
HFC - 1696 
 Detroit has been steadily decreasing in population over the last century. While most fled the city, some engineers, architects, and artists have stayed because they view Detroit as 

an opportunity for a new start - for growth and experimentation. Because of this, Detroit is one of the top cities in the United States for young innovators. Detroit now lies poised for 

a major upswing in development. Hand in hand with a surge of revitalization comes the need for housing that is affordable to a wide variety of individuals. Design activism is required 

by the professionals of Detroit to carefully consider the examination of architectural practice and the role it plays in the improvement in quality of urban life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Layout of primary project objectives was a first and vital step in development 

of immediate program on the site. The programmatic elements defined below 

were a direct result of analysis of the immediate contextual conditions and 

project goals. This played key roles in the early stages of site zoning and 

building layout by means of functionality and special adjacencies 

 

 

Interior amenities for residents: Apartments (1 and 2 bedroom units), Front Desk (information/security/mail), Laundromat, Internet Lounge with Technical Support for Residents 

Interior amenities for community: Bike Shop, Retail Space, Art Galleries – All of these amenities use glazing to collect solar heat during colder months and transfer heat to the living 

units above -  The walls also act as garage doors and can be opened for ventilation during the summer months and allow for flexibility with different types of retail and functions 

Exterior amenities for residents: Community Gardens, Parking (16 spaces on site, one ADA accessible) 

Exterior amenities for community: Central Courtyard Green Space (with permeable hardscape and bicycle paths), Trash Pickup, Loading/Unloading for Retail Trucks 

 

 

 

Sugar Hill Arts District, rooted in Paradise Valley’s historic charm, was a hot spot for 

rising jazz musicians in the 1920’s. Like many Detroit communities, Sugar Hill Arts 

District is trying revive the art and music vibe, and revitalize Detroit with new 

development reaching a greater diversity of incomes.  

The selected site borders a medical district and Veteran’s hospital; the majority of the 

nearby tenants are medical students. There is an abundance of off-site parking, 

however the site is extremely walkable, and provides alternate transportation 

opportunities, such as bus routes, bike paths, and zip car locations.  



HFC - 1696 
Concepts [Site specific conceptual design & Global Design Activism // Social Responsibility] 

The main driver behind the conceptual development of the project came from the systematic nature of the modular living units. Early development of this system was crucial to 

achieving within the place-specific design a high level of activism for the surrounding context of the city of Detroit. Through careful analysis and a highly developed knowledge of the 

city itself, it was identified that the fabrication process of a multi-layered modular system could in itself become a catalyst for the surrounding area. Utilization of the cities 

resources in terms of reclaimed materials, opportunities of facilities, and a highly skilled workforce were carefully considered throughout the design of construction systems. This 

ties in to overarching concept that the units themselves could be reproduced on massive scales. 

CONCEPT: ZONING OF THE SITE & THE USE OF OPEN/GREEN SPACE 

The beginning of the conceptual design starting by zoning of the site based on addressing various needs, particularly the contextual, functional, and environmental needs of the 

proposed design. Through a series of zoning diagrams, commonalities throughout the concepts were highlighted, analyzed, and configured into the final layout seen in the project. 

Though each category was carefully considered, it was often found that the environmental needs in terms of the quality of affordable living spaces took precedence above the others. 

Key to achieving a level of aesthetic pleasure [which can often be lost in the repetitive nature of modular design] was the integration of a central shared green space & selection of 

warmer, more homogenous materials such as the reclaimed wood for screening. 

CONCEPT: CONSTRUCTION METHODOLOGY [SELF-CONTAINED LIVING UNITS] 

A key concept that was again brought to the forefront early on in the design process was the idea that each of the modular units should be self-contained. That is to say that the 

development & design of the module could function as a stand-alone living unit as well as function as part of a larger systematic structure with multiple units. Each living unit 

contains its own integration of active and passive sustainable systems, self-contained water systems, as well as a certain degree of structural rigidity achieved through a structural 

interior panel system coupled with exterior structural steel tubing [square] that allows units to be stacked and joined in a wide variety of ways. The steel structure has separate 

modules for what contains the living unit itself, and what becomes the structure for building circulation. This concept is illustrated in the exploded diagram of the proposed building 

found on the competition board. Once the circulation structure is defined on any specific site, the modules [due to consisting of their own individual structure] can be plugged in to 

the structure where desired and left out where an open space is desired. This offers the unique ability to have total control over a multitude of elements through the entire design and 

construction process. 

CONCEPT: INTEREST IN THE BROADER CONTEXTUAL APPROACH 

Throughout the design process there was a strong interest in a broader design context and how the proposed design can engage issues of design activism both locally and globally. 

This was addressed through the concept behind the fabrication process of these modular self-contained units. Relating to the graphic in the lower left of the competition board, the 

idea behind a system of construction that could be adaptable while remaining affordable and of quality design when implemented in various regions was a concept that was taken to 

heart and explored briefly through a study of materiality and regional aesthetics. Envisioned for this system is the idea that the manufacturing process begins in a city such as 

Detroit, while final assemblage of the exterior screening systems takes place within a regional application, making use of local materials and bringing a level of sustainability within 

materiality to the entire process. 
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CULTURAL CONNECTION: IMMEDIATE CONTEXT [PHYSICAL] 

Above is a graphic that illustrates a network of cultural relationships within the study area surrounding the project site [shown in red]. The two concentric circles represent a 5 

minute and a 10 minute walking radius from the site. The highlighted networks are what were [either metaphorically or physically] tapped in to through proposed programmatic 

elements and shared community spaces within the immediate site. Amenities provided on site relate directly to what exists and what is needed surrounding the site. 

DETROIT CULTURE: RECLAMATION AND REVITALIZATION 

The process of reclaiming materials and revitalizing them through a unique process to generate something beneficial is by no means a new concept in the city of Detroit. 

Organizations specialize in reclaiming usable architectural building materials and equipment. The key difference in the proposed process for this project is the subtle fact that the 

materials examined for reclamation and use within this construction method are materials that would otherwise end up becoming waste; ending up in dumpsters, landfills, furnaces. 

The proposed methods seek to implement materials of this nature, essentially “closing the loop’ in the waste cycle of the immediate area.  

As gentrification increases within the city, the proposed design looks to address the need of affordable housing using reclaimed materials while potentially eliminating the social 

stigma that is typically associated with such ideas. Instead of taking over neighborhoods and seeking to push out the culture that has been brewing within for decades, the ideal is 

that this system of construction would allow ease of integration within cultural sub contexts through the enhancement of both private living spaces as well as shared public 

amenities. 
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Each module is a fully functioning residence as a stand-alone unit. Module systems and the systems rolled into the circulation/structure were developed with no distinct relationship 

(as modules are inserted, moved, or removed from a central core). Modular functions provide the opportunity to be complimentary - both spaces would benefit as they become more 

interactive with each another. ‘Empty lots’ (spaces where a module has yet to be plugged in) provide benefits and function as an interdependent non-occupied space that generates 

heating for units above. This is similar to a concept used by the ancient Chinese - fire pits underneath a structure allow heat to rise through the floor and warm the spaces 

throughout the nighttime. These seasonal entrepreneurial spaces would function 

similarly; open units intercept solar heat gain and retain heat with thermal massing.  

  

52 Modular Units 
Module net area: 800 square feet 

Module gross area: 570 square feet with 85 square foot balcony 
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Stairwells provide three means of egress in case of emergencies and are five feet wide with a place of refuge for wheelchairs. Five foot wide hallways allow for a 360 degree turning 

radius for wheelchairs and safe egress in case of emergencies. Dead end 

corridors are limited to 20 feet - allowable for sprinkled multi-family residences.  

 
 

Units have ADA accessible bathrooms with a wheel-in or walk-in shower and all rooms have at least a four foot circular clearance for a 180 degree turning radius for wheelchairs. 

Windows between living spaces and corridors provide natural light and views to outside. With two bedroom units, the only access to the balcony is through the bedrooms. End units 

have the advantage of more windows and more natural light yet may have to pay more in utilities because of greater exposure and heat loss. 

BUSINESS PLAN: 

Initial cost calculations were calculated based on the conceptual project developed in Detroit [a 52 unit structure with first-level retail]. Shown in this cost is an estimate of $158.07 

per square foot for each of the residential units. This cost is conservative, with a built in contingency. This cost is hard to estimate as most of the construction expenses for this 

specific proposal come from  processes of reclaiming materials as opposed to materials bought from  manufacturers. 

 

Description Rate Amount 

Construction (Building & Site) – 60,000 sq.ft. $ 158.07/sq.ft. $ 9,484,200

Design/Estimating Contingency 8.0 % $ 758,736

CM Construction Contingency 3.5 % $ 331,947

Escalation (projected until 2018) 12.5 % $ 1,185,525

CM Services (OH&P, General Conditions, CM Fee, Etc.) 16.9 % $1,602,830

A/E Fee 5.5 % $ 521,631

A/E Reimbursables 0.1 % $ 9,484

FF & E (furniture) 4.0 % $ 379,369

Technology / Equipment 3.0 % $ 284,526

Sound / Video Security 2.0 % $ 189, 684

Telecommunication / Data 5.0 % $ 474,210

Signage 0.1 % $ 9,484

Owner Costs (Includes Builder's Risk) 0.2 % $ 18,968

Testing And Balance Allow 2.0 % $ 189,684

State Review & Permit Allow 2.0 % $ 189,684

Photovoltaic Array – 10,000 sq.ft. $ 6.80/Watt - 10 Watts/sq. ft. $ 680,000

Underground Cisterns – 30,000 gallons $ 20,000/10,000 gallons $ 60,000

Simple cost estimate total  $ 16,369,962
 

 

HVAC walls between residences provide all mechanical and electrical systems required: 

two foot walls provide systems for two units, one on each side - and one foot walls provide 

systems for one unit which backs it. 


