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This thesis proposes the use of a Neighborhood Improvement Authority which 
is a local government entity that is created to help fund the stainability and 
growth of residential neighborhoods. Using this entity, the neighborhood 
residents of Jefferson Chalmers and the City of Detroit would be able to put 
into action a development plan that takes the necessary steps needed to 
mitigate future flooding, improve infrastructure, and increase the health, safety, 
and well-being of all the residents in the neighborhood. The development 
plan will be outlined in the thesis and consists of a Neighborhood Storm-
water Framework Plan with a focus on seawall restoration and transforming 
neighborhood blight and vacancy into a storm-water park, as well as 
outline additional recommendations that can be put forward as part of this 
development plan. It will also include additional recommendations to those 
living in the neighborhood on how they can help prevent flooding at a small 
resident sized scale. Finally, the project will look at financing options and grant 
opportunities from non-profit organizations, federal and state government 
organizations, as well as from local development groups. 

Abstract:
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Flooding affects hundreds of people in Detroit each year, most of them reside 
in the Jefferson Chalmers neighborhood on the city’s east side. The City of 
Detroit decided in 2018 to propose a framework plan for the neighborhood 
which outlines improvements to streetscapes throughout the neighborhood 
as well as investment along the commercial corridor. Although the city has 
come up with this framework plan through various community engagement 
activities the issue of flooding is still something the city is not addressing 
directly. In the spring of that same year the City of Detroit responded to 
complaints that Detroit river was breaking the seawalls along the Canals in 
the neighborhood and declared it an emergency. Through this declaration 
the city when in to install a Tiger Dam system which is a large water filled 
barrier to act as a temporary way to stop the flood water from flooding people 
houses and into city streets. Since its installment the city has still not been 
able to speak about next steps or what permanent solutions, they have to 
solve flooding in the neighborhood.
This thesis will outline a plan and interventions that can be put into place 
to help eliminate flooding in the neighborhood. The three key components 
to the project are connecting to existing plans and developments in the 
neighborhood, analyzing the financial affordability of the project for 
stakeholders in the neighborhood, and lastly to provide a vision for the 
future of the neighborhood in which this project will be able to work along 
side the others efforts in the neighborhood and eventually eliminate flooding 
throughout the neighborhood, thus saving it from a watery grave.
Post graduation I hope to continue my research and work with those living in 
the community to achieve the goal of eliminating the threat of flooding. Several 
community members are already starting to search for solutions outside of 
waiting for the city of Detroit to fix the issue. By already implementing some 
of the communities ideas within this thesis project it will make it easier going 
forward to provide support with any efforts either the city itself or the residents 
decide to move forward with.

Thesis Statement:
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Guiding Concepts
The neighborhood of Jefferson Chalmers has several unique characteristics 
that set it apart from many of the other neighborhoods throughout the city of 
Detroit. Due to the unique context in which this project is situated, a series 
of concepts was constructed to better guide me as to how this project will 
respond to the community. Through this exercise the three concepts on the 
left page were established.
Jefferson Chalmers has been as the center of several neighborhood 
improvement and development plans over the past 5-10 years with plans 
looking to be in place for neighborhood improvement for the next 30-50 
years. The plans will be talked more about in later chapters, however an 
important guiding concept when working in such a unique neighborhood 
is acknowledging the efforts already being put in the neighborhood by 
non-profit organizations, community groups, development corporations and 
the city of Detroit itself. Because of the vast amount of effort and time put 
into this neighborhood in the past and going forward into the future it was 
most important to include these concepts and plans into whatever proposal 
was going to come of this thesis.
Like a project of any scale and especially those projects that impact so 
many lives directly in a neighborhood, a key point to focus on was the cost 
of such an intervention and how much it would cost the stakeholders in the 
neighborhood. Through demographic analysis talked about in later chapters 
the residents of Jefferson Chalmers - like many other residents throughout 
the city - have a wide array of expendable income and may not be able to 
afford such changes to their property as proposed. Many grant opportunities  
are available each year through FEMA that would reduce the cost of such 
changes by up to 75 percent the cost that residents would need to pay on 
their own.
Early on in the process I was unsure if I was going to propose a built or 
designed project or if it was going to be more focused on the policies that 
can be put in place to help with the issues burdening the city. By determining 
the other two guiding concepts it was then clear that to best express my 
interests and ability to help create change in the neighborhood that I would 
propose a master plan of the neighborhood that connects with existing plans 
in place and works contextually within the neighborhood to achieve the goals 
of the thesis. Providing a vision for this neighborhood in which residents do 
not need to worry about waking up to sewage sitting in their basements and 
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Connection to Existing 
Plans & Developments

Figure 1

Financial Aff ordability for 
Stakeholders

Figure 2

Providing a Vision for the 
Future

Figure 3

streets but instead would be able to walk out the front door to the sight of 
parks and nature throughout the neighborhood with better accessibility for 
all residents and visitors alike. 
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1700s:
FRENCH SETTLERS ESTABLISH 
RIBBON FARMS ALONG THE 
DETROIT RIVER. MOST OF 
WHAT IS NOW JEFFERSON 
CHALMERS LIES IN HISTORIC 
MARSH LAND.

1750s:
SETTLER JEAN 
BAPTISTE LEDUC BUILT 
A WINDMILL ON THE 
SITE NOW KNOWN AS 
WINDMILL POINT

1818:
THE AREA OF 
JEFFERSON 
CHALMERS BECOMES 
INCORPORATED INTO 
THE TOWNSHIP OF 
HAMTRAMCK 

1851:
BRIDGES ARE BUILT 

OVER CONNER AND 
FOX CREEK

The neighborhood of Jefferson Chalmers was first settled in the 1700s by 
the French who developed ribbon firms along the Detroit river [1]. At the 
time, the majority of the neighborhood was swamp land and was developed 
years after the initial settlers organized the ribbon farms. [1] In 1818 the area 
of the neighborhood was incorporated into the township of Hamtramck and 
eventually became part of Detroit in the early 1900s Throughout the mid to 
late 1800s is when much of the transformation of the neighborhood occurred. 
[1] In 1851 bridges were built over the Conner and Fox Creek which act as 
the east and west borders of the current neighborhood. About 20 years 
later in 1874 the swamp land would begin its transformation into buildable 
land through the land reclamation efforts of a successful landowner at the 

Figure 4: Timeline of Jeff erson Chalmers
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WILLIAM MORAN 
BEGINS TO 
RECLAIM LAND 
FROM THE MARSH 
USING DYKES AND 
WINDMILLS

1880:
FOX CREEK IS 
CONVERTED 
INTO A CANAL
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1875

1874:
WILLIAM MORAN 
BEGINS TO 
RECLAIM LAND 
FROM THE MARSH 
USING DYKES AND 
WINDMILLS

1880:
FOX CREEK IS 
CONVERTED 
INTO A CANAL

1907:
DETROIT 
ANNEXED 
ALL LAND 
WEST OF FOX 
CREEK FROM 
THE TOWN OF 
FAIRVIEW.

1913:
FORD 
EXECUTIVE 
EDWARD GRAY 
DEVELOPS 
GRAYHAVEN 
CANALS 
AND LUXURY 
SUBDIVISION

1918:
WILLIAM KLENK 
COMPLETES HIS 
“MOTOR BOAT 
SUBDIVISION” 
WITHIN THREE 
NEW CANALS. 
ISLAND IS NOW 
KNOW AS KLENK 
ISLAND

1920s:
AN INFLUX OF 
RESIDENTS IN THE 
NEIGHBORHOOD 
LEAD TO THE 
GROWTH OF 
A THRIVING 
COMMERCIAL AND 
ENTERTAINMENT 
DISTRICT

1953-1960:
TEN FACTORIES 
CLOSE IN THE AREA. 
THIS LEADS TO 
THE TERMINATION 
OF OVER 71,000 
JOBS AND MARKS 
THE START OF AN 
EXODUS OF THE 
POPULATION

1990s:
A NEW GATED 
COMMUNITY ON 
GRAYHAVEN ISLAND 
LEADS TO OTHER NEW 
DEVELOPMENT IN THE 
NEIGHBORHOOD

2016:
THE UPPER DETROIT 
RIVERFRONT 
HABITAT 
RESTORATION 
PROJECT BEGINS

2018:
THE CITY OF 
DETROIT PROPOSES 
A NEIGHBORHOOD 
FRAMEWORK 
PLAN FOR THE 
NEIGHBORHOOD 
OF JEFFERSON 
CHALMERS

time - William Moran. [1] As time went on, and the City of Detroit continued to 
grow, more and more people were settling and moving into the surrounding 
neighborhoods. The Ribbon farms turned into the streets we now see today 
running perpendicular to Jefferson Ave. and the Detroit River. [1]
Just a few years later in 1880 the Fox Creek on the eastern border of the 
neighborhood was stripped of its natural bends and curves and converted into 
a canal. [1] The land that is now known as Jefferson Chalmers official became 
part of the City of Detroit in 1907 when the city annexed all the land west of Fox 
Creek from the town of Fairview. The neighborhood now marks the cities’s 
eastern border. The neighborhood now marks the cities’s eastern border. 
[1] Although the swamp land which is now a majority of Jefferson Chalmers 

1900 1925 200019751950 2025
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Fig. 5: 1876 Lake Chart

Fig. 6: 1907 Lake Chart

Fig. 7: 1921 Lake Chart
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was drained, the elevation of the land was significantly low compared to 
current river levels at the time and it has continued to be a low part in the 
neighborhood ranging anywhere from 3-9 feet below the Detroit River which 
has contributed to many of the issues facing the neighborhood in terms of 
flooding.  Development of the neighborhood continued throughout the early 
to mid 1900s when in 1913 a Ford executive by the name of Edward Gray 
develops the Grayhaven canals and creates a luxury subdivision. The island 
he created is now home to the Shorepointe Village condominium complex 
as well as several large luxurious mansions. The island also acts as a divide 
between Maheras-Gentry Park and A.B. Ford Park. Only a few years later 
in 1918 more land was reclaimed from the Detroit River and William Klenk 
completes what he calls his “Motor Boat Subdivision” within three new canals 
on the lower east side of the neighborhood. These canals now divide up 
the land and are responsible for Harbor and Klenk Island, areas in which 
flooding has caused the most havoc. [1-5] Throughout the 1920s wealth and 
prosperity brought an influx of residents to the neighborhood leading to the 
expediential growth of the commercial and entertainment corridor along 
Jefferson Ave. [1] A neighborhood school was also built in the 1920s and 
remained open The neighborhood continued to grow up until 2009 when 
it was closed and has remained vacant for over 10 years.  In the 1950s many 
of the factories in the area closed which lead to over 71,000 job terminations 
which left many households without an income. [1] During this time the City 
of Detroit also made efforts to provide more public access to the riverfront 
through preservation of land and the creation of the four riverfront parks we 
now have - Maheras-Gentry Park, A.B. Ford Park, Riverfront-Lakewood East 
Park, and Mariner Park. During the cold war in the 1950s, what is now known 
as A.B. Ford Park served as a radar installation for missiles that were stored 
underground on Belle Isle. [6] The decline in the neighborhood continued 

Fig. 8: 1936 Lake Chart
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Fig. 9: 1952 Aerial Collage

Fig. 10: 1981 Lake Chart

Fig. 11: 1997 Aerial Collage
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Fig. 12: 2019 Aerial Collage

into the 70s and 80s as more and more people fled the city for the suburbs. 
Many homes fell into disrepair or faced arson and neighborhood blight 
was on the rise. The 1990s brought reinvestment into this almost forgotten 
neighborhood. The island of Grayhaven was developed into a new gated 
community which lead to many others sprouting up leading to a tear in the 
neighborhood fabric. [1-4] One development in particular - Victoria Park - 
developed a gated community in the center of the neighborhood, acting as 
a divide of east and west and further limiting access to the riverfront parks. [1] 
Although much of the neighborhood consists of empty lots and abandoned 
homes and businesses, there are many efforts geared towards revitalization 
of the neighborhood. [1-3] In the mid 1990s the Jefferson East Business 
Association was formed with the goal to bring modern retail development to 
the Jefferson Chalmers business district [1]. This organization is now known 
as Jefferson East Inc. (JEI) and continues the goals of which it was founded in 
but also  includes efforts geared towards revitalization in the neighborhood 
beyond the commercial corridor and more efforts on environmental and 
socially sustainable development. [1] In 2018 JEI began the implementation of 
the Jefferson Chalmers Mainstreet Master Plan which outlines development 
along the commercial corridor through 2037. Similarly, in 2018, the City 
of Detroit proposed a Neighborhood Framework plan with the main goal 
of community driven neighborhood revitalization including street-scape  
upgrades, commercial corridor renovations, and grants to improving housing 
conditions and promote affordable housing in the neighborhood. In 2016 the 
Upper Detroit Riverfront Habitat Restoration Project began which is focused 
on restoring the natural habitat to the riverfront parks in the neighborhood. All 
three plans will be discussed further in depth in later chapters in which all of 
them fall short of important changed needed to provide relief from flooding 
both along the canal and throughout the inland areas in the neighborhood. 
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Neighborhood 
Demographics
The final design proposal not only 
pertains to the physical condition and 
environment of the neighborhood 
but also the people that live there. 
It is important to acknowledge and 
document the demographics of the 
neighborhood so that relative and 
contextual decisions can be made. 
The current population of the 
neighborhood is estimated to be 7,881, 
which is an 11% decrease from 2010 [8]. 
The City of Detroit as a whole faced 
about an 8% population decline as 
seen in the graph to the right. [7] Like 
the city of Detroit, Jefferson Chalmers 
is fairly homogeneous with about 
88.6% of the population being African 
American. [8] The remaining minority is 
made up of 8.5% Caucasian and about 
2.9% other which includes multiracial, 
Hispanic, and Asian American. [7] 
According to census data from 2010, 
about 47% of the residents are currently 
employed full-time while about 6.6% 
are unemployed. [8] In comparison, 
the city of Detroit which sits at 8.8% on 
average but has jumped to 20% due 
to the pandemic. About .1% is in the 
armed forces and the remaining 46% 
is listed as other which often includes 
part-time employment. [8]
When looking to implement strategies 
that would be funded by taxpayers in 
the neighborhood, it is important to 

88.6% African American

8.5% Caucasian

2.9% Other

City of
Detroit

Jefferson 
Chalmers

-8% -11%

Population Decline, 
2010-2016

Figure 13: Population Decline

Figure 14: Neighborhood Ethnicity
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look at the current financial status of those living in the neighborhood or 
area of focus. [7] The household income in the the neighborhood currently 
is $27,000 a year while the city of Detroit average household income is 
slightly less at $26,000 a year. [7]  Other important financial factors will be 
discussed later on in the book.
The neighborhood as a whole has a diverse range of age groups with the 
majority of the residents being between the ages of 25-64 years old. The 
neighborhood does also have a large amount of minors with about 27% 
of the residents being under the age of 18 years old. [8] Many of the older 
residents have lived in the neighborhood their whole life while many younger 
residents who are between the ages of 25-34 have recently moved into the 
neighborhood within the past 2-5 years. [8]

Figure 15: Neighborhood Age Breakdown
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Housing Information
When looking to implement strategies 
that would be funded by taxpayers in the 
neighborhood, it is important to look at 
the demographics in terms of the amount 
of residents who rent or own their current 
residence.  Over 50% of those living in 
Jefferson Chalmers are renting their 
home while the minority of them are 
homeowners. [7] A similar trend can be 
seen throughout the city of Detroit with 
about 52% of residents renting their 
primary residence. [7] A topic we will touch 
on later will talk more about homeowners 
having a mortgage on their property and 
how that affects them in terms of having 
mandatory flood insurance which can be 
costing a homeowner upwards of $800 
a year. [7]
When it comes to types of housing, 
Jefferson Chalmers consists of mostly 
single family homes and a few apartment 
complexes off of Jefferson Ave. which 
are made available as senior housing. 
[7] Most of the housing stock dates back 
to the 1920s-30s as Detroit was seeing 
expansion. The growth along Jefferson’s 
commercial corridor and creation of the 
entertainment venues attracted many 
people to the neighborhood during this 
time. [7] As Detroit started to decline in 
the 60s and 70s, many lifelong residents 
needed to leave the neighborhood in 
search for jobs and homes else ware in the 
city or surrounding suburbs. [7] As these 
houses were abandon due to foreclosure 
all the way up to current day, these homes 

City of
Detroit

Jefferson 
Chalmers

Renter Occupied

Owner Occupied

48%

52%

46%

55%

Figure 16: Home Ownership

City of
Detroit

73% 74%

27% 26%

Jefferson 
Chalmers

Multifamily

Single Family
Figure 17: Home Types
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faced vandalism, scrappers, and arson. This led to many parcels throughout 
the neighborhood to become vacant and were left to collect garbage or 
become overgrown. [7] Eventually many of these properties became property 
of the City as part of the land bank. Many of the vacant lots throughout the 
neighborhood are for sale through the Detroit Land Bank Authority’s side lot 
program where existing residents are able to purchase a lot adjacent to their 
own for as little as $100 as long as the lot becomes property maintained. [7] 
The map below shows many of the parcels throughout the neighborhood 
that are still currently owned by the city of Detroit land bank. Each dot on 
the map represents a parcel that is owned by the Detroit Land bank as of 
2019. [7] The majority of the parcels owned by the land bank are located 
between Jefferson Ave. to the north, Clairpoint St. to the west, Freud St. to 
the south, and Dickerson Ave. to the east. This area in particular has 2 city 
blocks which are vacant besides about 5-10 homes per block. The other area 
of low density which correlates with the area in which the land bank owns 
a majority of homes is the east side of the neighborhood along Ashland St., 
Manistique St. and Philips St. The area of vacancy to the east will be a future 
area of focus for the final design proposal.

29

Land Bank Owned Parcels

Figure 18: Master Plan Showing City-Owned Residential Land
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Existing Neighborhood Infrastructure
A combined sewer system combines both domestic sewage and storm 
sewage in a combined system. [9] This was the first sewage system 
implemented in the city of Detroit and has been in place for almost 100 
years. The main issue with a combined sewer system is when the heavy rain 
events occur they can overload the system and cause a combined sewage 
overflow (CSO). [9]
The image below shows the Conner Creek Combined Sewage Overflow 
Station. At this facility, storm water that comes from higher up along the sewer 
path can be stored here. [10] Once the storage tanks are full however, the 
raw sewage is discharged into the nearby canal. These events can release 
harmful chemicals and domestic waste into the public waterways causing 
damage to the environment. [9] Other issues can occur further upstream from 
the CSO in which the pump stations which are used to take water from a 
lower elevation up to the Detroit River Sewage Interceptor. [10] These pumps 
often do not work at full capacity, when this occurs storm water can back up 
in the sewer system below city streets and cause backups to sewer drains 
in which the raw sewage flows in city streets and in severe cases can back 

Figure 19: Conner Creek CSO Station
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Conner Creek CSO

Detroit River Sewage Interceptor
Main Sewer Lines

A.
B.
C.

Freud Pump Station

Conner Creek Pump Station

A.

B.

C.

up into the basements of residents upstream from the pumping stations. 
[10] The majority of the neighborhood below Freud Street is upstream from 
both the Freud Pumping station and the Conner Creek CSO. Pairing the 
location of the major sewage lines with the historic lowland throughout the 
center of the neighborhood leaves this particular part of the neighborhood 
vulnerable to street and basement flooding often resulting in thousands of 
dollars worth of damage per resident per year. [10]
Residents of the neighborhood often file complaints against the city of Detroit 
Water and Sewage Department (DWSD). Following a severe flooding event in 
the summer of 2016, a spokesperson for the DWSD stated, “It is expected that 
14 out of 16 pumps would likely have been required during these rain events. 
Only 6 pumps ran on July 8 and 7 pumps ran on August 16. [11] The city often 
has issues with the two pump stations upstream from Jefferson Chalmers. 
The department also faces dozens of claims each year from residents who 
experience basement flooding and property damage caused by neglect 
or the city services not working properly or at full compactly. These claims 
have cost the DWSD over a million dollars each year for the past 4 years. [10] 

Figure 20: Master Plan Showing Sewer Infrastructure
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Causes of Flooding in the Neighborhood
The causes of flooding in the Jefferson Chalmers neighborhood are a series 
of factors that come together to reek chaos on the neighborhood in the 
spring and summer months.
One of the largest factors when it comes to flooding in the neighborhood is 
the outdated sewer system that was previously discussed. Because each 
year it seems as if new records are set in terms of heavy rainfalls and with 
the overall increase in the amount of rain each year, the neighborhood 
faces difficulties. Because Jefferson Chalmers is the last stop for a majority 
of the stormwater collected upstream, much of it overflows the local sewer 
system and can be seen in basements and streets. This is because the 
Conner Creek CSO is only able to store a certain amount of water as well 
as the two pumping stations in the neighborhood not always able to work 
at full capacity. [10]
Another factor that contribute to the large amount of surface runoff in the 
neighborhood is the historical context in which the neighborhood is located. 
In a previous chapter we discussed the history of the neighborhood and how 
it was historically a marshland that was then developed into ribbon farms 
and then into a traditional neighborhood. Because the neighborhood was 
marshland the water table of the neighborhood is high which leads to the 
ground not being able to absorb all the stormwater. [1-5] This is also mixed 
with the topographical condition of the neighborhood in which it is like a bowl 
which pools the water towards the center of the neighborhood. [1-3] The map 
on the right illustrates the low land condition throughout the center of the 
neighborhood which is where a majority of the surface flooding occurs. [1] 
The three factors of outdated infrastructure, historic marshland, and heavy 
rainfalls contribute to over a million dollars in damages in the neighborhood 
each year. [10] 

Figure 21 Figure 22 Figure 23



35

Elevation (ft)
High 589.94

Low 570.52

Figure 24: Neighborhood Elevation Map
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Effects of Flooding in the Neighborhood
Flooding throughout the neighborhood has many seen and unseen effects 
on the built environment as well as human health. As covered previously a 
large environmental effect of flooding is sewage being discharged into the 
nearby Conner Creek which flows into the Detroit River. The city of Detroit 
Water and Sewage Department often comes under fire from environmental 
groups about the CSO. When interviewing the DWSD Public Affairs Deputy 
Director, he shared “The system takes on a certain amount of flow at one 
time through the catch basins based on the designed size of the covers and 
the pipes in order to not overwhelm the pumps and wet weather treatment 
facilities. Therefore, when there is several million gallons of unprecedented 
river water flowing onto the street, it takes time for the sewer system to 
collect all that water.” [11] Because of the size of the storm drains many of 
them can become easily clogged which leads to flooding on the city streets 
throughout the neighborhood. 
According to a recent article from Belt Magazine focusing on the impact of 
climate change on the neighborhood, a resident by the name of Tammi Black 
stated “A lot of our senior citizens didn’t have anyone to help them clean up. 
They were living with the mold, and breathing it in. The neighbors banded 
together to help each other.” [12] Many older residents in the neighborhood 
may be unaware of the dangers that come with living with standing sewer 
water in their basements. Standing water can create mold and rot which 
can spread throughout the home which causes not only structural damage 
to the home but can create long-term lung and repository conditions if not 
addressed immediately.
Some of the seen effects of flooding can be storm-water destroying the 
landscape around homes. One residents states “Every time it rains, our front 
yard is a puddle. It’s like a swimming pool.” [11] Which the city is often able 
to unclog sewer drains and divert the surface runoff in the streets, an effect 
that is often not easily dealt with is basement sewage backups. An older 
resident that was interviewed shared her experience with flooding in the 
neighborhood, “It’s sad to wake up at three o’clock in the morning, and you 
go to your basement door and you see your freezer floating by.” [11] These 
experience and stories are only part of the overall damage that is caused 
by flooding in the neighborhood.
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Figure 25: Flooding on Lakewood Street

Figure 26: Flooding on Chalmers St.
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FEMA Floodplain Area
The Federal Emergency Management Agency or FEMA provides Flood 
Insurance Rate Map (FIRM) throughout the country for areas that experience 
repeat flooding or who may be at some risk of flooding. This rating system 
determines the risk of flooding for a particular piece of land. The chart below 
outlines the different areas outline by FEMA. Currently, the area of the map 
shown on the next page is categorized as “AE”. This means that there is a 1% 
chance each year that a home will experience flooding, thus being deemed 
a 100-year floodplain. 

Flood Insurance
According to FEMA, those “that currently have liens (i.e. mortgages, home 
equity loans, etc.) as they will be required to have flood insurance. Those 
without liens are not required but may be at a loss in the event of a flood. [13]” 
More than 30% of the homes in the neighborhood currently have some form 
of a lien on the property, often in the form of a mortgage. Due to the high 
cost of flood insurance which can be over a $1000 a year, the city of Detroit 

partners with FEMA to offer a 5-10% discount on flood insurance for those 
living in the city. After attending a community meeting focused on the tiger 
dam, the topic of flood came up and many residents did not know about the 
discounts available for flood insurance. With not many residents knowing 
about the discount program, that means that several residents are paying 
upwards of $1000 a year while those who take part in the discount program 
are only paying around $700-$800 a year based on the home size [13]. We 
will discuss in a later chapter how the proposed plan would allow for all the 
residents in the neighborhood to not be required to have flood insurance no 
matter if they house is owned outright or if there is a lien on the property. [13] 

Figure 27: FEMA Floodplain Rating System



3939

Existing Floodplain Map
The existing FIRM became effective in 2012 and has outline the areas in 
which the majority of flooding occurs as well as where flood insurance is 
currently mandatory. [13] Currently, this area encompasses the two island 
in the southern portion of the neighborhood, those living along the Fox 
canal, and a large area in the center of the neighborhood which correlates 
with where the low elevation in the neighborhood is. The other areas of 
flooding are along the city streets and often do not include those living along 
those streets due to the homes being located at a higher elevation than the 
street. Many of the residents who report not knowing or currently taking part 
in the insurance discount program are located in this center region in the 
neighborhood. This part of the neighborhood also correlates with having 
a lower income which makes paying flood insurance that much harder for 
those who are most effected by flooding.

Figure 28: Master Plan Showing Existing FEMA Floodplain
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Proposed FEMA Floodplain Map (2019)
The map shown is the proposed FEMA Flood Insurance Rate Map 
(FIRM) that was put forward in 2019. Once proposed there is a 90-day 
appeal period to the affected area. The City of Detroit partnered with an 
engineering consultant - Griffels Webster - and  appealed the proposed 
plan in October of 2019. [13] The City decided to appeal the proposal “on 
behalf of the best interest of our residents and future developments.” [13] 
As stated previously, anyone living in this proposed FEMA Floodplain 
is required to obtain flood insurance. By extending the Floodplain to 
encompass the entire neighborhood south of Jefferson Ave., they are 
essentially adding an additional amount each residents needs to pay 
that lives in the neighborhood on top of any mortgage or property tax 
that is already owed. Without drastic changes to address flooding in the 
neighborhood, residents throughout the neighborhood can expect to 
ay upwards of $800 a year on flood insurance, a price than many will 
not be able to afford.
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Figure 29: Master Plan Showing Proposed FEMA Floodplain
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Current Efforts
In May of 2020 the city of Detroit 
finished installing the Tiger Dam 
which is a water bladder sytem which 
ranges from 36 inches to 54 inches in 
diameter and is filled with water to act 
as a temporary dam to prevent storm-
water from rising out of the canals in 
the neighborhood. Gary Brown who is 
the DWSD Director said in a statement 
to Crains Detroit “The Conner Creek 
wet weather treatment facility serves 
a large portion of Detroit and several 
east side suburban communities. If it 
were to fail, we potentially would have 
another public health crisis because 
the combined sewage would have 
nowhere else to go but back up into 
residents’ basements”. [14] The city of 
Detroit installed the $2 million dam 
to protect the city’s delicate sewer 
system from getting overloaded and 
failing during storm events. [14] Some 
residents however say it is too late as 
many of them have been experiencing 
flooded basements and streets for 
years now. The photos on the right are 
from the DWSD and show the Tiger 
Dam system being installed and put in 
place. Many residents have yet to be 
reimburse for the damages caused by 
the system and in a later chapter we 
will go further into how the residents 
feel about this current temporary 
solution and what they think should 
happen to help the neighborhood and 
the environment return to normal.

Figure 30: Flooding Along Fox Creek

Figure 31: Flooding at the end of Ashland Street

Figure 32: Flooding at the end of Ashland Street

Figure 33: Flooding Along Fox Creek
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Figure 35: Flooding Along Fox Creek

Figure 34: Flooding Along Harbor Island
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Tiger Dam Failures
Later in the summer following the 
installation of the Tiger Dam system, 
there was a heavy rain event in which 
several segments of the Tiger Dam 
failed and needed to be reinforced 
with sandbags. The photo shows one 
of these instances where the flooded 
canal can be seen being held back 
by a Tiger Dam buried in sandbags. 
The canal is easily 2-3 feet higher than 
the road and some water can be seen 
seeping through. Seeing the water 
in person being this high above the 
street is troublesome and you can start 
to imagine how high the water would 
be without the dam system in place 
and how many residents wouldn’t be 
able to leave their homes and how 
dangerous this would be for older 
residents who may need help.
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Figure 36: Tiger Dam Breach on Klenk Island
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Jefferson Chalmers Neighborhood 
Framework Plan

In 2018 the City of Detroit the neighborhood of Jefferson Chalmers was added 
to the cities list of the cities neighborhood planning areas. According to the 
city of Detroit “The Jefferson Chalmers Neighborhood Framework Plan was 
cocrafted by residents and the City to guide future growth and investment. The 
Framework Plan will help determine neighborhood investment strategies to 
achieve a healthy and beautiful Detroit built on exclusionary growth, economic 
opportunity, and an atmosphere of trust. PDD worked together with Jefferson 
Chalmers residents to develop general goals for the neighborhood”. [7] The 
neighborhood framework plan surveyed residents of Jefferson Chalmers and 
72% of them said that access to the Detroit River was the greatest asset to the 
neighborhood. [7] The majority of the framework plan calls for improvements 
to public space, city-owned property including parks and DLBA managed 
property, and potential development sites throughout the neighborhood. 
The city of Detroit divided up the proposed strategies into two time periods of 
plans - the action plan which would be implemented within the next 3-5 years 
and the framework plan which would take longer to implement throughout 
the neighborhood. The action plan consists of streetscape enhancements 
along Jefferson Ave as well as the development and preservation of existing 
affordable housing in the neighborhood. Some of the things outlined in 
the framework plan include improved pedestrian connection, improved 
streetscapes throughout the neighborhood, the reuse of vacant lots, and 
the establishment of a conservation district within the neighborhood. [7] The 
streetscape improvements along Jefferson Ave. have already started as 
well as the cities effort to attract investors to revive the commercial corridor 
along Jefferson Ave. [7] Although the city is talking about the transformation 
of the neighborhood many residents do not see the change happening in 
their backyards but rather along the commercial corridor. [7]
As seen in the plan on the right, the large projects proposed by the city are 
happening along the commercial corridor while many streets will see minimal 
investment in the form of planting trees and traffic calming. Donna Given who 
is the CEO of eastside community network said “I don’t see how you can invest 
in the Jefferson Chalmers area with new housing, new businesses, new green 
space without really having a serious look at a sea wall. A lot of what we’re 
doing in our city planning, it seems, is based on not recognizing conditions for 

City of Detroit Planning Department
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Figure 37: Jefferson Chalmers Neighborhood Framework Plan
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Figure 38: Proposed Entry Into A.B. Ford Park at Piper Blvd.

Figure 39: Proposed Canopy Bridge and Waterfront Loop at A.B. Ford Park

Figure 40: Proposed Path on Alter Road on Berm Adjacent to Canal
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what they really are”. [12] Many other residents feel the same way and will be 
discussed more in chapter 8. The project being put forward in the community 
with the largest footprint is the renovation of Guyton Elementary School which 
the city plans on turning into affordable housing and a community center. [7] 
The city has yet to find an investor for the property but are hoping to start 
work on the building within the next 1-2 years as it has currently been sealed 
up to protect it from any water damage or vandalism. Many residents also 
oppose the city’s use of the building calling for no affordable housing to be 
added as it would take away from the character of the neighborhood. The 
three renderings provided by the planning department outline the improved 
pedestrian connectivity the city is striving for. The top image is one of many 
gateways which will lead into the riverfront parks which are mainly accessible 
via vehicular traffic and are not pedestrian friendly. [7] Another issue the city 
faces is connectivity and accessibility between the 4 parks so a bridge was 
proposed to connect A.B. Ford Park with Riverfront-Lakewood East Park 
which are currently separated by a canal. Outside of the proposed plans by 
the city of Detroit, several non-profits and residents have taken change into 
their own hands by purchasing side lots and creating community gardens 
and learning spaces throughout the neighborhood. [7]

Figure 41: Conceptual Rendering of Proposed Reuse of the Guyton Building
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Figure 42: Conceptual Inlet Rendering

Figure 43: Conceptual Weland Rendering



Upper Detroit Riverfront Habitat 
Restoration Project

A part of the Upper Detroit Riverfront Habitat Restoration Project is aimed at 
Jefferson Chalmer’s riverfront parks. [15] This project calls to restore about 
one mile of the Detroit River, over 2,000 feet of canals, and about 30 acres 
of wildlife habitat in the neighborhood, specifically as part of Riverfront-
Lakewood East Park. [15] The largest effort put forward by the plan is to 
convert about seven acres of the park back into a wetland and begin to 
reintroduce native planting in the mark to improve the water quality and 
enhance the aquatic and riparian habitats. This will encourage the return 
of native animal species such as frogs and terns. To accomplish this goal, 
part of A.B. Ford Park and the majority of Riverfront-Lakewood park will be 
converted back to its natural habitat. Small inlets will be made in the two to 
allow for marshland to naturally form as well as remove a large unused parking 
lot from Riverfront-Lakewood park. [15] The efforts put forward have included 
open houses, surveys and an e-mail list in which citizens have requested 
additional features such as adding kayak rentals and launches, providing fish 
cleaning stations, adding splash pads, and similar to the city’s plans, adding 
bridges to connect the two parks. [15] Construction was scheduled to start 
in May of 2019 but parts have been put on hold due to lack of funding and 
the COVID-19 pandemic. [15]

National Park Service, City of Detroit

Figure 44: Conceptual Design Proposal
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Jefferson Chalmers Mainstreet Master Plan

In 1994 the Jefferson East Business Association (JEBA) was created out of 
a desire of residents to bring retail development to the Jefferson Chalmers 
business district. According to the JEI website “The organization quickly 
moved from a grassroots start-up to a more sophisticated, professionally 
managed entity [16]. With additional staff members focused on encouraging 
entrepreneurship, the goal was driving business growth to fill vacant store 
fronts. Quickly recognizing the unique urban form of the Jefferson Chalmers 
business district, (one of the few largely intact neighborhood  commercial 
districts within the city), leadership began to utilize innovative interventions 
to bolster the area.” [16] In 2013 the organization officially became Jefferson 
East Inc. (JEI).
In 2018 JEI partnered with Houseal Lavingne and inFORM Studio to develop 
a master plan for the commercial corridor. [16] The plan calls for a mix of 
uses but will remain primarily commercial while keeping flexibility at the 
forefront to adapt to market changes. [16] Some of the major changes for the 
corridor include large opportunity sones for investors to renovate or build 
new construction. There will also be many streetscape improvements which 

Jefferson East Inc. (JEI)

Figure 45: Conceptual Business Corridor Rendering
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will aim to promote walkability along the corridor as well as major intersection 
improvements to make it safer to cross Jefferson Ave. The rendering below 
shows the renovation of existing buildings to be used for commercial store 
fronts along the street level while providing office space or residential above. 
This mix of uses throughout the corridor looks to diversity its uses to attract 
new investors into the neighborhood [16]. Starting in the spring of 2022, JEI 
hopes to have plans to build a new mixed-use development on the south 
side of Jefferson next to the existing Riverbend Plaza shopping center. The 
plan is to have the whole project finished and implemented by 2037 with 
the total project cost being around $237 million. [16] Similar to this proposed 
thesis project, this development is looking at capturing tax money from the 
commercial corridor to fund the project along with money from investors and 
government organizations for preservation of the neighborhood [16]. In a 
later chapter we will discuss the response to this development by some local 
neighborhood organizations and how they feel about millions of dollars being 
invested in the commercial corridor while the neighborhood and the existing 
residents don’t see a large amount of money being spent on investment and 
improvements throughout the neighborhood south of Jefferson Avenue. 

Figure 46: Conceptual Business Corridor Rendering
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Good Neighbor Storm-water Park

In 2019 the Van Alen Institute and the City of North Miami that Department 
Design Office has won the competition to transform a neighborhood lot 
to manage storm-water. [17] “The team has been awarded $80,000 to 
transform a flood-prone lot in North Miami into a community space and storm 
water management site.” [17] This project aims to reduce the cost of flood 
insurance in the neighborhood as well as begin to utilized vacant lots in the 
neighborhood to promote communal areas and climate consciousness. 
[17] The plan below shows the variety of different ecosystems that were 
trying to be implemented in this single project. [17] By utilizing vacant lots 
throughout an area that sees frequent flooding, it allows for residents to 
not only be alleviated from the burden of flooding but the design can also 
improve public space and community interaction by creating interactive 
designs which bring the community together. [17] Department Design Office 
is says “we envision this pilot site, and other emergent sites, as a register for 
environmental change that simultaneously grows public awareness, reduces 
risk locally, and provides a community gathering space. [17]

Department Design Offi  ce

Figure 47: Proposed Site PlanFigure 47: Proposed Site Plan
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Figure 49: Storm water Lot Retention Pond 

Figure 48: Storm water Lot Retention Pond 
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Figure 50: Storm-water Lot Retention Pond 

Figure 52: Storm-water Lot Community Interaction 
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This project acts as a precedent for change that should happen in Jefferson 
Chalmers both in the proposed thesis project and going forward . By acting as 
a “good neighbor” when designing spaces it better connects us as designers 
and planners with those who will be impacted by the design and change 
in the neighborhoods. What stands out about this way of managing storm 
water is that it is also interactive and informative where many bioswales or 
rain gardens can only be looked at from the street or sidewalk while this 
project allows you to enter the space and experience different ecosystems 
within one lot. The photos on these pages show how the community is invited 
into the space and how the design team chose to show information about 
the project and how the storm water is managed on site. The use of color 
is used to call attention to signs that can be read as well as other public art 
pieces placed within the site to liven up a traditional way of managing storm 
water. This thesis projects hopes to interact with the community in the same 
way in which the space provides a communal meeting place and brings the 
community together both as close neighbors and even by placing these 
parks and using them as pedestrian connections the community as a whole 
can be joined together. 

Project Takeaways

Figure 51: Stormwater Lot Community Interaction 



The Bloody Run Creek Greenway 
Redevelopment Project

“The Bloody Run Creek Greenway is envisioned as a new kind of public 
ecological landscape: a productive landscape that offers a generous and 
beautiful large-scale public landscape for recreation, culture, education, 
and ecology, creating a unique place of interaction with the creek and the 
land. Formerly a community of dense housing and industrial job centers 
east of Downtown, Midtown, and the Cultural District, Detroit’s Near East 
Side today is one of the most vacant regions of the city.” [18] The large scale 
of this project offer various possibility for people visiting the area. Some of 
the possibilities are kayaking, jogging, fishing and golfing. [18] The land also 
allows for opportunities for farming, energy production, education, food 
production, and festivals. This project looks at the large amount of vacant 
land in the area and how the vacant land can be reproposed into public 
spaces connected by the Bloody Creek which would be uncovered. [18] The 
project will address storm water by proposing a new sewer system in which 
the runoff rain water from the site would be collected in bioswales and by the 
creek, be cleaned, and then stored within the site or released into the Detroit 

Detroit Collaborative Design Center (DCDC)

Figure 53: Proposed Plan
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Figure 54: Proposed Rendering of Wetland

Figure 55 Proposed Rendering of Creek Along Dequindre Cut

Figure 56: Proposed Rendering of Uncovered Creek

Figure 57: Proposed Rendering of Uncovered Creek

River. [18] This water can also be used 
for agriculture within the site to provide 
fresh foods for the residents of the city.
This project looks at various ways 
of storing and cleaning storm water 
before it is natural absorbed or 
released into the Detroit River. [18] 
By focusing on storm water and 
connectivity while uncovering the 
buried creek, the project is able to use 
the natural systems within the site to 
move people from further into the city 
down to the riverfront through bike 
paths. [18] The project would cost just 
over $1 billion and could be broken 
up into 5 phases with each phase 
being about $200 million each and 
would be implemented over a period 
of about 25 years. [18] An aspect 
of this project that would best be 
implemented in Jefferson Chalmers 
neighborhood and this thesis project 
is the idea of connecting people with 
nature but more importantly water 
and using water as a way of moving 
people through a natural space. [18] 
Another key aspect of this project is 
taking vacant city owned land and 
converting it into a public use in the 
form of greenways and parks as well 
as being able to convert land within the 
city for farming, agriculture, and clean 
energy creation. [18] Phase one of the 
project was scheduled to be complete 
by 2022 but has been pushed back 
due to lack of funding as well as the 
pandemic. [18]
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Jefferson Chalmers Community Advocates
The Jefferson Chalmers Community Advocates (JCCA) were formed to fight 
gentrification in the Jefferson Chalmers neighborhood and have the motto of 
“development without displacement.”  Members of the group “say the city has 
been insufficiently responsive to basic community needs with consultants and 
professionals pushing proposals they don’t want. [19] “They’re trying to drive 
you out.” [19] in late 2018 members of JCCA went to city hall to share their 
thoughts of the city’s plan to reopen the former Guyton Elementary school 
building as residences. Residents say that including a large development 
within the center of the neighborhood would eventually price out those who 
are already living there and who have been there for their entire lives [19]. 
Linda Lewis who has been a resident of Jefferson Chalmers for her whole 
life said that she’s seen developers and wealthy people from New York and 
Seattle come into the neighborhood and buy city-owned property that local 
residents have tried to purchase for years but were not allowed to. [20] 
Wayne State urban law professor John Mogk said in an article for Deadline 
Detroit, “But from a planning perspective, why would you use the playground 
to build something when there are other places for in fill housing” on partially 
demolished blocks? “Where do the young people in the neighborhood play 
then? In the alley along Jefferson? In the streets?” [20] To try to work with 
JCCA, “the city has recently put many of the activists on its official “Residents 
in Action” committee, giving them a seat at the table. But many are still 
disgruntled and suspicious.” [20] One of the largest concerns from this group 
is the investment along Jefferson Ave. as well as improvement to waterfront 
access. Many see that city officials and decision makers are too disconnected 
from the reality in the neighborhood which is that many residents throughout 
the spring and summer wake up with flooded basements or are unable to 
leave their homes due to flooding. As more and more homes have become 
vacant the city has started to demolish these old homes and many vacant 
lots are left in their place’ [20] A local resident Tammi Black has been able to 
purchase many of these lots and create a flower farm within the neighborhood 
called Detroit Abloom as well as another urban farm not far from her location 
called Freedom Freedom which was started by Myrtle Curtis’ [20] Both 
projects have been thriving in the neighborhood since 2009 and continue 
to grow and gain attention from others who look to follow in their footsteps.  
As flooding continues in the neighborhood, the community continues to take 
matters into their own hands’ [20]
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Survey results from 2018 that were 
provided by the Jefferson Chalmers 
Community Advocates show the 
distrust in the local government as 
well as development happening along 
Jefferson Ave. After experiencing 
flooding happen in her own basement 
multiple times, Blake Grannum, 
neighborhood residents and JCCA 
member shared this sentiment “I’ve 
never felt so helpless and let down 
by my own local government. [11]
From speaking with local residents, 
many wish that the city of Detroit 
provided more for the residents and 
invested more in the community 
rather than focus on multimillion dollar 
developments along Jefferson Ave.
The survey also outlined the need for 
more recreational sites throughout 
the neighborhood’ [19] Currently the 
only public spaces are the riverfront 
parks and a small playground in the 
center of the neighborhood. This 
project will address that issue by 
providing more public spaces spread 
out throughout the neighborhood that 
is both interconnected and could also 
be owned by neighborhood residents 
which would allow for a sense of 
ownership to take place among the 
community members.

Survey Results

Figure 58:JCCA Survey Results

Figure 59:JCCA Survey Results

Figure 60:JCCA Survey Results



68

Lowest East Side Tiger Dam Update #2
On January 28th of 2021 the city of Detroit hosted their second update 
meeting on the state of the Tiger Dam in Jefferson Chalmers. Due to the 
pandemic the meeting was hosted via ZOOM and lasted for a little over one 
hour with over 75 neighborhood residents participating. Among those who 
attended were representatives from various organizations. Michael Kozak 
from Griffels Webster, Donnie Wright from the City of Detroit, Josh Ellington 
from Jefferson East Inc., and Crystal Walker from the United States Army Corp 
of Engineers were in attendance to answer resident questions and fill in the 
residents about the state of the flooding situation going forward. The meeting 
had a few updates but was mostly focused on answering questions from the 
public. The new information that was announced during the meeting is that 
the USACE has determined that new seawalls would need to be installed a a 
height of no less than 580 feet above sea level - many of those in place are 
sitting between 575-778 feet. They also provided information that sections 
of the Tiger Dam may be able to be removed due to predictions about water 
levels being about 8 inches lower than the summer of 2020, this would be 
based on location throughout the affected area. Lastly, the city of Detroit has 
begun to ticket certain property owners along the affected area who have 
neglected their property or abandoned it all together, efforts have been 
made to contact these individuals but to no avail. These tickets would all 
go towards those individuals who are found tampering with the Tiger Dam 
system as well.

The hosts then opened up for questions from residents. A resident by the 
name of Eric living on Scripps street asked what permits are required to 
do repairs to seawalls. The city responded saying that qualified seawall 
contractors would pull the permits for you. Another resident did comment 
and mention that they recently had their seawall repaired and raised to 580 
before the USACE mandated the height, however because the neighbors of 
this particular resident had not had their seawalls repairs or installed that the 
seawall that they spend thousands of dollars on was ineffective and they feel 
as if it is a waste of money. From this comment, another resident spoke about 
how they are suing their neighbor for neglect of the property because they 
have experienced property damage due to the neighbor either tampering 
with the Tiger Dam or not maintaining their property. The big question in 
everyone’s mind that one resident asked was “Are there any permanent plans 
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to resolve the flooding in the neighborhood?” The city’s response was “not 
at this time, no.” They further responded explaining that getting financing for 
the project would be difficult and that they would need consent from all those 
living along the seawall and that they have already had a hard time contacting 
land owners for other issues. Crystal Walker from the USACE further went on 
to explain that even if an individual did repair their seawall to the standard 
that if the rest of the block and neighbors did not do it as well than - like the 
other resident stated - the rising water would simply find its way around the 
repaired seawall. Another issue that arose more recently is that the city had 
planned to remove the Tiger Dam before winter but they have been left 
in place. This has lead to many of them freezing over the winter and a few 
instances where the dam had burst and was spilling out water, and then the 
water was freezing and creating hazards throughout the neighborhood. When 
residents called to complain to the city about these instances the city would 
then find where the dam had burst open and then ticket the homeowner for 
tampering with the seawall which had obviously just not been intended for 
use over the Winter. That particular resident complained to the city about 
the ticket and it became null.

Towards the end of the meeting the residents started talking about organizing 
and getting a group together to analyze the cost of the seawall and see 
what type of financing is available. Since not every seawall is an issue and 
only certain lots leak out the cost could be reduced if only focused on the 
major problem areas to start off with. A goal of this thesis is to work with 
the neighborhood and share the information and data collected within this 
study so that a solution can be implemented in the neighborhood and so that 
permanent change can come and alleviate the resident of flooding as well as 
the cost of flood insurance for the majority of those living in the affected area. 
This change can come by first organizing a group like mentioned in a meeting 
and doing a current assessment of the conditions of the neighborhood and 
work with planners and/or local contractors to get estimates on changes 
and repairs. Many of those who have been living with the Tiger Dam on their 
property are fed up with the city not taking appropriate or timely action and 
instead are taking matters into their own hands. 
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Jeff erson Chalmers Storm-water 
Management Framework Plan
The framework plan shown outlines in red the focus 
areas that this project will seek to address. It also 
shows the relationship to other plans proposed or 
current in action throughout the neighborhood. The 
Jefferson Business Corridor plan is outline in purple, 
the City of Detroit Neighborhood Framework plan key 
areas outline in orange, and finally the partnership 
between the National Park Service and the City of 
Detroit restoration of natural habitats project which 
is outlined in yellow. This proposed plan covered in 
the thesis hopes to work in conjunction with those 
proposed by the city and the NPS but also work in 
contrast with the plan along the commercial corridor 
in terms of where it is most important to invest in the 
neighborhood to provide long term growth.
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Figure 61: Master Plan Showing Project Boundaries
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Figure 62: Flooding Along Fox Creek

Figure 63: Flooding Along Fox Creek
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In the summer time hundreds of visitors set their eyes on the canals and 
rent kayaks towards the mouth of the canal that opens into the Detroit river 
and  travel up these canals enjoying the peace and serenity of the water. 
However, since the Tiger Dam water bladder system has been in place the 
residents of the neighborhood have not been allowed such luxury. The canal 
can be seen in the photos to be held back from engulfing the adjacent homes 
and properties by the Tiger Dam. Although offering protection from these 
flooding events the Tiger Dam creates a harsh physical divide between a 
resident and their access to the boathouses, garages, and the canal itself. 
The city of Detroit has come out recently saying that those who are caught 
tampering with the system can be ticketed for up to $100 per instance.  With 
strict measures put in place by the city of Detroit to discourage tampering 
with the system, many residents are left with no choice but to abandon 
their possessions in these structures during severe flooding events. As 
covered in a previous chapter some residents who are fed up with the city 
not responding accordingly and in a timely matter are beginning to take 
matters into their own hands and organized to fix the seawall themselves. 

Barriers and Access Along the Canal

Figure 64: Flooding Along Fox Creek
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Currently the Tiger Dam system is in place and has been for over a year 
now. This system has similar effects on the neighborhood as it does further 
up the canal, it acts as a large physical barrier between those living on the 
canals and their boathouses and the canal itself. The changes made would 
include simplifying the seawall so that it is more cost effective but also allow 
for residents to express the need for deviations in the proposed path for 
boat slips. Since there are many boat houses and structures along these 
seawalls, the choice was made to go with a more traditional seawall which 
would be able to accommodate structures along it as well as withstand more 
boat traffic and rougher wake. This seawall - like the natural solution for the 
upper seawall plan - would need to be built to the height of 580 feet above 
sea level. Many of those seawalls in place in this part of the canal are only 
a few feet short with the average height being at 577. Because many of the 
seawalls are new and only a few feet short it would allow for repairs and 
replacement to be easily made to raise the height of those existing along 
the canal instead of having to tear it out completely and replace them. 

Lower Seawall Existing Conditions

Figure 65: Existing Conditions Site Plan
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The photos on the left were captured 
in the summer of 2019 following a 
severe rain storm. By this time the 
neighborhood has been experiencing 
flooding for year now but May of 2019 
brought rain levels never experienced 
in the neighborhood before. Residents 
were sent scrambling to put towels 
and rags over their doorways to 
prevent water from getting into their 
basements and homes. It wasn’t until 
the beginning of August - almost 3 
months later - that they city deployed 
teams to place sandbags throughout 
the neighborhood along the canal to 
help reduce flooding and property 
damage. Michelle Watts, a local 
resident who has lived her life on 
the canal shares her sentiment that 
many others along the canal share “It 
was very negative for a lot of people, 
very hard, very depressing. We have 
no more emotion.” [11] About a year 
later in May of 2020 the city of Detroit 
came into the neighborhood under 
an emergency order and placed the 
Tiger Dam system to prevent further 
damage to private property but also to 
help alleviate their own sewer system 
which was experiencing overflows 
because of all the water coming out 
of the canal. Many living along the 
canal say that if it wasn’t for the sewer 
systems backing up the city would 
have left them without any help or 
temporary solution for the flooding.

Before the Tiger Dam

Figure 66: Flooding Along Scripps St.

Figure 67: Flooding Off of Klenk Island

Figure 68: Flooding along Fox Creek

Figure 69: Flooding Along Scripps St.



80

Lower Seawall Proposed Intervention
The proposed intervention for the seawalls south of the Korte Street bridge 
would be a vinyl seawall installed to the mandated height of 580 feet above 
seawall. A vinyl seawall was chosen because it can be easily integrated 
with those residents who have already invested in a new seawall as well as 
being able to withstand boat traffic which is heavier in this lower section of 
the seawall due to the low height of the bridge keeping most motor boats 
confined to this area. This vinyl seawall also works well with those who have 
structures along the seawall such as docks, garages and boathouses. Special 
conditions will be discussed in later chapters as to how these situations will 
be addressed on a case by case basis.
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The proposed intervention for the seawalls south of the Korte Street bridge 
would be a vinyl seawall installed to the mandated height of 580 feet above 
seawall. A vinyl seawall was chosen because it can be easily integrated 
with those residents who have already invested in a new seawall as well as 
being able to withstand boat traffic which is heavier in this lower section of 
the seawall due to the low height of the bridge keeping most motor boats 
confined to this area. This vinyl seawall also works well with those who have 
structures along the seawall such as docks, garages and boathouses. Special 
conditions will be discussed in later chapters as to how these situations will 
be addressed on a case by case basis.
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Figure 70: Proposed Intervention Site Plan
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14401 Harbor Island St.
14401 is located on Harbor Island which is located between Scripps Street 
and Riverfront-Lakewood East Park, accessible only by a single vehicular 
bridge that branches off of Lakewood St. The plan on the top of the next 
page show the existing conditions which consist of about 70 feet of seawall 
which is temporary - at time - underwater due to flooding. The Tiger Dam 
system has been ran through this backyard diving the yard virtually in half, 
preventing access to the seawall and canal.  This particular piece of the 
Tiger Dam is wedged between a boat house to both the east and west. The 
current site as well as most of this island sits at about 576 feet above sea 
level which is 4 feet lower than the required 580 foot height mandated by 
the USACE for new sea wall infrastructure. 
The proposed plan at the bottom of the next page looks as grading the site 
up to the required 580 FAMSL in additional to adding an extra 4 feet of height 
to the existing seawall and making repairs where needed. By updating the 
seawall, grading the site, and then backfilling against the new seawall would 

Figure 71: Conceptual Rendering on Harbor Island



create a new water tight barrier which 
on average lasts 35-40 years along 
oceanic coast. The estimates on the 
life-span of a seawall in this scenario 
could last 50-75 years if property 
maintained. In a later chapter we will 
explain in detail the cost of this seawall 
to this particular homeowner. A vinyl 
seawall can cost around $250 a linear 
foot which would cost this property 
owner over $17,000 if it was going to 
be paid for solely by the homeowner. 
through various funding opportunities 
this home owner could get the same 
seawall installed with the same quality 
guarantee for as little as $2,200, a little 
over 1/10th the price. By looking at 
replacement and repair of the seawall 
as a whole the neighborhood and city 
would be able to work out a deal to 
get a discount on the work for such a 
large project. 
The goal of the thesis is to not only 
mend the land using design but also to 
mend the bond within the community 
and between neighbors so that the not 
only all benefit for better infrastructure 
and the seawall but they are able to 
grow together and benefit from each 
other in as many ways as possible. 
The rendering on the left shows how 
this proposed seawall can invite the 
community together to enjoy the 
greatest asset in the neighborhood - 
the access to the canals. 

Figure 72: Existing Conditions Site Plan

Figure 73: Proposed Intervention Site Plan
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The existing conditions along the upper seawall differ from those along the 
lower seawall in that the spans of canal running north into the neighborhood 
has more vacant land or abandon homes. These vacant lots show signs of 
promise in that a majority of them are city owned and managed under the 
Detroit Land Bank Authority (DLBA) which would allow more opportunity to 
turn these vacant and unused parcels into access points to the canal. As 
noted by the residents, the largest asset of the community is the riverfront 
parks however they are currently not easily accessible to all those living in 
the neighborhood. Unlike those homes in the lower seawall, the homes in 
the upper seawall are set back from the canal and allow for more space to 
be used to grade the site and allow for a more natural approach. The city 
consulted with the United States Army Corp of Engineers (USACE) on the 

Upper Seawall Existing Conditions
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installation of the Tiger Dam. From their studies and analysis, any future 
seawalls to be installed within the neighborhood would need to be built at 
a height of 580 feet above sea level. The majority of the coastline north of 
the Korte Avenue bridge varies from 575-577 feet above sea level leaving 
most of the land along the canal to be raised between 3-5 feet and then 
topped with rocks and natural planting. Similar to the conditions along the 
lower seawall, the residents living along the upper seawalls also have their 
property divide except with less structures along the canal the seawalls are 
pushed back further into the parcels taking away anywhere from 10-30 feet of 
space in their backyards renderings them unusable and inaccessible. When 
the Tiger Dam system was installed it also caused property damage without 
any form of reparation to the owners for the property that was destroyed.

Figure 74: Existing Conditions Site Plan



86

The proposed design approach for this stretch of canal is focused on blending 
natural systems with an effective means of flooding prevention infrastructure. 
This section of canal would be built up to the height of 580 feet above sea 
level required by the United States Army Corp of Engineers (USACE). Instead 
of installing a traditional corrugated metal or vinyl seawall the coast along 
the canal would instead use loose stones placed along the waters edge, a 
technique otherwise known as riprap. Along with these stones would be an 
assortment of natural flora consisting of water grasses and blooming flowers 
to invite and promote the biodiversity in the neighborhood. Along with this 
change in height to 580 along the canal, the backyards of several properties 
would need to be graded to allow for easy accessibility and usability of 
those private lots. The use of a more natural edge was decided based off of 

Upper Seawall Proposed Intervention
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residents wanting better access to public space, so by designing the edge 
to promote a more natural feel it would allow those residents living along 
the canal with limited ability to still enjoy the same views and atmosphere 
as those living close to or experiencing the public spaces throughout the 
neighborhood. Within this plan we will look at an example of a residential 
parcel and how it can be transformed as well as the financial affordability of 
this design compared to those of the lower seawall. The main driving point 
for this design change further up the canal is to address the needs of the 
resident as well as the affordability of the project for them as well. Because 
larger motor boats can not make it past the bridge to the south that became 
a great place to transition to a more natural seawall that would not need to 
withstand the wear of a vinyl seawall. 

Figure 75: Proposed Intervention Site Plan



The existing parcel is home has 35 
linear feet of coastline and is currently 
being worn away by the water levels 
rising and falling throughout the 
season to the point that the coastline 
has become very irregular. The 
proposed design will simplify the 
seawall between the two neighboring 
boathouses. This smoothing of the 
seawall will allow for better control 
of the storm-water as well as easier 
grading of the site. 
The proposed design approach for 
this stretch of canal is focused on 
blending natural systems with an 
effective means of flooding prevention 
infrastructure. This section of canal 
would be built up to the height of 
580 feet above sea level required 
by the United States Army Corp 
of Engineers (USACE). Instead of 
installing a traditional corrugated metal 
or vinyl seawall the coast along the 
canal would instead use loose stones 
placed along the waters edge, a 
technique otherwise known as riprap. 
This method of keeping the water 
back can be one third the price of a 
traditional seawall while not sacrificing 
the safety and integrity of the system. 
By interlacing natural plants long with 
the rocks the root systems of the plants 
will better lock together the coastline 
and  prevent from the traditional ware 
of riprap seawalls. Traditional riprap 
seawalls last around 35 years and are 

526 Ashland St.

Figure 76: Existing Condition Site Plan

Figure 77: Proposed Intervention Site Plan
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usually used along ocean coast lines. By implementing this technique along 
a canal that has little to no wake or motor boat traffic, this seawall should 
last long past the average 35 years that it does along a ocean coastline. In 
addition to being long lasting, the seawall can always be added on to if new 
height requirements are needed by the USACE.
 Along with placement of stones would be an assortment of natural flora 
consisting of water grasses and blooming flowers to invite and promote 
the biodiversity in the neighborhood. Along with this change in height to 
580 along the canal, the backyards of several properties would need to be 
graded to allow for easy accessibility and usability of those private lots. The 
The residents are also allowed to work with the contractors and installers 
to better fit the residents needs as well. An example shown above is at this 
particular location the resident wanted a dock to fish off of with his kids. 
Changes like this along the upper seawall plan allows more residents to 
take ownership in the changes made in the neighborhood that affect them. 
The use of a more natural edge was decided based off of residents wanting 
better access to public space. 

Figure 78: Conceptual Rendering Along Ashland St.
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Proposal III: 
Storm-water Park

11
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Existing Conditions
This section of mostly vacant and blighted area is situated between Avondale 
St. to the south. Freud St. to the north, Marlborough St. to the east, and the Fox 
Creek to the west. During the 80s and 90s this section of the neighborhood, 
along with others fell into disarray as jobs were leaving the city and homes 
were being foreclosed. Again during the 90s and into the early 2000s many 
homes were stripped, vandalized and burned to the ground leaving what we 
have today with many blocks having fewer than a dozen homes still standing. 
Many of these lots have sat under the control of the Detroit Land Bank 
Authority who has been trying to sell them as part of their side lot program 
which allows residents to purchase lots adjacent to theirs for as little as 
$100. Several residents have purchased side lots however many do not 
want to deal with the upkeep of these vacant lots. A few chapters back we 
discussed several residents who have purchased several of these lots and 
turned them into gardens and public space that is accessible and usable for 
the whole neighborhood. Having such a large amount of city owned vacant 
lots located in one area allows for so much potential when it comes to ease 
of development and the creation of public space in the neighborhood.

Figure 79: Existing Conditions Site Plan

A

B
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Figure 80: Existing Conditions Along Manistique St.

Figure 81: Existing Conditions Along Manistique St.

Figure 82: Existing Conditions Along Philips St.



Proposed Storm-water Park Intervention
The proposed intervention for the seawalls south of the Korte Street bridge 
would be a vinyl seawall installed to the mandated height of 580 feet above 
seawall. A vinyl seawall was chosen because it can be easily integrated 
with those residents who have already invested in a new seawall as well as 
being able to withstand boat traffic which is heavier in this lower section of 
the seawall due to the low height of the bridge keeping most motor boats 
confined to this area. This vinyl seawall also works well with those who have 
structures along the seawall such as docks, garages and boathouses. Special 
conditions will be discussed in later chapters as to how these situations will 
be addressed on a case by case basis.

A



Figure 83: Proposed Intervention Site Plan

B
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A: Manistique Street Retention Pond
The site plan on the top right looks into a section of the storm-water park 
which looks at a site for a pedestrian pathway crossing Manistique Street.  The 
existing site has one residence adjacent to it and looks at using the footprint 
of the infrastructure that was once there in the form of alleys, driveways and 
sidewalks. The plan on the bottom right shows the proposed walkway which 
would cross Manistique Street on a slight diagonal to connect with the path 
to the west which would continue further into the neighborhood. Some of the 
existing site materials would be able to be reused in the design. The existing 
crumbling sidewalk as well as the gravel and loose concrete from the alleys 
can be ground down into gravel which would be used for the pedestrian 
paths. The paths would also comprise of the dirt that was excavated from 
the site to form the retention ponds, This soil would allow the paths to be 
raised up slightly to promote drainage off of the pedestrian path and allow 
the paths to remain above water when crossing over the retention ponds. 
The retention ponds would be lined with natural grasses and other planting 
which would help retain the shape of the pond via their root structure as well 
as help clean the water as it is stored. The ponds would remain wet year 
round and once the ponds reach a certain level the excess water would flow 
into the sewer system. By allowing the ponds to store the majority of the 
storm-water runoff from the street and other nearby impervious surfaces, it 
allows the water to create natural habitats throughout the neighborhood to 
promote biodiversity while reducing the storm-water flowing into the city’s 
combined sewer system. The rendering on the next page shows how the 
path is elevated above the retention pond slightly but still close enough 
that you feel as if you are within the wetland yourself. The pedestrian paths 
throughout the neighborhood would be lit to provide a sense of safety and 
protection when walking early in the morning or late at night. By lighting the 
paths it also increases its usability because more residents would be more 
likely to walk because it is well lit. The paths would also have spots to sit and 
enjoy the experience or to provide places for older residents to take breaks 
along their morning walk, providing a service that many sidewalks do not 
offer current in the neighborhood. Along the paths there would be signage 
showing and talking about the different types of plants as well as how the 
retention ponds work to better education the community on the systems 
which are at work all around them 24/7. 
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Figure 84: Existing Conditions Site Plan

Figure 85: Proposed Intervention Site Plan

A

A
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Figure 86: Conceptual Rendering of Manistique Street Retention Pond
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B: Ashland Street Canal Connection
The Ashland Street canal connection is one of 6 proposed sites which are 
currently owned by the DLBA which can be turned into public access points. 
This would be the first time in recent history that there is land set aside along 
the Fox Creek for public use. Currently the site is overgrown and fenced off 
and the canal can not even be seen from the street. The existing alley way 
and crumbling sidewalks would also be the footprints for the new proposed 
pedestrian paths. The path would cross the street and connect with the rest 
of the system of pedestrian paths which are stitching the neighborhood 
together.  Residents or visitors of the neighborhood would be able to come 
together on the west side of the street and meet under the provided picnic 
space which is one of many throughout the neighborhood and is a suggestion 
from the residents themselves. They would then be able to access the Creek 
for fishing or to cool off on a hot day. Similar to the retention ponds further 
in the neighborhood, the canal access point would be lines with natural 
planting to invite animal species back to the neighborhood in the form of fish, 
birds, and amphibians. On the north and south sides of the canal connection 
there would be a row of trees and bushes planted to allow for privacy for the 
residents adjacent to the site.

Figure 87: Conceptual Rendering Along Ashland St.
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Figure 88: Existing Conditions Site Plan

Figure 89: Proposed Intervention Site Plan

B

B
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Interaction and Connectivity
When designing the canal access point it is important to consider not only 
the residents of Jefferson Chalmers but also the thousands of people 
each year who come to the neighborhood to experience the historic 
canals. Currently the only place to rent canals is towards the south end 
by the Detroit river. If people were able to rent kayaks or canoes along 
the canal it would allow them to enter and leave the canal and be able 
to explore more of the neighborhood such as the existing public flower 
gardens or even kayak far enough up to canal to take a break and walk 
up to Jefferson to get a bite to eat. By opening up the canal it would 
boost not only the community connection but also the connection with 
those who visit the neighborhood each year.

Figure 90: Proposed Rendering of Canal Access Point Along Ashland St.
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Additional
Suggestions

12
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Small Changes,
Large Impact
Although the thesis is based on 
certain areas in the neighborhood 
mainly being along the canal and the 
vacant blocks adjacent to them on 
the east side, there area many things 
that residents can start doing today 
that will make a lasting difference 
for the future of the neighborhood. 
When these small incremental 
changes start to come together they 
will form larger change which will 
expand beyond the neighborhood 
and could effect the future of the city 
for years to come. 
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Figure 91: Proposed Conceptual Master Plan
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Drainage Fee, Not for Me
The city of Detroit charges all property owners a surface runoff tax or “drainage 
fee” based on the amount of impervious surface on a particular property. 
Recently the city has promoted ways in which residents can reduce this fee 
by up to 80%. The simplest way in which to save money on the drainage fee 
is to redirect the downspout coming off of the roof. For simply redirecting 
their downspout onto their lawn instead of the driveway, residents can save 
up to 25%. Once the changes have been made residents can then contact 
then city where they will send someone out the confirm the changes and 
credit your account or apply the discount on the next water bill. This is just 
one of many ways residents can reduce their drainage fee which also helps 
reduce the stress on the sewer system which reduces the chances of flooding 
or sewer backups. 

Rain Gardens and On-site Storage
Another way residence can help reduce flooding as well as reduce the 
drainage charge by 80% is by implementing a rain garden on their property. 
Rain gardens are small, landscaped depressions that are filled with a mix 
of soil and compost, and are planted with flowers and perennials, shrubs 
and trees. [21] By storing the water on site it allows for residents to beautify 
their property and increase the value of their home by having these Green 
Infrastructure improvements made for only $7-$12 a square foot. They are 
also relatively low maintenance and only require attention if needed to be 
cleaned out or if the home owner chooses to add more plants or expand the 
garden. If enough residents invest in rain gardens it could drastically reduce 
the amount of storm water flowing into the sewer system which in Jefferson 
Chalmers would greatly reduce the risk of flooding. Not only would it reduce 
the risk of flooding but it would also help clean the water before it does soak 
into the ground or enter the sewer system. 
The photos on the right show examples of rain gardens already in place 
around the city of Detroit. Rain gardens can come in many shapes and sizes 
depending on the existing site and the amount of money a homeowner is 
able to invest in. There are also several organizations and programs who help 
residents afford such strategies and many will help install a rain garden for no 
cost. Rain gardens are also amazing projects for local community groups and 
non-profits to engage in because of their low cost and beautiful outcomes. 
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Figure 92: Rain Garden Example

Figure 93: Rain Garden Example

Figure 94 Rain Garden Example
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Cost and Feasibility
13



112112

Overall Project Phasing and Cost
This thesis project would be implemented in phases based on severity of 
the situation and will make improvements that will provide the most impact 
first. The first phase would focus on seawall repairs and replacements to 
eliminate the threat of canal flooding. This would allow the tiger dams to be 
removed as well as allow the residents and the city of Detroit to appeal the 
change of the FEMA floodplain to include all of Jefferson Chalmers south 
of Jefferson Ave. By doing this and shoring up the infrastructure along the 
coast line many residents would then be able to save around $800 a year 
on flood insurance. Later in this chapter we will talk about how these funds 
can be reallocated towards other improvements. The second phase would 
look at the creation of a storm-water park located in the lowest topographical 
part of the neighborhood that experiences the greatest amount of surface 
flooding. The storm-water park would be able to store the majority of water 
that flows to this part of the neighborhood while also creating public space. 
The third phase would be based off of the effectiveness of the first two and 
would help fill the whole by implementing smaller retention ponds and rain 
gardens throughout the neighborhood as well as expand the storm water 
park to branch all the way from Jefferson Ave to the riverfront parks. 

Phase I
Phase II
Phase III

Figure 95: Master Plan Showing Phases
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Phase I: Secure the Seawalls
Vinyl Seawall:      $1,450,000
Natural Seawall:      $2,000,000
Seawall Structure Grants:     $1,750,000
Canal Access Points (6):     $850,000

Total Phase One Costs:     $6,050,000

Phase II: Connect the Neighborhood
Land Acquisition:      $650,000
Streetscape Repairs:     $1,200,000
Storm-water Park Construction:    $4,575,000
Structures within the Park:     $350,000

Total Phase Two Costs:     $6,775,000

Phase II: Continuous Support 
Land Acquisition:      $1,250,000
Streetscape Repairs:     $3,425,000
Storm-water Park Extension:    $6,550,000
East Storm-water Park Construction:   $11,575,000
Rain Garden Grant Program (per year)   $75,000

Total Phase Three Costs:     $22,875,000

Continued Cost (Yearly)
Rain Garden Grant Program (per year)   $75,000
Stormwater Park Maintainance:    $350,000
Miscellaneous:      $250,000

Total Yearly Continued Cost:    $675,000
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Neighborhood Improvement Authority
When researching ways in which communities can organize to invest in change 
within the neighborhood I came across the idea of forming a Neighborhood 
Improvement Authority (NIA). The NIA is a way for a neighborhood to receive 
funding through various channels that can be put towards neighborhood 
improvement over a span of up to 30 years with the chance of extension for 
an additional 15 years. A NIA can be formed for an area in which 75% of the 
land is zoned for residential. The NIA would consists of 5-9 members including 
at least 2 residents and/or business owners from the select area as well as a 
government appointed officer by the local government. The additional 2-6 
seats would be filled by either more community members, elected officials, 
or individuals with knowledge of the proposed plan (architects, planners, 
engineers). Once the NIA is formed and the boundaries are set in place, the 
group will then prepare a development plan and financing plan to submit to 
the city council and mayor for approval. Once approved the plans can start 
to be implemented into the neighborhood. The NIA would be a great way 
to organize for change because it not only brings together the community 
with local officials but it creates transparency within the plans by having 
neighborhood representation within the decision making process. 
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NIA Boundry

Figure 96: Master Plan Showing NIA Boundary
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Who is eligible?
Any city or village may establish an authority. 

Who is eligible?
1. The governing body finds its in the best interest of the public to promote 
residential and economic growth in an area where more than 75% is zoned 
for residential
2. The governing body sets a public hearing, based upon its
Resolution of intent, to create an NIA.
3. Notice must be given of a public hearing by publication
And mail to taxpayers within a proposed district and to the
Governing body of each taxing jurisdiction levying taxes that
Would be subject to capture of tax increment revenues.
4. Public hearing is held. 
5. Not less than 60 days following the public hearing, the
Governing body may adopt by resolution the creation of the
NIA and designating the boundaries of the NIA district.
6. The resolution must be published at least once in the local
Newspaper and filed with the Secretary of State.
7. The governing board of the NIA shall be created and consist of a chief 
Executive officer of the municipality or his or her designee and
between five and nine members. 
8. The NIA prepares a development plan and a tax increment financing plan 
to submit for approval to the city.
9. Once approved, the plans are then implemented in the neighborhood. 

Neighborhood Improvement Authority
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How is it Financed?
1.  Donations to the authority
2. Revenue bonds
3. Revenues from buildings or properties owned or leased by the nia
4. Tax increments
5. Special assessment
6. Grants

What can it be used for?
For residential neighborhood improvements to public facilities such as 
housing, a street, plaza, pedestrian mall and any improvements to a street, 
plaza or pedestrian mall including street furniture and beautification, park, 
parking facility, recreational facility, right-of-way, waterway, bridge, lake, 
pond, canal, utility line or pipe or building, including access routes designed 
and dedicated to use by the public generally, or used by a public agency. 

Who are the members?
Members shall be appointed by the chief executive officer of the municipality, 
subject to approval by the governing body of the municipality.
• Not less than a majority of the members shall be persons having an 
ownership or business interest in property located in the development area.
• At least one of the members shall be a resident of the development area 
or of an area within ½ mile of any part of the development area. 
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Project Financing
The proposed projects would require various funding strategies to be 
successful. The three main funding strategies would include the use of Tax 
Increment Financing (TIF), Special Assessments (SA), and Grants. Additional 
financial support can come in the form of donations and project sponsorship. 
Their will be three proposed financing strategies: Guaranteed Financing, 
Speculative BRIC Financing, and Speculative BRIC Repay Financing.

Strategy I: Guaranteed Financing
Guaranteed financing consists of a 50/50 mix of both Tax Increment Financing 
and the use of special Assessments. TIFs are used to finance redevelopment 
projects or other investments using the anticipation of future tax revenue 
resulting from new development. [22] Once the NIA is established the base 
property tax revenue is recorded before improvements are made. While 
the base amount of property tax revenue (the level before redevelopment 
investments) continues to fund city services, the increase in tax revenue is 
used to pay bonds and reimburse investors and is often captured as city 
revenue and allocated toward other projects. [22] Using the diagram on the 
right it shows that the base existing tax value continues to go towards the 
city of Detroit to fund essential services while the increase in property value 
beyond that base goes towards funding the projects within the district that 
it applies for. After the 30 year life of the NIA, the new tax value created by 
the neighborhood improvements all flow back to the city of Detroit as a new 
higher tax value. The second part of the guaranteed financing is the use of 
special assessments for those who directly benefit from the improvements 
within the neighborhood. A special assessment tax is a surtax levied on 
property owners to pay for specific local infrastructure project, in this case it 
would be for the construction of the seawalls, storm-water park, and various 
other streetscape improvements. Those who live on the seawall would pay 
a special assessment based off of how many linear feet of seawall are on 
their property as well as which type of seawall is going to be put in place. 
Those living within 1000 of the storm-water parks or public rain gardens or 
retention ponds would also pay a special assessment. A 1000 foot radius 
was determined based off of studies which show inner city homes that are 
within a quarter mile from a park see an increased value of their property by 
about 10%. Studies also show that homes that are directly adjacent to parks 
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see a 20% increase as well as residences next to large “greenbelt” areas can 
see a 32% increase in their home average. Although those who live closer 
to these improvements will sea greater property value increase the special 
assessment will be capped at different rates throughout the neighborhood 
based off of the current property value and the homeowners ability to pay. 
Many of the additional charges due to the special assessments and the tax 
increment financing would be less than what most home owners are now 
paying for flood insurance. Many residents would be paying less than the 
$700-$1200 a year flood insurance costs. Residents will be able to make 
payments on the special assessment and TIF over the 30 year period however 
there is also an option to pay it all up front as well. The taxes would remain 
if a resident was to sell their home also. There are also certain exception 
programs for low income individuals, the elderly and veterans as well. 

Figure 97: TIF Diagram
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Grant Opportunities
The Flood Mitigation Assistance Program funded and ran though FEMA 
provides up to $10 million for community flood mitigation projects each year. 
[22] This grant goes towards funding infrastructure projects that reduce andor 
manage flooding and reduce claims.
The Five Start and Urban Waters Restoration Grant Program provides up to 
$50,000 a year to fund projects that look to preserve natural resources and 
enhance the habitats for local wildlife especially to help heal environments 
that deal with pollution from storm-water runoff.
The Southeast Michigan Resilience Fund provides anywhere between 
$50-$300 thousand to increase climate resilience within communities 
throughout southeastern Michigan. The grant primary applies for projects that 
strive to reduce the impact of storm-water, improve water quality, enhance 
natural habitats, and increase accessibility to great spaces.

BRIC Grant
The Building Resilient Infrastructure and Communities or BRIC program is 
the ideal grant to work towards for this project. This grant provides up to $50 
million to local governments to help build resilience within neighborhoods. 
BRIC wants to promote innovation in problem solving, partnerships that 
use multiple funding strategies, and enable large infrastructure projects. 
Applicants in Michigan are eligible for this grant for the next 7 years. The 
greatest benefit to this grant is that you can start incurring costs at anytime 
as the program offers full reimbursement of any design, engineering, and 
planning costs if the applicant is chosen. To qualify for this grant a project 
must be cost effective while also eliminating risk and damage from present 
and future disaster. Projects and structure must also comply to local building 
codes, as well as environmental or historical preservation requirements. 
The program will fund up to 75% of a project so long as the remaining 25% 
is funded through multiple strategies and stakeholders. The ideal situation 
would greatly rely on the Neighborhood Improvement Authority being able 
to put together a plan that can be submitted to FEMA to apply for the BRIC 
Grant as it would offer the greatest support and could be applied to each 
year if not selected as the majority of costs can be paid back once awarded 
the grant.



As talked about in the community 
engagement chapter a few residents 
have already installed new seawalls 
but they are not effective because 
the neighbors on either side have not 
fixed or installed new seawalls so the 
flood waters are flowing around the 
new seawall and would cause damage 
if the Tiger Dam was not in place. If  
the seawall were to be replaced or 
repaired it would need to happen in 
large section to be effective otherwise 
by “spot treating” the problem it 
will only leave to spots that are left 
unchecked and those spots would 
still cause damage to not only that 
residents but the neighbors as well. 
The best way to implemented the 
construction of the seawall is to do it in 
three or 4 parts first focusing on the two 
islands then around the mainland and 
lastly start working north towards the 
Korte Street bridge which goes over 
Fox Creek. The site shown is 14401 
Harbor Island St. located on Harbor 
Island. The parcel has 70 linear feet of 
seawall with the existing seawall height 
of 577 feet above sea level (FAMSL). 
The current stretch of seawall would 
need to have its height increased 3 
feet or would need to be fully replaced 
based on the current condition. If the 
home owner was going to pay for a 
full seawall replacement it would cost 
around $17,500 for this 70 foot stretch. 

Funding Example

Figure 98: Existing Conditions Site Plan

Figure 99: Proposed Intervention Site Plan
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The three charts on the right outline the 
financing strategies previously laid out. 
The first one shows the cost breakdown 
for 14401 Harbor Island St. when using 
only tax increment financing and a special 
assessment. For the 70 linear feet of 
seawall the property owner would pay 
$8,750 as a special assessment on their 
taxes while the other remaining half would 
be paid through the TIF which the whole 
neighborhood would pay into. The second 
and third chart are similar as they both 
utilize the BRIC grant but at different points 
in the project. The second one shows 
the scenario in which the BRIC Grant is 
awarded at the start of the project or before 
the project starts. The grant covers 75% of 
the cost as long as the other 25% are split 
between different financing sources. In 
this case the other two financing sources 
would be the same as from the guaranteed 
financing except the resident would pay a 
special assessment of only $2,188 as well 
as the neighborhood paying the other half 
matching that of the resident. This cut the 
original cost of the seawall from $17,500 
to a little over $2,000. The bottom chart 
shows how if the grant is awarded after 
construction and some of the money 
has already began to be collected. In 
this situation the grant would reimburse 
residents the difference between what has 
already been paid in and the $2,188. This 
could come in the form of a tax credit or a 
check to the homeowner. 

Funding Example: 
Breaking Down the Cost

Guaranteed 
Financing:

$8,750 - TIF (50%)
$8,750 - SA (50%)

Figure 100: Funding Chart

$13,125 - BRIC (75%)
$2,188 - TIF (12.5%)
$2,188 - SA (12.5%)

Speculative BRIC 
Financing

Figure 101: Funding Chart

Speculative BRIC Repay 
Financing

$13,125 - BRIC (75%)
$2,188 - TIF (12.5%)
$2,188 - SA (12.5%)

Figure 102: Funding Chart
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Stakeholder Costs and Scenarios
When looking at the scenario where the project would be awarded the 
BRIC grant, both the city of Detroit and the residents would be able to see 
permanent solutions for flooding throughout the neighborhood. Those living 
on the seawall and being part of Phase I would pay the special assessment per 
the lineage of coastline as well as a small charge as part of the neighborhood-
wide TIF. Those living within 1000 feet of Phase II or Phase III would also pay 
a special assessment which would depend on the price of the improvements 
made and how the resident will benefit from the changes along with the 
TIF. The changes being made throughout the neighborhood would be not 
only community funded but community driven with direct input from the 
residents so that everyone’s needs are heard and the solutions proposed for 
the neighborhood meet the needs of the majority of the residents. Also by 
making these changes every resident in the neighborhood would be saving 
around $800 in flood insurance and instead be able to invest the money 
directly back into their property or community which will help create a sense 
of ownership for the changes being made throughout the neighborhood.  
Property values throughout the neighborhood would increase and residents 
will be able to enjoy a higher quality of living

Phase I
Phase II
Phase III

Figure 103: Master Plan Showing Phase Funding
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Conclusion
14
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Refl ection
Benchmark IV helped realign my vision on creating change for the 
neighborhood and by the neighborhood. Towards the end, the community 
aspect started to get pushed to the side of the project when in the beginning 
it was a larger part and I still want it to be going forward. I also would have 
liked to include more examples throughout the neighborhood on how the 
changes would look and impact not only the physical built space but also the 
space within peoples lives. Show more resident interaction with the spaces 
and how they can be seamlessly blended with the existing community as 
a way to stitch together the neighborhood via pedestrian and bike paths. 
Due to the pandemic the community interaction was limited and I wish I had 
more opportunities to do community outreach and surveys to see what the 
interests within the neighborhood were in terms of what changes they want 
to see and what issues are at the top of their lists. 

Post graduation I hope to continue my research and work with those living in 
the community to achieve the goal of eliminating the threat of flooding. Several 
community members are already starting to search for solutions outside of 
waiting for the city of Detroit to fix the issue. By already implementing some 
of the communities ideas within this thesis project it will make it easier going 
forward to provide support with any efforts either the city itself or the residents 
decide to move forward with.
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Going Forward
Post graduation I hope to continue my research and work with those 
living in the community to achieve the goal of eliminating the threat of 
flooding. Several community members are already starting to search for 
solutions outside of waiting for the city of Detroit to fix the issue. By already 
implementing some of the communities ideas within this thesis project it 
will make it easier going forward to provide support with any efforts either 
the city itself or the residents decide to move forward with.
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