. 

Mitchell Street is extended through the site as a 
four-lane thoroughfare to connect to Vernor High-
way.  This is the prelude for closing Vernor High-
way and extending the town green southward to 
make a rational and memorable place.

PHASE FIVE Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family 76  —
Carriage House 84  —
Multi-Unit Residential 12  6,000
Townhouses 48  48,000
Mixed-Use Building 300  80,000
Renovated Flats over retail 5  —
Max. Number of Units 525

RETAIL Street Level   64,000

PHASE FOUR Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family 98  —
Carriage House 81  —
Multi-Unit Residential 60  30,000
Townhouses —  —
Mixed-Use Building 180  50,000
Renovated Flats over retail 5  —
Max. Number of Units 424

RETAIL Street Level   40,000



PHASE SIX

A portion of Vernor Highway is closed (between Liv-
ernois and Casgrain), diverting traffic onto Mitchell 
Street.  The rectangular town green is completed 
with mixed-use buildings defining its edges.

The amount of vacant land for mixed-use devel-
opment, single family homes, and additional af-
fordable units such as carriage houses, far exceeds 
the current demand.   The 500 new dwelling units 
added to the housing stock can be well construct-
ed, energy efficient, and designed to make special 
places.  The rental units need to be proficiently 
managed.  Both these factors can instigate a revi-
talization process that is hungry for the abundant 
supply embodied within this neighborhood.

PHASE FIVE Units  Sq Ft
HOUSING
Single Family —  —
Carriage House —  —
Multi-Unit Residential —  
Townhouses 42  42,000
Mixed-Use Building 375  100,000
Renovated Flats over retail 5  —
Max. Number of Units 422

RETAIL Street Level   80,000



RECOMMENDATION ONE
Eliminate the freight trucks through the neighborhood

Transportation
•  Restrict truck traffic through the Southwest Detroit neighborhood.
•  Close Dix Street entrance to the Detroit Intermodal Freight Terminal (DIFT) center and use Livernois 

entrance north of railroad tracks.
•  Restore the Military Road viaduct.
•  Develop alternate traffic pattern to divert new traffic generated by future Gordie Howe Bridge, so 

that existing and additional future truck traffic does not come through the neighborhood.

Restore Military Rd viaduct to augment Livernois Ave 
traffic, once road diet has been implemented

(1) Close temporary Dix Street entrance and use 
(2) Livernois Avenue entrance, north of tracks

Divert traffic from Gordie Howe Bridge landing to 
I-75 to avoid going through the neighborhood

Restore Military Rd viaduct Truck on Livernois Avenue with Detroit Public 
Works Building and antenna tower.

Livernois Avenue seen from Toledo Street with train 
crossing over viaduct



RECOMMENDATION TWO
Reconfigure streets to create a central square

Road Diet
•  Place Livernois Avenue on a ‘road diet’ reducing number of lanes to four, two in both directions, 

similar to the original 1905 design.

At present Livernois Avenue is designed to accommodate heavy trucks traffic.  The large curb radii and 
wide travel lanes are not conducive to pedestrians.  To support the transformation of the Detroit Public 
Works Building to a community facility, it must be safely accessible by bicyclist and pedestrians.  The 
transformation of Livernois Avenue is essential in making a pedestrian– and bicycle–friendly environment.

1905 Livernois Avenue
Today’s Vernor Highway (formerly known as Dix Street) formed the 
boundary of two street grids.  Livernois Avenue terminated at Ver-
nor Highway.  Two streets, Artillery and Dragoon, were off-set and 
continued south and terminated at the river.

Between 1895 and 1906, the city limits of a rapidly expanding De-
troit followed Livernois Avenue, extended west on Dix Street, and 
continued south on Artillery. 

All streets in this area were originally named with a military theme.

1948 Livernois Avenue
Livernois Avenue was widened in the 1920s from its original 48’ 
wide curb-to-curb dimension to a 90’ wide boulevard, when the 
Michigan Central Railroad (MCRR) viaduct was constructed.  To 
connect traffic moving north to south across Vernor Highway, a 
short connector was built with a 60’ width to the west of the origi-
nal Livernois Avenue alignment.  Artillery Street was renamed Liv-
ernois Avenue creating a unified name along the corridor.  This was 
a busy intersection in the 1940s, as the MCRR and streetcar yard 
occupied the northwest corner of Vernor Highway and Livernois 
Avenue.

1950 Livernois Avenue
The trend in the 1950s was to convert two-way streets to one-way 
to increase efficiency for through traffic flow, with little concern 
for the impact on community life.  Livernois and Dragoon were 
converted to a one-way couplet south of Vernor Highway.  To fa-
cilitate northbound traffic, Dragoon was extended with a one-way 
thoroughfare to connect to Livernois.



Scheme Two — Livernois Avenue & Vernor Highway
The scheme proposes that Livernois Avenue (between the railroad 
viaduct and Vernor Highway) be returned to it original 1905 align-
ment and 48’ width, terminating at Vernor Highway.  This road diet 
is specifically undertaken to discourage truck traffic through the 
neighborhood.  Vernor Highway is disrupted by a town green that 
demarcates the center of the community, making a place of arrival.  
The town green is fronted by mixed-use buildings that provide a 
wide range of housing options, street-level retail, office space, and 
live-work units.  The buildings are a maximum of five stories with 
a 60’ height limit.

Scheme One — Livernois Avenue & Vernor Highway
The scheme proposes that Livernois Avenue (between the railroad 
viaduct and Vernor Highway) be returned to it original 1905 align-
ment and 48’ width, terminating at Vernor Highway.  The gained 
right-of-way is transformed to a linear park that traverses the neigh-
borhood from north to south.  A town green is made at the north-
west intersection of Vernor and Livernois, that demarcates the cen-
ter of the community, making a place of arrival.  The town green is 
fronted by mixed-use buildings that provide a wide range of hous-
ing options, street-level retail, office space, and live-work units.  
The buildings are a maximum of five stories with a 60’ height limit.

Placemaking
•  Reconfigure thoroughfares to make a central square at the intersection of Livernois Avenue and 

Vernor Highway.

The confluence of several grid patterns colliding with the railroad track alignments provides an oppor-
tunity to create a Town Green.  The new town green shall be adjacent to the new Arts / Recreation / 
Culture facility to create a destination between the two existing commercial corridors to the east and 
west.  Three town green options are studied below.

Scheme Two B — Livernois Avenue & Vernor Highway 
Similar to Scheme Two the town green is enlarged and engaged 
with the western block.  A pedestrian walk between the town green 
and new mixed-use buildings provides access to retail frontage on 
the park.



RECOMMENDATION THREE
Identify vacant sites for new parks

Parks & Playgrounds
•  Identify vacant sites that can be transformed into parks that serve a diverse and varied age groups.

Parks have the power to transform the quality of life and stitch together the urban fabric of cities.  
They are democratic places that serve all members of the community who may chose to gather, relax, 
play, and commune with nature, improving mental and physical health.  Historically great parks have 
promoted community engagement and helped spur economic development.  Parks contribute to the 
happiness of citizens, strengthen communities and help sustain our cities.

2 1/2 minute walk radii from the two existing play-
grounds south of Vernor Highway.

5 minute walk radii from the two existing play-
grounds.

2 1/2 minute walk radii from proposed parks and 
playgrounds.

5 minute walk radii from proposed parks and play-
grounds.

2 1/2 minute walk radii from existing and proposed 
parks and playgrounds.

5 minute walk radii from existing and proposed 
parks and playgrounds.

One of the two playgrounds in 
the neighborhood is currently 
being renovated to include a 
soccer field.  It is recommend-
ed that the other playing field 
also be renovated to include a 
second soccer field, as this is 
a popular sport among all ages 
within the community.

Several smaller scale parks are 
proposed on vacant tax de-
faulted land.  These parks have 
different programs to cater to 
varying age groups — from tot-
lots to active play equipment, 
to basketball courts, to exercise 
equipment, to passive relax-
ation spaces for the elderly to 
congregate. 

As the diagram on the left illus-
trates, the goal is to have a park 
or playing field within a 5-min-
ute walk of every home in the 
neighborhood.



 PROPOSED PLAYGROUND

 VACANT CORNER LOT



RECOMMENDATION FOUR
Encourage residential in existing upper floors of historic mixed-use building

As windshield survey suggests that there are several buildings on the Vernor Highway corridor that 
have retail space on street level and vacancy on upper levels.  Many of these buildings used to have 
residential uses above retail.  It may be possible to bundle these upper floor residential units and apply 
for Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) as incentives for the utilization of private equity in the 
development of affordable housing aimed at the low-income population within the neighborhood.  24 
buildings on Vernor Highway were surveyed as part of this study.

                                              Live Above Retail

                                              Live Within Retail

                                              Live Behind Retail (Attached)

                                              Live Behind Retail (Detached)









RECOMMENDATION FIVE
Use vacant city-controlled land for a variety of new housing types and markets

Prerequisite
•  Streamline transfer of tax-defaulted properties to permit building of diverse housing types.  

The Missing Middle refers to the range of multi-unit or clustered housing types compatible in scale 
with single-family homes that help meet the growing demand for walkable urban living.  These types 
provide diverse housing options along a spectrum of affordability, including duplexes, four-plexes, and 
bungalow courts, to support walkable communities, locally-serving retail, and public transportation 
options. Missing Middle Housing provides a solution to the mismatch between the available U.S. hous-
ing stock and shifting demographics combined with the growing demand for walkability.
1.  CARRIAGE HOUSE:  An accessory structure typically located at the rear of the property and ac-
cessed from an alley.  It provides either a small residential unit or home office above the garage.  This 
type is useful for providing affordable housing choices that can serve multi-generational needs.
2.  BUNGALOW COURT:  A type of single family residential configuration that features several small 
houses arranged around a central garden or courtyard.  These dwelling units have their front door, 
porches, or their stoops facing the courtyard.  Automobile and garage access is accommodated by an 
alley, or a common parking area.  The bungalow type is an effective infill redevelopment opportunity 
for urban blocks or deep lots within a single family neighborhood.
3.  SINGLE FAMILY:  A small- to medium-sized detached structure that is essentially one dwelling unit.  
Lot widths may vary from 22’ to 66’ depending on the platting.
4.  DUPLEX:  A small- to medium-sized detached structure that consists of two side-by-side or stacked 
dwelling units, both facing the street, and within a single building massing.  This type typically has 
the appearance of a small- to medium-sized single family house and is appropriately scaled to fit in a 
single family neighborhood.
5.  TRIPLEX & QUAD:  A small- to medium-sized detached structures that consist of three and four 
dwelling units within the single building massing.  This type sometimes has the appearance of a me-
dium- to large-sized single family house, or a small apartment building typically located on a corner 
lot of a residential block.  The type unobtrusively affords higher density within a single family neigh-
borhood.
6.   ROWHOUSE:  A small- to medium-sized attached structure that consists of 3 to 8 dwelling units 
placed side-by-side.  This type is typically located within a medium density neighborhood or in a lo-
cation that transitions from single-family to mixed-use.
7.  APARTMENT HOUSE:   A medium sized structure that consists of 4 or more dwelling units with one 
shared entry or individual entries along the front and/or side.  This type has the appearance of a large 
house and is appropriately scaled to fit in a single family neighborhood.
8.  COURTYARD APARTMENT:  A medium- to large-sized structure that consists of multiple dwelling 
units.  This type may have a landscaped forecourt that is open to the street, with the main entry located 
within the courtyard. 
9.  APARTMENT:  A medium- to large-sized structure that consists of multiple dwelling units.  This type 
is appropriately scaled to fit in medium-density neighborhoods.
10.  COTTAGE RENTAL:  A small- to medium-sized detached structure.  It is intended to provide retail 
or service uses on the ground floor, but may also accommodate flexible or incremental uses to meet 
changing trends or growing business demands.  The building type will typically have a residential mass, 
scale, and composition that allows it to integrate into adjacent residential areas.



 1. CARRIAGE HOUSE

 2. BUNGALOW COURT



 3. SINGLE FAMILY

 4. DUPLEX



 5. TRIPLEX & QUAD

 6. ROWHOUSE



 7. APARTMENT HOUSE

 8. COURTYARD APARTMENT



 9. APARTMENT

 10. COTTAGE RENTAL



Building elevations on Military Road between McMillian and Bivouac Streets 

Building elevations on Military Road between Bivouac and Military Streets 

Building elevations on Toledo Road between Military Street and Livernois Avenue 

TOLEDO STREET

M
ILITARY STREET

DETROIT PUBLIC
WORKS BUILDING

Plan of study area highlighting Toledo and Military 
Street

Elevations studies for infill housing, based on Detroit typological precedents

INFILL HOUSING OPPORTUNITIES
The blocks adjacent to the Detroit Public Works Building offers several opportunities for infill housing.  
Buildings along Military and Toledo Streets were documented to analyze the potential for infill housing 
and develop an understanding of building character.  Elevation studies were prepared based on the 
local typologies.  The collaged photographic strip elevation below illustrate the rich variety and robust 
character of the housing stock, despite being a middle-class neighborhood. 





RECOMMENDATION SIX
Identify opportunities to add a range of civic spaces

Public Realm
•  Identify opportunities to make a diverse range of civic spaces for residents to use.

The Public realm is defined as any publicly owned streets, pathways, right of ways, parks, publicly ac-
cessible open spaces and any public and civic building and facilities.  The quality of the public realm 
is vital for a community to retain and attract people who want to live and work in the neighborhood. 

A comment that was echoed several time during conversations with residents, was the need for com-
munity gathering spaces.  Local Latino culture emphasizes gathering informally outdoors to socialize 
and participate in active recreation, such as soccer. 

The design team identified several location for public space interventions.  Five examples of public 
space transformations are illustrated on the following pages.

PLAZA
 A HARDSCAPE

PLAZA IS PROPOSED IN 
FRONT OF THE PUBLIC 

WORKS BUILDING.  
THE SPACE CAN ALSO 

BE USED FOR PARKING 
WHEN NEEDED.

TOWN GREEN
THE EXISTING 

THOROUGHFARES ARE
RECONFIGURED TO 

MAKE A CENTRAL 
TOWN SQUARE 

PLAYGROUND
EXISTING PLAY AREA TO 

BE TRANSFORMED TO 
A SOCCER FIELD AND 
BASKETBALL COURTS.  

ON THE NORTHERN 
EDGE, A MIXED-USE 

BUILDING IS PROPOSED 
AT THE CORNER OF 
VERNOR HIGHWAY 

AND DRAGOON STREET 
WITH  CARRIAGE 

HOUSES DEFINING THE 
WESTERN ALLEY EDGE.   

NEIGHBORHOOD 
PLAYGROUND
 VACANT PROPERTY 
TRANSFORMED TO A 
PLAYGROUND

CHURCH SQUARE / 
COURAGE PLAZA
THE STREET AND 
PARKING LOT 
ACROSS FROM 
COURAGE CHURCH  
ON MILITARY STREET 
IS TRANSFORMED 
TO A CIVIC SPACE.  
THE SPACE CAN 
CONTINUE TO SERVE 
AS A PARKING LOT, 
AND THE STREET 
CAN BE BLOCKED 
WHEN THE SPACE 
IS BEING USED FOR 
PUBLIC EVENTS.

LIV
ERN

O
IS AV

EN
U

E

VERNOR HIGHWAY

LIVERN
O

IS AVEN
U

E

VERNOR HIGHWAY

D
RAG

O
O

N
 STREET

RECOMMENDED PUBLIC SPACE PLAN



 EXISTING PLAYGROUND

 PROPOSED SOCCER FIELD & BASKETBALL COURTS



CHURCH SQUARE

COURAGE PLAZA
The handsome brick Courage 
Church on Military Street offers 
the opportunity to create a civic 
square that borrows space from 
the parking lot across the street, 
and the thoroughfare.  

Planting trees and painting the 
ground surface can transform 
this unattractive entryway to 
the church into a beautiful 
forecourt, that is worthy of the 
building’s architecture.

The space can be used for wed-
ding receptions and other forms 
of outdoor celebrations.

When the space is not required 
for events it can continue to be 
used as a parking lot, as seen 
on the lower left image.





PROPOSED TOWN GREEN



TOWN GREEN & PLAZA
The illustration shows the Town 
Green as proposed in Scheme 
Two, and the adaptive reuse of 
the Detroit Public Works Build-
ing (DPWB) into a arts, recre-
ation, cultural center, and mak-
er space.

The vast open space in front of 
the DPWB is designed and de-
tailed as a public plaza.  It can 
be used for a variety of outdoor 
activities, and can also be used 
for parking (as shown in the il-
lustration).

The DPWB has a flat roof, 
which is approximately 3/4 acre 
in size.  It is proposed that the 
roof be used for growing edible 
vegetation.  Tax credits could 
help finance the renovation of 
the building.  Other new build-
ings proposed would also have 
green roofs.

The illustration on the left 
shows Livernois Avenue trans-
formed to 4 lanes of vehicu-
lar traffic south of the railroad 
viaduct.  The reduction in road 
width helps slow traffic while 
approaching the town green.



 PROPOSED TOWN GREEN





RECOMMENDATION SEVEN
Transform existing antenna 
tower into a neighborhood 
landmark

Landmark
The existing antenna (seen on 
the two images to the right) is 
located along Vernor Highway 
on the Detroit Public Works 
Building site.  The proposal is 
to transformed this function-
al infrastructure to a landmark 
beacon for Southwest Detroit.  
A perforated metal base is add-
ed to the tower structure along 
with 12’ high letters announc-
ing the neighborhood.  The 
letters can light up at night, as 
seen in the illustrated below.

View of existing antenna tower View of existing antenna tower

View of proposed base and lettering on the antenna View of proposed base and lettering on the antennaNight view of glowing letters



View of existing east elevation of the Detroit Public Works Building. 

View of proposed east elevation of the Detroit Public Works Building.  Building is restored, glass replaced, and large central opening into main space is maintained.



RECOMMENDATION EIGHT
Reposition the Detroit Public 
Works Building into a commu-
nity center and maker space.

Detroit Public Works Building
The existing building is approx-
imately 60,000 sq ft.  of en-
closed space.  The proposal is 
as follows:

1.  Demolish 25,000 sq ft at the 
rear portion of the building.  

2.  Renovate the main room at 
the front of the building which 
is 100’ wide by 320’ long.  The 
32,000 sq ft room is used as a 
multi-purpose space.

3. Use the remaining area along 
the middle of the building 
(shown in red) as maker space 
and sharing cooperative.  Mul-
tiple garage doors are installed 
at the rear to facilitate delivery 
of goods.

4.  A green agricultural roof is 
installed on the main portion of 
the building.

5.  The addition of two stair 
towers with elevators are built 
to access the roof.

RENOVATE 100’ x 320’
PRIMARY OPEN SPACE
FOR MULTI-PURPOSE 
USES

BUILD TWO STAIR
TOWERS FOR 
ROOF ACCESS

RENOVATE MIDDLE 
SECTION FOR USE AS 
MAKER SPACE — ADD
GARAGE DOORS

DEMOLISH REAR OF 
BUILDING

View of existing south elevation of the Detroit Public Works Building

View of restored Detroit Public Works Building, with maker space along the north side (shown in red).

View of existing north elevation of the Detroit Public Works Building, which is be demolished



View of existing south elevation of the Detroit Public Works Building

Interior view of the Detroit Public Works Building looking southeast

Interior view of the Detroit Public Works Building looking southwest

The team discussing the quality of space and light within the Detroit Public Works Building



Interior view of the Detroit Public Works Building being used for a food festival, filled with food trucks and airstreams

Interior view of the Detroit Public Works Building being used as a farmers market



Interior view of the Detroit Public Works Building being used as an entertainment venue: theater performances, film premieres, recitals, dance, concerts, etc.

Plaza to the south of the Detroit Public Works Building being used for a farmers market
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