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In Detroit, community hubs are emerging as essential sites 
for a myriad of services contributing to both short term 
disaster response and long term community resilience. 
Community hubs have long been spaces of convening, 
information sharing and other elements of social infrastruc-
ture for all ages. Increasingly, hubs are intentional spaces 
for cultural production and community cohesion, contrib-
uting to strong neighborhood networks, as well as sites for 
disaster response, including heating and cooling in cases of 
emergency and provision of health supplies and food. This 
paper documents an ongoing research-based professional 
project focusing on existing community resilience hubs in 
two Detroit neighborhoods that meet everyday community 
needs and offer opportunities for a more robust collec-
tive network that integrates emergency preparedness and 
building performance to enable function in times of crisis. 
This work includes study of hubs in other cities and considers 
the link between cultural and climate resilience and how 
community hubs are spaces for both. This project is part of a 
larger collaborative planning process that centers resilience 
and health equity outcomes, focusing on access to resources 
in Detroit neighborhoods of varying density. This includes 
visions for current and future hubs that contribute to local 
definitions of resiliency.

INTRODUCTION 
In Detroit, as in many cities, community hubs are emerging 
as essential sites of both social and physical infrastructure. 
Long-standing intergenerational gathering spaces, hubs em-
bedded in neighborhoods serve to underscore community 
and celebrate culture. In recent years, community hubs are 
trending nationally and internationally as spaces to help people 
meet dire needs in climate and health emergencies. In Miami, 
mobile resilience hubs house service providers and cell phones 
chargers alike. In Toronto, hubs house multiple nonprofit or-
ganizations, host youth programming and are coupled with 
emergency preparedness plans. In Detroit, community hubs 
are gaining traction as trusted spaces to distribute food, find 
personal protective equipment, file flood claims, cool down, 
warm up, create media and do Zumba. Sustainability leaders 

are collaborating to mount solar panels and storage on hubs 
and demonstrate green stormwater best management prac-
tices. Importantly, community hubs in Detroit augment more 
centralized municipal recreation centers, creating a dispersed 
resident-led model for resilient social and spatial infrastructure 
ingrained in neighborhoods. This opportunity a for dispersed 
network of resource provision and community connection 
offers more accessible ways for residents to access both ev-
eryday and emergency resources. 

This paper will share ongoing research and planning pertaining 
to existing community hubs in Detroit spearheaded by resident 
leaders, supported by community development partners and 
building performance technical assistance. The assessment 
offers lessons from hyperlocal hubs for design, programming, 
and sustainable features for spaces grounded in neighborhoods 
that meet a myriad of community needs. The presentation of 
Detroit hubs focuses on two neighborhoods – Springwells in 
Southwest Detroit and Good Stock on the city’s eastside. This 
work is part of a larger ongoing and research-informed plan-
ning effort in both areas centering strategies for responsive 
and resilient planning, community connections, and access to 
health resources in Detroit neighborhoods of varying density. 
This larger body of work focuses on supporting thriving com-
munities that are self-reliant in the face of future hardships. 
The in-progress planning process and engagement findings 
are documented here as context for community hubs in their 
relationship to neighborhood fabric.

PLANNING FOR RESILIENT HUBS + NEIGHBORHOODS
This project is couched in three current areas of research and 
practice that have implications for planning, design, policy, 
and social service delivery, among other essential elements of 
neighborhood life. Planning for resilience is top of mind world-
wide as climate change impacts regional and neighborhood 
norms. Related work and research is layered, including: gen-
eral sustainability planning toward more resource-efficient and 
healthy neighborhoods; emergency preparedness planning for 
cases of climate catastrophe such as extreme heat and major 
storm events; climate-impacted infrastructure such as massive 
flooding associated with stronger and more frequent storms 
coupled with aging and inadequate infrastructure; and public 
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health emergencies where access to resources, information 
and safety supplies is critical.1  

Social infrastructure as a key element of community resilience 
is likewise a prominent current area of study rooted in history. 
The importance of social networks and the spaces that enable 
and support civic life and engagement are well-documented 
and well-funded.2 Social infrastructure and “civic commons” 
contribute to healthier communities, greater access to infor-
mation, resources, and neighbors that in turn contribute to 
more resilient networks of people. An important new term is 
also pertinent here: cultural resilience.3  Culture contributes 
to social infrastructure as an essential element of community 
wellbeing. In Detroit, cultural connections and celebration are 
the underpinnings of social networks and community spaces. 

Finally, resilience hubs are gaining traction as an emerging 
element of regional, municipal and neighborhood infrastruc-
ture. There are many interpretations of “resilience hubs” in 
the field today, including disaster response sites, collective 
social service centers, heating and cooling centers, and dis-
persed health clinics, some modeled on the community school 
concept.4  The Urban Sustainability Directors Network (USDN) 
leads the field with an initiative focused on resilience hubs as 
“community-serving facilities augmented to support residents 
and coordinate resource distribution and services before, dur-
ing, or after a natural hazard event. They leverage established, 
trusted, and community-managed facilities that are used 
year-round as neighborhood centers for community-building 
activities.” 5  This model merges sustainable building perfor-
mance with community services and emergency response, and 
includes guidelines for implementation and design.

RESILIENCE + HEALTH EQUITY PLANNING WITH 
DETROIT NEIGHBORHOODS
A larger planning project with two distinct Detroit neigh-
borhoods provides a backdrop for hubs research and 
documentation. This ongoing practice-based and research-
informed effort is planning for thriving communities that 
are healthier and more resilient day to day and when facing 
challenges related to climate, health, and other emergencies. 
The planning project will result in actionable steps for neigh-
borhoods that benefit existing residents and communities of 
color. The focus geography of this work is the eastside’s Good 
Stock area and Springwells in Southwest Detroit, neighbor-
hoods of varying density and character that both have recent 
land use plans in place and robust community development 
leadership and social infrastructure to build upon. The plan-
ning effort will result in community level strategies as well as 
guidelines for other neighborhoods throughout the city and 
policy recommendations.

Team + Operating Values
The highly collaborative project team includes the Detroit 
Collaborative Design Center at the University of Detroit Mercy 
as design lead, neighborhood based community develop-
ment organizations Eastside Community Network (ECN) and 
Urban Neighborhood Initiatives (UNI) and the Community 
Development Advocates of Detroit (CDAD), as well as national 
advisors and local funders. The team established project values 
at the outset of the process including both operating values 
(center care in the process, work proactively, be adaptable, 
prioritize building relationships, language inclusivity) and 
outcomes values (led by neighbor priorities, honor existing 

Figure 1. Key planning categories determined through an analysis of health and sustainability planning frameworks. Engagement materials seek 
community feedback on related assets and deficits in Detroit neighborhoods.  Image credit Detroit Collaborative Design Center (DCDC).
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knowledge and expertise, promote anti-gentrification,prioritize 
legacy Detroiters and the needs and voices of vulnerable peo-
ple). These values guide the planning and engagement process.

Planning Frameworks + Likeminded Plans
Project definitions of health equity and neighborhood resilience 
are informed by community engagement and the planning pro-
cess itself. In the framing of this work, over a dozen planning 
frameworks and guidelines focusing on health, resilience and 
sustainability were collected and analyzed, resulting in key cat-
egories for consideration and community conversation: good 
job opportunities, healthy food, clean air and water, trans-
portation options, stormwater and flood mangement, local 
businesses that meet daily needs, parks and community spac-
es, local arts and culture, access to utilities and the internet, 
community networks, health services, access to information. 
6  Additionally, key precedent plans inform this work, specifi-
cally the citizen-driven environmental justice and community 
development work of PUSH Buffalo in New York State and Little 
Village Environmental Justice Organization (LVEJO) in Chicago 
and policy-based Health in all Policies approach in Richmond, 
CA and Take Care NY, a project of Hester Street Collaborative 
with the city of New York.7 These plans and policy frameworks 
offer specific lessons for Detroit and resonate with existing 
work on the ground as well as aspirations to further link health 
policy and community quality of life.

Engagement Process and Outcomes
Community engagement is essential to this planning process 
and informs both planning strategies and the consideration of 
neighborhood hubs and how they contribute to community 
resilience as defined at a hyper local level. What resilience 
means to neighbors is part of the engagement dialog, as well 
as reflection on the elements of a resilient and healthy neigh-
borhood as referenced above. Community partners are leading 
engagement on the ground via a survey and conversations at 
community events as well as topical focus groups.8 Key issues 

and focus areas for each neighborhood are rising to the top 
are outlined below, as well as an acknowledgement of existing 
efforts that contribute to community vitality in each area.

In the Good Stock area on Detroit’s eastside, there is a low level 
of population density and the community is spread out, with 
ample vacant land and buildings as opportunities to reestablish 
as community assets. In Good Stock, residents cite access to 
local businesses that meet daily needs, and healthy food op-
tions in particular, as central to local resilience. In this area, 
adjacent to the problematic Stallantis (formely Fiat Chrysler 
plant), clean air is central to health concerns, and flooding is 
a critical issue with increasingly damaging storm events chal-
lenging Detroit’s aging combined sewer infrastructure.9 An 
appreciation for local parks and open space with a need to 
better program and resource parks was also elevated via en-
gagement. Additionally, and central to this paper, mechanisms 
for civic engagement and social networking were cited as a 
historic asset central to community building in the area (in-
cluding a neighborhood newsletter), a current strength via the 
resident organizing led by ECN,10 as well as an opportunity for 
further growth that would contribute to community cohesion, 
resource identification and support in times of crisis. Quotes 
from the engagement process lift up, “Not having to fight so 
hard for resources.” Similarly, a forward-looking approach to 
resilience was identified, specifically: “More resources in our 
community to proactively fix things rather than responding 
after major events happen,” and social infrastructure was cited 
in particular: “Community networks to build more connections 
because it’s not what you know it’s who you know.”

Across town in the Springwells area of Southwest Detroit, with 
a largely Latinx population, much greater density of people, 
houses and businesses, many of the primary issues in fact mir-
ror Good Stock. Stormwater and flooding are key concerns, as 
well as greater access to information and existing resources 
and affordable housing. As on the eastside, air quality is a major 
concern with massive industrial facilities and international 
trucking routes nearby. Many respondents cited clean streets 

Figure 2. Key map of focus neighborhoods. Image credit D3 + DCDC. Figure 3. Example neighborhood network diagram. Image credit DCDC. 
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and a sense of safety walking through the neighborhood as 
primary needs. In both communities, creating safe spaces for 
children was continuously elevated. As on the eastside, com-
munity connections were specified as a necessary element of 
a healthy neighborhood, and cultural assets were identified as 
both a strength and opportunity.

COMMUNITY-DRIVEN HUBS: LESSONS FROM DETROIT 
AND LEVERAGING OTHER PLACES
In both Good Stock and Springwells an emphasis on the im-
portance of social networks and access to information and 
resources, as well as urgent climate and health equity con-
cerns, speak to the importance of community hubs that house 
emergency services and resources and also serve a conven-
ing role, contributing to social infrastructure that reinforces 
channels of communication and builds trust in the community 
spaces themselves. Both neighborhoods boast assets in the 
form of existing community hubs, resident leaders and orga-
nizational conveners, and strong cultural identity. The newly 
formed Southwest Organizing Network is part of the convening 
team for the work presented here and includes representatives 
from five grassroots community development groups that offer 
grounded cultural programming and social services as well as 
shared spaces for convening, performing, playing, working 
and organizing as central to their work and operation. On the 
eastside, the lead community development organization ECN 
convenes a civic network known as LEAP, with residents serv-
ing in leadership and on committees. These resident leaders in 
turn run block clubs, local nonprofits, youth groups, communi-
ty gardens and more, which offer physical space to meet, break 
bread and offer programming that meets locally defined needs. 
This distribution and mix of spaces contributes to a dispersed 

model of micro hubs that, with support, have to potential to 
grow and further meet both daily and emergency needs as a 
holistic neighborhood network.

Programming + Spatial Considerations 
Everyday and emergency programming contributes to the cur-
rent efficacy and future potential of Detroit’s hubs. This project 
includes documentation of local and national hub models. In 
an analysis of existing hubs in both neighborhoods, as well 
as a handful from other cities, frequent and primary areas of 
programming emerged: youth and education; senior activities, 
career development; health and wellness; arts and culture; 
faith; and food. In Springwells, three relatively new organi-
zational spaces by project partners UNI, Grace in Action, and 
Inside Southwest Detroit are located in close proximity, offer-
ing a series of programmed community spaces. One hub, 8869 
Avis, houses Inside Southwest Detroit programs that include 
graffiti art workshops, radio broadcasts, storytelling events, 
and low-rider meet ups, among other creative pursuits. This 
work is derived from and responsive to neighborhood inter-
ests and emphasizes youth activities. Another faith-based hub 
around the corner houses worker-owned start-up businesses, 
an equitable internet initiative, and community organizing 
space. And a few blocks over, a new youth center and resilience 
hub houses a bike shop and youth leadership meetings, which 
will soon spill out to an outdoor classroom on a lot across the 
street.11 In Springwells, youth programming, arts and culture, 
and community organizing are the prominent hub programs. 
In terms of design considerations, arts integration in the built 
environment is central across spaces, with murals adorning 
many surfaces and ironwork created by local craftsmen lending 
a sense of security. Another constant is indoor space coupled 

Figure 4. Example engagement materials from Good Stock including distribution of community hubs in the Good Stock area. Image credit DCDC.

Network of community hubs + districts 
for everyday and emergency needs
There are already community spaces in Good Stock where people gather for activities 
and resources. These places and their neighbors could work together to offer even more 
programs such as health clinics, food drives, cultural events, youth and senior activities - 
collectively providing a full set of everyday and emergency programs. Examples of hubs:

Examples of everyday needs: 
affordable healthy food
safe outdoor spaces
mental and physical health services
youth and senior activities...

What About Us?
small businesses, youth 
activities, church services, 
internet access

Mack Alive 
creativity, storytelling, 
community organizing

The Commons
youth activities, bike shop, 
classes

Little Detroit 
Community Garden
health services, food 
drives, neighborhood 
resources, childcare

Canfield Consortium 
Open Spaces
recreation, classes, 
heating/cooling

What would make a community hub feel 
comfortable and useful to you?

What services are needed 
in this neighborhood? 

Examples of emergency needs: 
heating and cooling
electricity and internet access
personal protection equipment
food distribution
information and resources...

GOOD STOCK

Local infrastructure needs
Flooding and air quality are major concerns in Good Stock. We also heard that safe 
open green spaces and connections to resources are a priority for neighbors. 
Below are ideas for the community and city to address these issues. 

Community networks + communication
Social networks, community organizations 
and neighbors are important and access to 
information and resources is a primary need.

Examples: 
paper newsletter/newspaper
internet access
community bulletin board
text messages

AIR QUALITYSTORMWATER 
+ FLOODING

What would make streets 
and parks feel safer?

How do you get information 
in the neighborhood now? 
How would you like to?

Community
Rain water collection + 
downspout education
Rain garden campaign

City + State
Green stormwater 
policy + projects
Infrastructure repairs
Advocacy

Community
Air quality monitoring
Education
Planted buffers
Partner with local orgs

City + State
Increase regulations
Indoor air quality 
resources

Community
Neighborhood green 
team, including youth
Multi-scale open 
spaces + hubs

City + State
Park advocacy
Paid “Friends of” group
Increased maintenance

PARKS + OPEN 
SPACES

STREETS + 
TRANSIT

Community
Local car share/shuttle
Solar lights
Neighborhood patrol

City + State
Street/sidewalk repairs
Paid neighborhood 
clean crew
Better bus service

GOOD STOCK

Network of community 
organizations in Good Stock 
and the LEAP area.
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with and spilling out into outdoor gathering spaces designed 
with intention. At present, sustainable building features are not 
in play at these sites, but this current planning work is leading 
to discussions of water catchment, solar power, and other lo-
calized measures of resilience. the planning process also seeks 
to identify an additonal layer of resource distribution at hubs 
where people are already gathering in spaces for arts, culture, 
and entrepreneurship.

On the eastside, and in Good Stock in particular, community 
hubs take different forms. What About Us, Inc. and the Belvidere 
Youth Block Club now have a trailer they are converting into 
a resiliency hub, with aspirations of generator power to lend 
additional emergency purpose to the space they now use for 
youth tutoring, workshops and organizing. MACC Development 
is housed in The Commons, a coffee shop, laundromat and 
community space that hosts a myriad of meetings and events 
at all scales. Two open space initiatives at varying scales are 
contributing to neighborhood health and wellness via cook-
ing classes, a community garden, and recreational activities 
in a city park with limited infrastructure and a robust history. 
On the eastside, in these community hubs and others, youth 
activities and health and wellness programming are prominent.

Importantly, ECN is a leader in the community resilience hub 
momentum on the eastside and are modeling a holistic hub in 
the Stoudamire Wellness Hub.12 The Stoudamire follows the 
USDN model and houses a robust set of everyday program-
ming including organized Zumba, bingo, comedy hour and the 
like. It also hosts resident leadership and organizing events and 
has served as a site for filing flood claims and picking up PPE, 
two essential climate and health related emergency services 
in the last few years. And now, along with two other eastside 
hubs, The Stoudamire will benefit from significant investment 
in solar power and green stormwater infrastructure as a means 
to model sustainable practices and create spaces of refuge 
in cases of climate emergency, offering heating and cooling 
as well as charging, internet and more. The mix of programs 
builds community throughout the year so that residents might 
feel comfortable accessing critical resources and information 
in times of need.

Leveraging Other Models
While community resilience hubs are increasingly discussed 
and implemented both nationally and internationally, and 
many models are included in the team’s research, this paper 
will comment briefly on the Community Resilience Hub 
Program in Baltimore. There, six community-managed resil-
ience hubs located in community centers, churches, schools 
and other publicly accessible buildings are designed to provide 
safe shelter, backup electricity, fresh water, medical supplies 
and services, and other resources during weather-related 
emergencies. Additionally, the city plans to collect and analyze 
data to identify gaps in services,  support, and outreach. That 

information can then inform decisions about the location and 
services of future hubs. These hubs are embedded in neighbor-
hoods and repurpose existing buildings, retrofitted for a more 
resilient future. Importantly, community leaders run each site, 
localizing the hub and contributing to a welcoming and rooted 
space.13 In Baltimore, hubs are city-run. While Detroit too has 
municipally sanctioned heating and cooling centers housed in 
recreation centers and schools, they are deployed at an institu-
tional scale with limited capacity to build community cohesion, 
social networks and trust. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Dispersed Hub Network
A dispersed network of community hubs, and resourcing 
existing trusted community spaces to function as spaces for 
neighborhood resilience, reinforces social connections and cre-
ates a denser and more trusted field of community nodes, and 
in turn supports social interaction and infrastructure. 

Build Trust and Social Infrastructure
Hubs have the potential to couple with neighborhood network 
building efforts and support community connections by creat-
ing spaces for organizing and coming together on a regular 
basis for basic needs, everyday activities and a sense of com-
munity. Leveraging existing hubs maximizes trust building. 
Community organizations and leaders provide scaffolding for 

Figure 5. Snapshot of an in progress analysis of communty hubs in 
Detroit’s neighborhoods. Image credit DCDC.
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social infrastructure that contributes to a sense of community 
wellbeing and vitality.

Focus on Access, Youth and Culture 
Essential program areas in hubs that bridge daily and emer-
gency needs include an emphasis on access to resources, 
space and information, as well as youth activities, and the 
celebration of local culture that reflects local character and 
creativity. A balance between cultural activities and other pro-
gramming layered with essential services supports access and 
also has the capacity to link residents to broader networks and 
grasstop resources.

Build Resilient Physical Infrastructure 
Sustainable building features, most notably solar installations 
and generators that allow for essential functions during climate 
emergencies, enable hubs to serve a greater and more adapt-
able purpose tied to resilience in times of crisis. Furthermore, 
hubs integrating open space provide increased opportunities 
for community connection and access.

Further Work
This planning, research and hub documentation effort is ongo-
ing. In Detroit, it coincides with the development of a citywide 
climate action strategy and the opportunity for investment in 
cultural resilience hubs as well as a regional focus on emer-
gency preparedness at the national level. This collaborative 
effort aims to strengthen ongoing community-led work toward 
more healthy and resilient neighborhoods that are hyperlocal 
in terms of on the ground strategies and policy implications, 
with an emphasis on a dispersed network of community hubs 
as physical and social infrastructure that meet everyday and 
emergency needs. 

ENDNOTES
1. This body of work includes a wide ranging set of literature and 

professional work. The research that contributes to the planning 
effort depicted here includes research on planning for healthy and 
sustainable cities as well as emerging literature on planning for 
climate change.

2. A leader in research and publication on social infrastructure is Eric 
Klinenburg. Spatial implications of civic infrastucture are captured in 
his Palaces for the People: How Social Infrastructure Can Help Fight 
Inequality, Polarization, and the Decline of Civic Life (Crown, 2018). 

3. Meghan Venable-Thomas. Can Creative Placemaking Be a Tool 
for Building Community Resilience? Harvard Univeristy (dis-
sertation), 2018.

4. Hubs considered in this documentation process include Baltimore 
Community Resilience Hub Program, New Yorks’s Neighborhood 
Health Action Centers, Vancouver’s Resilient Neighborhoods, and 
others in Miami, Toronto, Minneapolis, Orlando and Oakland.

5. USDN’s Reslience Hub documentment is robust and can be found 
here: https://www.usdn.org/resilience-hubs.html

6. Planning frameworks considered include: Bay Area Regional Health 
Inequities Initiative; Change Labs; 9 Dimensions of Wellness; 
Enterprise Community Partners’ Cultural Resilience work; Social 
Determinants of Health; Ecodistrict Protocol; Detroit Sustainability 
Action Agenda; ULI Building Healthy Places Toolkit; Pair of ACEs; UN 
Sustainable Development Goals; 7 Generations; Blue Zones

7. These past plans are specified because they either mark citizen-led 
planning efforts centering community development and environ-
mental justice and/or link health and policy. More information can be 
found at the respective websites: PUSH Buffalo (https://www.pushbuf-
falo.org); LVEJO (http://www.lvejo.org); Health in All Policies (https://
www.ci.richmond.ca.us/2575/Health-in-All-Policies); Take Care 
New York (https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/about/about-doh/take-
care-new-york.page). Additionally Dr. Jason Corburn has published 
extensively on health policy in Richmond, CA.

8. In total nearly 100 surveys were collected at a series of community 
events in Good Stock led by residents over the course of summer 
2022. More than 250 surveys were collected in Springwells working 
in partnership with Urban Neighborhood Initiative, who went door to 
door in the neighborhood. 

9. Stellantis environmental violations are well documented 
and extensively reported, including this national news 
coverage: Gabrielle Coppola, Detroit Jeep Plant’s Paint Fumes 
Trigger Air Quality Violation, Bloomberg, March 29, 2022 
(https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-29/
detroit-jeep-plant-s-paint-fumes-trigger-air-quality-violation).

10. The Lower Eastside Action Plan is chronicled here: https://www.ecn-
detroit.org/leap

11. Read more here: Kyla Wright, Resilient Neighborhoods: This new 
youth center just opened its doors in SW Detroit, Model D,  October 
19, 2021 (https://www.modeldmedia.com/features/resillient-neigh-
borhoods-LOS-HQ-southwest-detroit-youth-center.aspx).

12. The Stoudamire Wellness Hub: https://www.ecn-detroit.org/stou-
damire. More context: David Sands, Climate resilience hubs find a 
foothold on Detroit’s East Side by helping residents face disasters, 
Planet Detroit, December 9, 2021 (https://planetdetroit.org/2021/12/
climate-resilience-hubs-find-a-foothold-on-detroits-east-side-by-
helping-residents-face-disasters/).

13. More information on Baltimore’s Community Resilience Hub Program:  
https://www.baltimoresustainability.org/baltimore-resiliency-
hub-program/. More context: Jared Brey, Resiliency Hubs 
Help Baltimore Plan for Climate Emergency in Vulnerable 
Neighborhoods, Next City, August 6, 2021 (https://nextcity.
org/urbanist-news/resiliency-hubs-help-baltimore-plan-for-
climate-emergency-among-vulnerable )


