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Inventive Approaches to
Urban Problem Solving

Detroit's experiences hint at a model where philanthropy and business routinely
supplement and complement government.

BY ELWOOD M. HOPKINS

any of Detroit’s most press-
ing public problems are—by
necessity—being solved
outside of the public sec-
tor. As prolonged financial troubles and
the consequent bankruptcy prevented city
government from performing its core func-
tions, Detroit’s private, philanthropic, and
nonprofit organizations have stepped in to
play substantial roles.

This is a significant and perhaps prophetic
state of affairs. The assumption of new roles
by these sectors might never have happened
were it not for the magnitude of the financial
crisis. Detroit’s bankruptcy shook leaders from
all sectors out of complacency and compelled
them to think in more audacious terms. The
crisis also compelled authority figures in gov-
ernmental roles and beyond to permit more
out-of-the box solutions and remove many of
the disincentives to risk taking. In this environ-
ment, new ideas could—and did—spring from
all types of city stakeholders.

Importantly, however, prior to Detroit’s
bankruptcy, the cityhad alreadyestablished
a tradition of collaboration among founda-
tion presidents, government leaders, and
corporate CEOs. An existing scaffolding of
informal working relationships and com-
munication channels allowed these actors
torespond to the acute crisis in acoordinat-
ed way. Prior to the crisis, there were only
a few partnerships designed to formally
distribute responsibilities between govern-
ment and other sectors. But there was a cul-
ture capable of incubating and supporting
such solutions. Leaders had alreadylearned
how to overcome frictions inherent in
cross-sector collaboration, and to comple-
ment one another, strategically aligning the

ELwooD M. HOPKINS, an urban planner, is founder and manag-
ing director of Emerging Markets, Inc., a consulting firm that
helps supermarket chains and financial institutions open stores
and branch locations in low-income neighborhoods.

DRAWING ON DETROIT/WINTER 2017

strengths ofeach sector. These were critical,
if nascent, capabilities. And as more US cit-
ies look for unconventional approaches to
solve their most pressing problems, these
capabilities may hold the key to success.

UNCONVENTIONAL APPROACHES

Itisnot surprising, then, that foundation and
business leaders were poised to make un-
precedented moves to address Detroit’s chal-
lenges. The Grand Bargain, the agreement in
which foundations contributed $370 million
to limit pension fund reductions for city em-
ployees and retirees, preserve the Detroit In-
stitute of Arts and its world-class collections
of art, and protect the city from lawsuits, is
only the most dramatic instance of the un-
conventional approaches to problem solving
we've seenin Detroit. There are otherillustra-
tiveexamples ofthe philanthropicand private
sectors stepping in to help Detroit’s city gov-
ernment—mostnotablytheeightlisted below.

Eastern Market | Eastern Market, the
largest historic public market districtin the
country, has served as a center for the sale
ofmeat, produce, spices,and other products
in Detroit since the early 19th century. For
most of its history, the market was managed
by the city. But in 2006, as funds dwindled,
a coalition of market vendors urged the
mayor and city council to transfer manage-
ment of the market to a new nonprofit, the
Eastern Market Corporation. The corpo-
ration’s board was carefully composed to
include public, private, and civic leaders.
This arrangement has been able to mobilize
more resources, renovate infrastructure,
increase and diversify the customer base,
and catalyze development in surrounding
neighborhoods. Whereas similar marketsin
other cities have become trendy, high-end
retail centers, Eastern Market remains a
functioning hub for the city’sfood economy.

Detroit Future City | At the depths of
the Great Recession, Detroit needed a vi-
sionary new master plan; many considered
the city’s existing plan, approved in 1992, to
be out of touch with current realities. Know-
ingthatthecity’sPlanningand Development
Department lacked the resources to create
one, a group of foundations stepped into the
breach. Togetherwith the Detroit Economic
Growth Corporation, these foundations un-
dertook a large-scale community engage-
ment and visioning process, overseen by a
steering committee established by Mayor
Dave Bing. The resultwas the Detroit Future
City (DFC) Strategic Framework. The plan
pragmatically accepts areduced population,
consolidates housing in a smaller footprint,
and designates some of the most abandoned
areas for agriculture or parkland.

In 2014, mindful of the pressures still
straining city government, a consortium
of public agencies and foundations formed
the DFC Implementation Office to handle
its execution. This quasi-independent en-
tity is intended to fulfill the vision in close

coordination with the city, and yet remain
unhindered by resource constraints and
short-term political exigencies. It also aims
to sustain citizen engagement through
the implementation phase. For example, a
property-blight-abatement task force rec-
ommended by DFC recently enlisted 125
youth with smartphones to document all
390,000 land parcelsin the city.
Gilbertville | The Detroit Downtown
Development Authority continued to ad-
vance projects during the bankruptcy, in-
cluding a federally funded entertainment
complex. But overall Downtown revitaliza-
tion, dependent on local tax base reinvest-
ment, remained out of reach. With $2.2 bil-
lion of his own money, Dan Gilbert, founder
of Quicken Loans, purchased and refur-
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http://emergingmarkets.us/our-team/
https://www.easternmarket.com/
https://detroitfuturecity.com/framework/
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bished more than 90 properties, mostly in
Downtown, including landmarks such as
One Woodward, One Detroit Center, Chrys-
ler House, the State Savings Bank building,
and dozens of structures lining Woodward
Avenue and clustered near the Grand
Circus, Campus Martius, and Capitol Parks.
In the first wave, Gilbert moved 1,700
Quicken employees into the area and per-
suaded other companies to do the same.
Today, 15,000 employees of Quicken
or its related companies work Downtown.
And Gilbert recruited 160 business tenants,

small developers and business owners from
redeveloping properties. To ease those con-
straints, Detroit agreed to designate a lim-
ited number of Pink Zones, where many
of the normal rules don’t apply and there’s
much less red tape. The Knight Foundation
has funded the Department of Planning
and Development to recruit designers and
planners to create a general framework for
anyone who wants to start a new business
or build in those areas, with preapproved
template plans that can be used by build-
ersto speed up anew development. Outside

including start-ups financed by

the Pink Zones, similar efforts

his venture capital firm. There-  Eastern Market has permit bottom-up business
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vitalization has created an esti- food shoppers from development and urban design

mated 8,000 newjobs. Thisbold  throughout Detroit. projects to emerge with little

undertaking required that Gilbert’s devel-
opment company, Bedrock Real Estate Ser-
vices, build in-house planning and project
management capacity comparable to that
ofapublicdevelopmentauthority. The con-
solidatedland ownership and resultinggen-
trification have stirred controversy, leading
some to redub Downtown as “Gilbertville.”
But approximately 66 percent of occupants
inthebuildingsthat Gilbertredevelopedare
nothisown companies,and the acceleration
of Downtownredevelopmentisundeniable.

Pink Zones | Struggling to revitalize ag-
ing retail areas, the city found that its own
regulations—minimum parking require-
ments, costly rezoning processes, and envi-
ronmental impact reports—were impeding
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regulation and no public funding. With the
approval of the Department of Planning
and Development, for example, Human
Scale Studio is working on urban design
improvements, including lane closures and
bike lanes, in the Corktown neighborhood.
Similarly, Revolve Detroit, a partnership
between Detroit Economic Growth Corpo-
ration and community groups, encourages
artists and entrepreneurs to immediately
populate otherwise vacant properties.
M-1RAIL | Foryears, the city had recog-
nized the need for public transit to connect
the Downtown, Midtown, and Center City
areas and catalyze economic development
in all three. By 2007 it was evident that the
Detroit Departmentof Transportation could

neither finance such a project on its own nor
successfully unlock available state and fed-
eral resources. In response, a consortium
of foundations and businesses entered into
a public-private partnership with local gov-
ernment, the State of Michigan, and the US
Department of Transportation to get the job
done.In2009,agrantof $35million from The
Kresge Foundation liberated $25 million in
matching support for public transit from the
US Department of Transportation. The city
council then approved the sale of $124 mil-
lionin bonds. Together, the private investors
provided the fundingtoestablishM-1RAIL,a
nonprofitorganization thatis overseeing the
design, construction, and operation of the
3.3-mile $140 million circulating streetcar
line along Woodward Avenue.

At one point, the federal gov-
ernment withdrew support for
the rail line in favor of a regional
bus system. But the private inves-
tors remained committed to the
project. In 2016, the rail was re-
named the Q line in recognition of
major support from Quicken; and
the Penske Tech Center, named
for M-1 RAIL Board Chair Roger
Penske, was opened to house ad-
ministrative, operating,and main-
tenance servicesforthestreetcars.

Detroit Land Bank Author-
ity | While many cities have land
banks, the sheer scale of Detroit’s
vacant and abandoned land inven-
tory required a larger-than-usual
institution with extended reach.
Funders and other partners mo-
bilized to expand the Detroit Land
Bank Authority (DLBA) to a staff
of almost 100 employees. With nearly 95,000
unused parcels in the city, it has auctioned
and sold more than 500 houses to new own-
ers. It has piloted innovative “side lot fairs,”
expediting the sale of nearly 3,000 vacant
side lots that are adjacent to owned proper-
ties. DLBA has mobilized community groups
andresidentstoidentifydangerousnuisance
properties,and DLBA’s Nuisance Abatement
Program has filed lawsuits against absentee
landlords, with more than half of those cases
alreadyresolved in the city’s favor. It has also
formed a network of community-based non-
profits and churches, encouraging them to
buy, refurbish, and sell portfolios of contigu-
ous or proximate properties to be redevel-
oped, creatingacritical mass of revitalization
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and a positive spillover effect. Alternatively,
the groups are enlisted to prescreen and rec-
ommendbiddersfromamongtheir constitu-
entsor parishioners.

Detroit Innovation District | While
many cities have departments focused on
attractingand retaining new growth indus-
tries, Detroit historically depended on the
dominance of the auto industry to fill that
function; it lacked a dedicated department
with that focus. Now, the New Economy
Initiative (NEI), a collaborative of foun-
dations and other partners, is on the job.
Formedin 2007, NEI began funding activi-
ties designed to incubate new economic
ventures with the potential to spark the
growth of new industries. To date, it has
concentrated its efforts in an approxi-
mately four-square-mile geographic area
thatit hopes will serve as amagnet for new,
future-oriented business activity.

NEI refers to this district as a “plat-
form,” nota“place,”becauseitisfocused on
the potential of networking. Ithas aimed to
cluster start-up businesses around anchor
institutions such asuniversities and hospi-
tals, and to drive connectivity among them
through a highly wired business incubator
called TechTown, formed in conjunction
with Wayne State University. The process
mimics the way agglomerative economies
have formed throughout urban history. In
2014, Mayor Duggan gave the district a for-
mal city designation—the Detroit Innova-
tion District—and appointed an advisory
committee to oversee its development.
The district occupies only 3 percent of the
city’s land mass but currently provides 50
percent of its jobs.

Data Driven Detroit

As new players
pursued more active roles in addressing
Detroit’schallenges, theyneeded up-to-date
dataand analytics to inform their decisions.
But municipal departments were limited in
the extent to which they could respond to
data requests. In 2008, foundations invest-
ed $2 million to create Data Driven Detroit
(D3), an independent platform designed
to democratize access to information. D3’s
interactive platforms provide easy access
to data and generate maps, charts, and
graphics. The interactive Student Disper-
sion map, for example, displays data on the
city’s schools, including where students
from each school live. Another interactive
platform, Motor City Mapping, provides de-
tailed data on every land parcel in the city,
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including the aforementioned photographs
taken by youth at every site. Neighborhood
Asset maps plot strategic resources that
can be accessed for a range of social service
and community organizing projects, while
customized maps disaggregate key citywide
indicators to display where problems or op-
portunities are concentrated.

Through hands-on workshops, users
can learn methods for combining, synthe-
sizing, and analyzing datasets in order tore-
veal practical insights. Clients include city
agencies, foundations, nonprofit organiza-
tions, private businesses, resident associa-
tions, and individuals. Incubated at a non-
profitintermediary called City Connect, D3
was taken over by the Michigan Nonprofit
Associationin 2012. In 2013, it was incorpo-
rated as aprivate entity: alow-profitlimited
liability company.

BENEFITS AND CONCERNS IN A
BRAVE NEW WORLD

These examples only begin to suggest the
widespread transformation in urban gov-
ernance that is under way in Detroit. Taken
to their logical conclusion, they hint at a fu-
ture Detroit where philanthropy and busi-
ness routinely supplement and comple-
ment government, bringing their distinct
resources and competencies to the table.
And given the continuing trend toward fis-
cal austerity in cities nationwide—not to
mention the lengthening list of municipali-
ties confrontingbankruptcies—the involve-
ment of philanthropic and private sector
partnersin public problem solving suggests
that a sector-agnostic approach to running
cities may become the norm.

Butwhile the primaryimpetusin Detroit
was financial necessity, each one of the in-
ventive strategies hasdemonstrated benefits
that do much more than achieve efficiencies.
They suggest that higher-quality problem
solving may need to occur outside the con-
straints of governmental bureaucracy, espe-
cially during times of paralyzing crises and
political upheaval, when new ideas are often
stifled. These unconventional collaborative
groups created new, protected spaces for
hammering out solutions, bypassing com-
petitive bidding in favor of executive deci-
sions, and allocating resources freely with-
out concern for government cost-control
standardsorbudgetscrutiny. The novelideas
they generated often drew on a caliber of na-
tional talent or expertise that is common in

thefoundationandbusinessworldbutwould
be difficult for a city treasurer or municipal
accountant tojustify.

The benefits notwithstanding, this
brave new world of urban governance rais-
es fundamental questions and concerns.
As a society, we are deeply invested in the
boundaries that distinguish the sectors and
define their identities. Blurring the edges
between public, private, and philanthropic
enterprise can be disconcerting at best and
downright alarming at worst. Conflicting
and contentious views of multisector in-
volvement and leadership are already com-
ing to the fore as Detroit struggles with one
of its greatest unmet challenges: a woefully
inadequate and failing school district.

Further, creative strategies that freely
combine public, philanthropic, and market
solutions often depend on loose-knit, time-
limited, or informal collaborations across
sectors. Collaborations such as these can be
difficult to sustain when the crisis thatled to
their creation fades.

And what does it mean for democratic
process when programs or services that
were previously the domain of govern-
ment are undertaken outside the tradi-
tional framework of public accountability?
Foundation presidents are, after all, not
elected. And foundation boards are some-
times viewed as “private legislatures” that
establish and carry out their own agendas.
Meanwhile, the private sector, of course, has
its own accountability structures that are
based on profits and shareholder returns,
notonvoter mandates. When these impera-
tives coincide with publicobjectives, the po-
tential for positive outcomes is enormous.
But what if they cease to align or come into
conflict? Can these unorthodox partner-
ships maintain stability and consistency
and continue to achieve public goals?

NEW INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURES

If Detroit is any indication, some of the an-
swers to these challenges lie in the creation
of new institutions and structures that for-
malize and manage cross-sector interactions.
Entities such as the DFC Implementation

Office, Eastern Market Development Corpo-
ration, and the M-1 RAIL are all nonprofits
dedicated to discovering productive points of
collaboration among sectors. D3 is a limited
profit firm that circumscribes its own profit
making by limiting it within a social mission.
These entities are guided by governing boards
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composed of leaders from multiple sectors,
and cooperative arrangements and protocols
have been put in place for how they will coor-
dinate with city government.

To reinforce their credibility and legiti-
macy, some of these new institutional struc-
tureshave invented accountabilitymeasures
that mirror those in the public sector. The
massive community engagement process
undertaken by DFC, for instance, touched
tens of thousands of households, a scale of
resident input to which any city government
would aspire. And D3’s open sourcing and
access ensures that anyone can contribute to
the accuracyofits database and interpret the
information freely.

Further, the governance structures for
these efforts have been composed with an
awareness of the need to strike a balance
between optimizing the freedom of the pri-
vate and philanthropic sectors and main-
taining coordination with city government.
The legal and advisory boards of DFC, M-1
RAIL, and Eastern Market Corporation are
self-consciously representative of the city’s
diverse array of stakeholders and are explic-
itly committed to inclusion and equity.

NEW FORMS OF LEADERSHIP

Another piece of the puzzle involves the
emergence of new leadership styles among
foundation presidents and corporate CEOs.
In Detroit, many are acquiring greater sen-
sitivitytothe nature of governmentbureau-
cracies and more patience with the slow
pace of systems change. They are becoming
educated in complex questions of public fi-
nance and urban policy. And they are learn-
ing how to identify their strengths relative
to government, offering up these strengths
in strategic ways. At its best, philanthropy
can bring its freedom to focus on the long
view, a comfort with unorthodox approach-
es, an appetite for risk, and an ability to use
funds flexibly. Business has the potential to
contribute vast capital reserves, operation-
al efficiencies, an aggressive focus on goals,
and an entrepreneurial spirit.

The most important factor in sustain-
ing cross-sector solutions may be found in
the governmental leaders themselves. As
Detroit’s city government returns to a new
normal, public officials are learning how to
recalibrate theirroles to orchestrate the con-
tributions of players over whom they have
no direct authority. The mayor and council
members are learning to forgo command-

and-control models of leadership, embrac-
ing instead more delicate approaches based
on influence or negotiation. Governmental
agencies accustomed to being self-contained
bureaucracies are utilizing partnerships
to get things done or allow other sectors to
embed new talent into their organizations.
Sometimes, the role of government may even
be to simply step out of the way.

This shift in leadership style is no small
featin Detroit,and it would notbe easy inany
American city. From the days of George B.
Cox’s Cincinnati in the late 19th century, the
rise of “bossism” not only was a very practi-
cal response to the rapid urbanization in this
country; it became our signature style of ur-
ban governance. It was based on a political
machine in which strong mayors and coun-
cilmembers maintained patron-client rela-
tionships with voterblocs while engagingina
kind of brokerage relationship with big busi-
ness. In Detroit, which was builtin large part
by the three automotive giants, labor unions,
and a succession of strong-willed mayors,
the tendency to centralize power runs par-
ticularly deep. But the enormity of problems
facing cities today requires a much greater
degree of distributive leadership, with ideas
and resources coming from all over.

Intheend,flexibilityand adaptability are
key. Leaders in Detroit hasten to emphasize
that the goal is not to replace one rigid sys-
tem of defined roles with another. Instead, it
isaboutensuring thatleadersinall sectors—
public, private, and philanthropic—trust
each other enough to periodically redefine
divisions of labor among them based on re-
alisticassessmentsofeachsector’sstrengths
and capabilities. The governance structures
of partnership configurations should in-
clude leaders who can continually assess
whether a structure is working or whether
roles need to be reassigned. As Detroit’s gov-
ernment returns to a relative state of equi-
librium and some functions are restored to
the municipality, the flexibility of the part-
nershipsisbeing tested.

NATIONAL URBAN POLICY

If cross-sector solutions are an aspiration
we hold for all American cities, it will need
to be reflected at the highest policy levels
and in the methods through which federal
agencies fund cities. The US Department of
Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
was quick to recognize the reshuffling of re-
sponsibilities amongsectors and eager tobe

supportive. Importantly, before deploying
funding and technical assistance to Detroit,
HUD looked for evidence that cross-sector
partnerships were genuine and based on
trust. HUD acknowledged and rewarded
this trust building by providing maximum
flexibility in the way Detroit used its funds.
Nationally, HUD increasingly stipulates
that cities assemble stakeholders from the
various sectors and clarify the division of
labor among them as a prerequisite to fund-
ing. It seeks to mirror that coordination by
streamliningitslocal interactions with other
federal agencies, such as the Department of
Justice, Department of Education, and De-
partment of Transportation. Through its
Strong Cities, Strong Communities (SC2)
initiative, an enlargement of the practices it
developed in Detroit, HUD aims to support
top-down partnerships among federal agen-
cies that can reinforce local cross-sector so-
lutionsin cities around the country.

TOWARD STATE-OF-THE-ART
URBAN GOVERNANCE

At present, we still have little precedent for
situations where nongovernmental actors
play such a direct role in running cities. De-
troit’s efforts to avoid financial collapse offer
crucial lessons. So, too, does New Orleans in
the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, or Balti-
more after its recent wave of civil unrest.

But there have been few learning net-
works for cities solving problems outside
the public sector. Many of the most rec-
ognized programs celebrating innovative
urban problem solving, such as Harvard
University’s Innovations in American Gov-
ernment Awards or the Bloomberg Founda-
tion’s What Works, have highlighted state
and local government interventions. There
have simply been fewer settings for lifting
up solutions arising at the edges of govern-
ment, where public leaders team up with
their counterparts in philanthropy and the
market. Nevertheless, efforts by the Aspen
Institute Center on Urban Innovation and
The Kresge Foundation’s American Cities
Practice are broadening that dialogue.

In the end, if we are to fully absorb the
implications of Detroitand combine theles-
sons learned there with those in other cities

nationwide, we willneed tobroaden our def-
inition of what state-of-the-art urban gov-
ernance looks like in the 21st century. And
wewill need tolearn how to create such gov-
ernancein cities longbefore crisis arrives. ©
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