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Environment, LAND & WATER INFRASTRUCTURE
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A ciTy THAT sHAREs A VisiON: cOORDiNATiNg 
THE mANAgEmENT Of VAcANT LAND1

Public land and facility strategies must be aligned with the City’s strategies 
for neighborhood revitalization, economic growth, and creation of blue/green 
infrastructure, while the activities of each of the public landholding entities as 
well as other public agencies must be grounded in a single coordinated strategic 
framework. 

We need to begin thinking of properties in public ownership and those in private 
ownership as part of a single system. All land, whatever its legal ownership, is 
public in the sense that how it is used and maintained affects its neighbors 
and the community as a whole, and affects the city’s ability to preserve its 
neighborhoods and build its economy. More important than who actually owns 
the inventory is how it fits into the vision for the city. Detroit needs to develop a 
coordinated system in which all entities operate consistently across all aspects of 
public land management and private land regulation, making decisions based on 
clear policy goals and principles, and utilizing available legal and financial tools as 
efficiently as possible. Wherever title to any single parcel resides, that parcel should 
be seen as being part of single inventory, guided by a single set of policies and goals. 

Such a profound change in thinking and procedures will not be easy. The 
transformation of Detroit’s approach to its land will require many separate 
agencies, with separate missions and priorities, to subordinate their differences to 
a common direction and purpose, and to foster unprecedented connections among 
landholding, regulatory, and user agencies. In the long run, public landholding 
agencies and those leading the city’s regeneration should explore realignment of 
responsibilities, including reducing the number of separate entities holding title to 
public parcels, to increase the system’s efficiency and take better advantage of the 
legal and technical capacities of particular agencies. 
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Sources: Planning and Development Department, 
Wayne County Land Bank, Detroit Public Schools, 
Wayne County Treasurer, Michigan Land Bank 
Fast Track Authority While there are many publicly owned parcels within the city of Detroit, these are owned 

by a verity of different agencies with different missions.  Coordination among these 
agencies is key to unlocking the potential of Detroit’s publicly held land. 

PubLic LAND OWNERsHiP by AgENcy 
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Vacant Lots, as Percentage of Residential Parcels,
by Census Block Group
Detroit, Michigan

City of
Highland Park

City of
Hamtramck

Sources: Detroit Residential Parcel Survey;
Data Driven Detroit. 2/15/2010
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The Detroit Residential Parcel Survey (DRPS)
surveyed predominantly residential parcels.
The DRPS also includes vacant lots in neighborhood
commercial areas adjacent to residential areas. This
map does not include vacant lots in other commercial
or industrial areas.
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Vacant land refers to parcels with no structure present. All seven districts ranked “Vacant 
Land Not Cared For” in their top 10 problems. As can be seen in the green Data Driven 
Detroit map above, vacant residential lots are a significant issue in all of the city but most 
of District 2, the Grandmont Rosedale area, and the borders of the city near 8 mile west 
of Woodward, and the far eastside neighborhoods bordering the Pointes. District 2’s 
unexpectedly high ranking of this issue may be due to the high number of survey responses 
coming from the Davison area, which borders Districts 5 and 7, and the low total number of 
responses from District 2. 
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Corridors For 21st CentUry inFrastrUCtUre. Given the excess vehicular capacity within the right-
of-way and the vast amount of vacant commercial land adjacent to the right-of-way, land should be prioritized 
for the development of new blue and green infrastructure. Blue infrastructure should be fully integrated into a 
multimodal street section and create an amenity for pedestrians, cyclists, and drivers. Green infrastructure should 
be implemented along all major highways in the city to improve air quality within Detroit’s neighborhoods. By 
planting trees on vacant land within 500’ of the highway right-of-way, the carbon forest will act to absorb CO2 
emissions from automobiles and prevent pollutants from reaching adjacent residents. Simultaneously, carbon 
forests will act as a visual amenity for passing traffic in areas along the highway that frequently have some of the 
city’s highest levels of vacancy.   

Source: DwPlTP Planning Team
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CARBON FOREST
Linear installation of carbon forest pilot 
along existing highway. The project should 
also include short and long-term monitoring, 
which could be handled by volunteer/
professional/academic advisor

This map indicates the appropriate locations for carbon forests to remediate 
the effects of pollution from highways. It also indicates locations where blue 
infrastructure may be most suitably integrated inside and outside of the right-of-way 
along arterials and major thoroughfares. 

Image Source: Bobak Ha'Eri, wikimedia Commons

PIlOt PROJeCt

carbon forest carbon forest

small retentionsmall retention

500'500'

INNoVATIVE EColoGICAl
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GrEEN rESIDENTIAl

CArBoN ForEST

STormwATEr BoUlEVArD

roAD wITH mEDIAN—PoTENTIAl To CoNVErT For ENHANCED INFIlTrATIoN

roAD wITH mEDIAN—lITTlE PoTENTIAl To CoNVErT For INFIlTrATIoN

wIDE roAD—PoTENTIAl To NArrow AND INSTAll SwAlES

Blue infrastructure may be introduced where there is excess capacity within the right-of-way.

Blue infrastructure outside the right-of-way is best suited for Green residential and landscape typologies.

Carbon forest proposes a 500' separation between highways and neighborhoods. Planting area includes embankments and vacant parcels.

DWSD BLUE INFRASTRUCTURE 
PROJECTS
DWSD is implementing small-scale blue 
infrastructure pilot projects in coordination 
with SEMCOG and Greening of Detroit 
in northwestern Detroit. Additional blue 
infrastructure projects should be aligned with 
their efforts. 
Image Source: SEmCoG low Impact Development manual

eaRlY aCtIOn

STORmWATER BOULEvARD
In partnership with DWSD and SEMCOG, 
convert short segment of arterial road to 
stormwater blvd. Narrow the road, install 
swales and bicycle lanes, and construct 
retention ponds on adjacent vacant, publicly 
owned land.  

Image Source: inlandbays.org
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Figure 1. Green Infrastructure Pilot Areas.

  

The Detroit Future City map of publicly owned land (below far left) indicates that a large portion of the land in the high vacancy 
areas is owned by public entities, most significantly the City of Detroit. Further analysis should be conducted to identify areas where 
high concentrations of vacant land with no structure are owned by the City of Detroit, the Wayne County Treasurer, and other public 
land holding agencies. 

The map above to the left describes areas considered suitable for blue and green infrastructure by the Detroit Future City Strategic 
Framework Plan. The map above to the right indicates a spectrum of suitability for residential land use and alternative green land 
uses based on a variety of factors, including population density, population change, ownership, housing conditions, and more. The 
map to the immediate right demonstrates Combined Sewer Overflow pilot areas for the Detroit Water Sewerage Department. 

In the abundance of vacant land lies opportunity for large-scale green infrastructure to significantly reduce combined sewage over-
flows to the rivers while addressing vacant land, a top priority of Detroit residents. This will require effective coordination with other 
public property owners, partnership with community land use visioning efforts, guided by the regional Green Infrastructure Vision led 
by SEMCOG, and suitability analyses conducted by various entities, including Detroit Future City, the Community Development Advo-
cates of Detroit (CDAD) Strategic Framework Plan, and forthcoming research from Liquid Planning Detroit (University of Michigan). 
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The DEA survey results indicated that over a quarter of respondents in most of the council 
districts did not know the seriousness of sewage discharges to the rivers. 

Detroit’s sewer infrastructure, like that of other older cities, carries both stormwater and 
household/industrial wastewater. During heavy rain events, the infrastructure–even with new 
holding facilities–cannot hold and treat all of the wastewater. (See the EPA’s diagram of 
Combined Sewer Overflow to the left. “POTW” in the diagram can be replaced with the 
Detroit Wastewater Treatment Plant.) 

This results in billions of gallons of untreated or partially treated sewage water being released 
into the Detroit and Rouge Rivers. Although new holding facilities such as the Conner Creek 
CSO Facility along the far east riverfront have reduced outflows, they have been very costly 
($201.4 million for Conner Creek) and CSO discharges into the rivers continue. The Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality’s annual reports on combined sewage overflows indicate 
that although the number of discharge events have dropped to less than 50 per year from a 
peak of over 400 in 2004, the actual volume of raw and partially treated sewage continues 
to fluctuate, reaching a 5-year high in 2011 at 28 billion gallons of overflow (this figure 
includes 6.15 bg untreated overflow and 21.6 bg partially treated discharge). 
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Both the Detroit Water Agenda (published through the City Council Green Task Force in 
2012) and the Detroit Future City Strategic Framework Plan emphasize the need for green 
infrastructure to alleviate the combined sewer overflow issue. With Detroit’s abundance of 
vacant land in need of cleanup and maintenance, this provides an opportunity to hit multiple 
birds with one stone. The Detroit Water and Sewerage Department, in partnership with 
the Southeast Michigan Council of Governments (SEMCOG) and The Greening of Detroit, 
is pursuing green infrastructure as an alternative to extremely costly conventional sewer 
infrastructure, beginning with pilot projects in Rouge Park and Brightmoor. 

SEMCOG is developing a regional green infrastructure vision with other Detroit stakeholders. 
Given the impact of regional wastewater on Detroit’s sewer infrastructure, elected leadership 
in Detroit should take an enthusiastic role in the process. Several other large cities (notably 
New York and Chicago) have launched major green infrastructure initiatives to address their 
stormwater challenges through grant programs, water bill credits, zoning amendments, and 

development standards to encourage a variety of strategies, including green roofs, green 
alleys, rain gardens, permeable parking lots, and more.

City Council District	 Percent Impervious
	 1			   40.11%
	 2			   47.35%
	 3			   47.89%
	 4			   46.60%
	 5			   47.06%
	 6			   50.97%
	 7			   42.63% 

Sources: Sanborn (2008); Data Driven Detroit 2012
*This calculation does not include roads, which would increase the numbers. 

46.18%* of Detroit’s 
land is impervious, 
meaning that water 
cannot filter naturally 
into the ground. 
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Survey respondents in 3 out of 7 districts (indicated in blue and red) ranked high water 
bills in their top 10 environmental problems. Water bills go to pay for Detroit Water and 
Sewerage Department (DWSD) infrastructure debt as well as operating the water and 
sewer systems. A 2012 DWSD brochure explains that declining water sales due to factory 
cutbacks, population decline, and increased water conservation and reduced water usage 
have resulted in higher rates. 

The department acknowledges that it must change to respond to a future with less water 
consumption. The last Water Master Plan was published in 2003 and projected 2% annual 
growth for 50 years; “the reality has been 3% contraction for the last 4 years!” (DWSD 
“Putting Rate Increases into Perspective”) 

The Detroit Emergency Manager’s June 2013 proposal for creditors suggests spinning off the 
water department into an independent New Metropolitan Area Water and Sewer Authority 
to be overseen by a regional board of directors. The system would be owned by the city 
and managed by the board. 

Because the original plan to upgrade Detroit’s sewer infastructure was too expensive, DWSD 
shifted its approach to include green infrastructure strategies to harness the environment for 
natural water filtration. Even so, green infrastructure investment only accounts for 6% of the 
overall combined sewer overflow budget. 

Whatever authority ultimately manages the 
Detroit Water and Sewerage Department 
must find a way to encourage water 
conservation and on-site stormwater 
management. It must not rely on increased 
water consumption to pay infrastructure debt. 
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The Great Lakes account for 95% of U.S. surface freshwater, and over 20% of the world’s 
freshwater supply. Much of the coastlines are polluted from historic and current industry and 
combined sewage overflows. How will we steward our biggest natural asset? 

Belle Isle Beach
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