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I am applying to the Michigan-Mellon Design Fellowship in order to develop a series of materials to assist 

Detroit residents in navigating the foreclosure process and exploring alternative ownership structures including 

community land trusts. I believe that a historical and spatial analysis of the community land trust model, as well as 

urban policies that have led to the current foreclosure crisis in Detroit, can lead us towards actionable strategies 

for the present day. I plan to build on existing relationships with Detroit activists and develop a workshop series 

and accompanying toolkit based on direct engagement and feedback from community members.

REBUILDING TRUST: 
THE CASE FOR COLLECTIVE OWNERSHIP IN DETROIT
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 In 1968 a group of African American civil rights leaders traveled to Israel to study models of collective 
land ownership. They concluded that fundamental to “large-scale economic and political growth and security for 
black people” is a “system of land ownership that prevents foreclosure and loss of land.”1 Upon returning to the 
US, they implemented these ideas in the first American community land trust, named New Communities, Inc. in 
Albany, Georgia, described as “a nonprofit organization to hold land in perpetual trust.”2

 The community land trust model, in which land is owned collectively by an organization while the 
buildings on the land are owned by individual members, has become increasingly relevant for urban communities 
as issues around fair and affordable access to land and finance resurface in post-industrial economies. Detroit, 
a city haunted by racial segregation, housing discrimination, and predatory lending practices, currently faces 
challenges poignantly similar to those confronted by civil rights leaders in the 1960s. Reliance on the “big three” 
auto companies, along with federally-subsidized white flight, has hollowed out the city’s tax base to the point of 
bankruptcy, and a foreclosure crisis of stunning proportions has touched one out of every three properties in the 
last ten years.3 In addition to foreclosures due to tax distress, Detroit had one of the highest rates of subprime 
lending in the country: 68 percent of all city mortgages in 2005, compared to 27 percent statewide and 24 
percent nationwide.4

 Legible in the current landscape of foreclosed, blighted, and demolished homes are the boundaries 
of neighborhoods that were redlined by the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation in 1939. The HOLC denied loan 
access to “neighborhoods described as having a ‘Negro concentration’ or viewed by appraisers as an ‘area 
developing as a negro colony’.”5 The agency thereby created an entirely new mortgage market that systematically 
discriminated, creating wealth for whites through federal subsidies that did not previously exist.6 The long-term 
effects of discriminatory lending have been well-documented, and are still felt generations after such practices 
were discontinued. 
 Redlining was just one factor in a long history of racial discrimination that led to the economic 
disenfranchisement of black communities, as journalist Ta Nehisi Coates describes in his widely-circulated essay, 
“The Case for Reparations.”7 Yet it was a practice with a distinctly spatial approach, and one that affected Detroit 
more acutely than many American cities.  As June Manning Thomas explores in her book on Detroit, racial bias 
did not just determine who felt the negative effects of postwar redevelopment policies, but influenced which 
policies were implemented in the first place.8 Thomas argues that this reciprocal relationship between race and 
redevelopment was responsible for the drastic decline of the city. 

1 Fay Bennett. “Report to Aaron E. Norman Fund on Israeli Trip, June 23–July 7, 1968, to Study Rural and Economic Development,” July 24, 1968.

2 “Seeding the First CLTs: New Communities, Inc.,” Roots & Branches: A Gardener’s Guide to the Origins and Evolution of the Community Land Trust, accessed 
    June 16, 2015.

3 Christine MacDonald and Joel Kurth. “Foreclosures fuel Detroit blight, cost city $500 million.” Detroit News. June 3, 2015.

4 Ibid.

5 David M. P. Freund. Colored Property: State Policy and White Racial Politics in Suburban America. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 2007. 114.

6 Ibid 115.

7 Ta Nehisi Coates. “The Case for Reparations.” The Atlantic. June, 2014.

8 June Manning Thomas. Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer City in Postwar Detroit. Detroit: Wayne State University Press. April, 2013. 

Diagram of the foreclosure process, 
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 Within the context of these enduring inequalities, a cast of high-profile businessmen have been buying 
property in Detroit at astounding rates. John Hantz, founder of the Hantz Group financial conglomerate, began 
the controversial Hantz Woodlands project on Detroit’s east side, buying hundreds of foreclosed residential 
properties from the city at minimal cost and planting them with hardwood trees. The first scene of Land Grab, the 
2016 documentary about the project, features a public hearing in which residents question why the Hantz Group 
was not considering a community land trust model to ensure that future appreciation would be returned to the 
city rather than benefiting one private company. The Hantz Woodland manager responds, “you can’t farm land 
you don’t own,” a statement that reveals either ignorance or denial of the long history of tenant farming in the 
United States, as well as the entire purpose of the community land trust model. The film, which was sponsored 
by John Hantz, never returns to this point or explores the possibility further. 
 Community land trusts and other collective ownership models have the potential to rebuild democracy 
and equity in the face of these challenges, and radically reshape Detroit’s neighborhoods. Several Detroit 
organizations, including the Building Movement Project and Detroit People’s Platform, have recognized this 
potential and are starting to organize a community land trust. The foreclosure crisis in Detroit presents the unique 
opportunity to buy back properties from the auctions at affordable prices, enabling residents to stay in their 
homes and become members of the collective organization.  This could provide a way for community land trusts 
to build a portfolio of properties and a membership base more quickly than would be possible in other cities, and 
could prevent the cycle of disinvestment that often results from foreclosure.9 The Tricycle Collective is another 
organization leveraging this potential by fundraising for buy-backs through such creative means as their recent 
“Do Not Bid” party and mural project, “in recognition of the lives that are being lived within homes that are sold 
at auction.”10

 I aim to work with these groups to explore how democratically-governed organizations such as community 
land trusts are changing the landscape of finance and ownership in Detroit and rebuilding stability for black 
communities. By valuing a decentralized concept of local resilience, stability provided by long-time residents, 
and the preservation of social networks, these organizations represent a strong counterpoint to the top-down 
“right-sizing” campaigns that have dominated the narrative of redevelopment in Detroit. These campaigns, such 
as the Detroit Future City Strategic Framework initiated by former Mayor Dave Bing, mandate that “no federal, 
state, or local dollars are to be invested in ‘distressed markets’.”11 This creates a situation wherein “public works 
and services delivery—once available to all residents regardless of geography—are being significantly retracted 
from poor neighborhoods.”12 This approach is a consequence of former Mayor Bing’s resignation to the fact that,

9 Margaret Dewar. “Disinvesting in the City: The Role of Tax Foreclosure in Detroit.” Urban Affairs Review Vol. 51(5). 2015; “Reuse of Abandoned Property in 
Detroit and Flint: Impacts of Different Types of Sales.” Journal of Planning Education and Research Vol. 35(3). 2015.

10 The Tricycle Collective, 2016.

11 Sara Safransky. “Rethinking Land Struggle in the Postindustrial City.” Antipode Vol. 00 No. 0. 2016.

12 Ibid.

Diagram of the community land trust 
model, created by the author, 2016.

JULIE PEDTKE / J.PEDTKE@COLUMBIA.EDU / 724 809 0609

RESEARCH PROJECT STATEMENT continued



 “we [the City of Detroit] don’t have the funding to be able to support everybody,”13 and that therefore decisions 
must prioritize efficiency and return on investment. The problem that grassroots organizations have identified is 
that basing a strategy for reinvestment on current market values not only accepts historic inequalities, but has 
the potential to actively reinforce them and provide justification for continued racial discrimination. As the urban 
theorist Paul Davidoff explained in his concept of advocacy planning, “cost-benefit analysis by themselves are of 
little assistance without appraising the values underlying the plan.”14

 Davidoff’s position that “value neutrality” is impossible to achieve stands in contrast to modernist attempts 
at objectivity, and the neoliberal return to this approach that can been seen in the Detroit Future City framework, 
emergency management, and many policies under what Jamie Peck refers to as “austerity urbanism.”15 Yet the 
acknowledgment of subjective interests does not require the “death of expertise” or the abandonment of rigorous 
inquiry and analysis. To the contrary, it reinforces the need for planning and design professionals to advocate for 
many truths and take part in democratic processes rather than renounce professional agency and responsibility. 
I plan to implement the premises of advocacy planning through direct engagement with activist organizations. I 
am also interested in including the principles of Participatory Action Research, an approach stemming from the 
work of Brazilian philosopher and educator Paulo Freire and Colombian researcher and sociologist Orlando Fals 
Borda, particularly in the intent to create social change through an active application of research findings. This 
will require me to be flexible and adaptive in my research, and willing to let the final outcomes be shaped by my 
relationships with Detroiters. 
 My research will begin with an intensive period of historical analysis, comparative mappings, and data 
visualizations to expand on the concepts outlined in this proposal. During this time I will also build on my existing 
relationships with Detroit activists, and set up a series of interview sessions as well as times to join in their 
activities as a participant-observer. I will continually log information in multiple mediums, including writing, audio, 
video, and photography, to build up an archive of materials from which to develop a final project. I believe that 
enduring social change can only come about through open-ended collaboration and a process of mutually defining 
goals and values. My research has a clear starting point and direction, but the end deliverables will evolve and 
adapt based on input from the community, and could take such diverse forms as a public exhibit, community 
guidebook, or interactive toolkit for exploring collective ownership in Detroit. Whatever the final medium, the 
intent is to create something meaningful and relevant for Detroit residents, while also contributing to a broader 
academic discourse on urban redevelopment models.

13 Jonathan Oosting. “Transformation Detroit: Mayor Bing says city can’t wait on rightsizing, is preparing ‘phase one’.” MLive Media Group. June 21, 2011.

14 Paul Davidoff. “Advocacy and Pluralism in Planning.” Journal of the American Institute of Planners. 31:4. November, 1965.

15 Jamie Peck. “Austerity Urbanism: The Neoliberal Crisis of American Cities.” Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung, New York Office, City Series, #1.  May 2015.
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