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Prologue

I have always been fascinated by
cities: large, small and anywhere in between. Cities are the life
blood of the world economy, culture and politics. Over the past
many decades, starting with the end to revenue sharing between the
federal government and cities, with the economic turmoil of
de-industrialization and the migration of “snow birds” to the
South, many cities have found it difficult to survive.

Being born and raised in
South Bend, Indiana, I have first-hand experience with the
hardships that cities face today. Right next door in nearby Elkhart
County the unemployment rate has soared as the RV and other
industries have suffered from high gas prices and deteriorating
economic conditions across the country. The problems in Indiana
pale in comparison to those of our neighbor to the north in the
state of Michigan.

I took a class titled
POLS-B 399 Urban Politics (a big thanks goes out to Professor James
Smith for a wonderful experience) at Indiana University South Bend
a few years ago. This work is the culmination of a semester's worth
of studying and research on urban politics with my term paper
focusing on the city of Detroit. I hope you find this short report
on the state of affairs in Detroit, Michigan to be both informative
and useful.


Introduction

The city of Detroit and
the state of Michigan are going through a tumultuous period in
their history. Detroit is one of many examples in the Midwest where
an industrialized metropolitan area is struggling to recover from
the outsourcing of jobs near the end of the 20th century. The
factory closings and layoffs have led to a city of nearly two
million people lose half of its population in 50 years, to now just
under one million. The efforts that have been taking place within
the city to revive Detroit have succeeded in pockets but have not
restored any widespread growth outside of downtown and in the
suburbs. Any efforts at recovery are hampered by steady population
declines, job losses and high crime. These factors, as well as the
potential collapse of United States automobile manufacturers, are
contributing to a city that seems on the brink of
disaster.

According to the United
States Census Bureau, the city of Detroit has lost approximately
35,000 citizens since the year 2000, a decrease of roughly five
percent. At its peak in the 1950s, Detroit had a population of 1.85
million. Today, it stands at 916,000 and shrinking. The suburbs,
meanwhile, have never been bigger. Detroit's “Combined Statistical
Area” (a term used by the census that combines closely knit
metropolitan areas) has increased by nearly 600,000 since 2000. It
now stands at over 5.4 million people, making it the 11th largest
in the country.

The Rebirth of
Detroit

The rebirth of Detroit, Michigan has
not exactly taken shape. More specifically, examples of projects in
the city that have been touted as drivers of economic development
have failed to reinvigorate the greater city in any substantial
way. The following paragraphs will examine in greater detail
revitalization projects attempted or underway in downtown as well
as in the suburbs.

The Downtown
Renaissance

The “renaissance” of Detroit's
downtown was to be centered at the remodeled GM Renaissance Center.
Built in 1977, the Renaissance Center was actually first conceived
by Henry Ford II and financed by Ford Motor Company at an estimated
cost of $500. The plan called for four 39 story buildings and one
73 story central tower that would serve as a hotel. Two other
towers were built in 1981 to accommodate more office space.
Residential units were planned, but ultimately got scrapped in the
1980s as it became obvious that population declines would dampen
demand.

Criticism
of the Renaissance Center was swift. “One aspect of the
construction drew the most criticism. From the time of their rise
off Jefferson, the huge concrete abutments that housed the heating
and cooling operations of the RenCen were controversial. Many saw
them as fortifications -- a barrier to protect the rich business
interests inside from the poverty outside,” The Detroit News wrote in an article
on the Renaissance Center.
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The RenCen from the Detroit
River
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