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Synthetic Map 
of Chicago 
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flow of fertilizer 
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broadband, wifi, and 
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mobility overlayed 
with Chicago’s 
demographics.
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Perspective 
view of Pilsen 
Industrial Corridor 
showing potential 
for increased 
connection to 
Chicago’s data, 
mobility, and 
electricity systems.  
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Re-Energizing Chicago 

Now known as world-class city for business, culture, and enter-
tainment, Chicago is a city built on industry. Originally founded as 
a small fur trading outpost, Chicago rose to national prominence 
as a manufacturing, processing, and shipping empire.

The scale of the meatpacking industry alone was such that it em-
ployed nearly 40 percent the country’s meatpackers and drew 
thousands of other workers to related industries like rail car, feed-
stock, steel, and power production. 

With the advent of interstate highways and refrigerated trucks, 
the meat industry was able to de-centralize processing. The 
closure of the stockyards in the 1970’s signaled a major shift in 
Chicago’s economy. Other industries dependent on Chicago’s 
rail borne commerce sharply declined, and much of Chicago’s 
industrial infrastructure fell into disuse and disrepair.  Between 
1992 and 1995, the Daley administration determined 24 industrial 
corridors throughout the city to protect what was left of Chicago 
manufacturing.

Today, the economy of is no longer based on meat, steel, trains, 
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and coal.  Still, Mayor Emanuel has claimed “We must continue 
to bring together key parties to advance industry and bring jobs 
to Chicago, particularly in areas like manufacturing, which are 
critical to the future of economic development in Chicago and 
the surrounding area.”  Likewise, Chicago’s Plan for Economic 
Growth and Jobs asserts that the City needs to invest in its ex-
isting “physical and virtual infrastructure,” especially for isolated 
neighborhoods and unemployed workers.

We examined two recent initiatives of the City – The Divvy bike 
share system and the Broadband Challenge – as indicators of 
Chicago’s investment in physical and virtual infrastructure.  Both 
projects make use of public funds and claim to ensure that under-
served populations are not forgotten.

The Divvy System has grown outward from the center of the city 
since its launch in June.  As the system grows, it will extend to 
neighborhoods, namely those along the red, blue, and brown 
lines.  But even after all of the planned stations are built, the sys-
tem will fail to serve some neighborhoods at all, particularly on 
the city’s south and west sides.

It is notable also that the vast majority of Divvy funding leaves 
Chicago, going to the system operators based in Portland.  The 
Divvy bikes are imported from Quebec, despite the fact that Chi-
cago was once the bicycle manufacturing capital of America.  The 
only money which circulates in Chicago’s economy is the rev-
enue from the system, which goes back into Divvy operations.

The design of the system also prevents use by people with no 
bank account and no credit or debit card. The distribution of sta-
tions closely corresponds to areas with lower unbanked popula-
tions and neglects areas with high unbanked populations.

The parts of Chicago most underserved by public transportation 
are those that lie between and beyond the spokes of the CTA sys-
tem. Divvy should be used to implement low-cost, off-grid trans-
portation infrastructure in these areas.

Looking now at virtual infrastructure, the city claims that federal 
and local funding is being used to provide disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods across the city with data access that will improve their 
quality of life.

However the majority of that funding goes to improving informa-
tion services in the “innovation zones” in Chicago’s most privi-
leged neighborhoods.  These services are built by materials, con-
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struction, and design companies in the suburbs and other cities.  

Public and private data infrastructure connects these innova-
tion zones to other cities and universities across the country, but 
carves directly through disadvantaged neighborhoods of Chica-
go.  The waste from both public and private data is generated in 
and travels through these poorer neighborhoods.  

We have determined that the same areas that are neglected by 
current investments are often the industrial corridors that are rich 
in existing manufacturing infrastructure. These industrial neigh-
borhoods have been suffering ever since the mid-twentieth cen-
tury decline of industry in Chicago.

While these neighborhoods are suffering for a lack of industrial 
jobs, Chicago currently operates in such a way that outsources 
manufacturing jobs to the suburbs and other cities. Likewise, we 
import energy and materials, sending huge sums of taxpayer 
money out of the local economy.  Once known as a center of in-
dustry, Chicago has become a consumer rather than a producer.

We believe that replanting modern industries in Chicago could 
create jobs and capitalize on existing manufacturing infrastruc-
ture.  Industry still has a place in Chicago as part of a diversified 
economy, and can be a stepping stone towards the advanced 
manufacturing and technological innovation the city hopes to fos-
ter. These interventions can transform Chicago into a producer of 
the energy and materials it consumes, boosting our local econ-
omy and creating both working-class and high-tech jobs.  Effec-
tively, it will close the loops that previously drove money out of 
the City.

Thus, we propose to renovate existing infrastructure to accom-
modate modern manufacturing. The driving force behind our plan 
is a progressive method of natural gas production known as an-
aerobic digestion.  The production of this new fuel source would 
create new manufacturing jobs and allow Chicago to sustainably 
and economically turn waste material into productive energy.

Anaerobic digestion is a simple yet relatively new method for en-
ergy production.  It involves creating a liquid mixture of organic 
waste matter that is put into a large sealed vessel.  Deprived of 
oxygen, the matter breaks down over several weeks, creating bi-
ogas.  The biogas can then be burned to generate electricity, and 
the resulting waste material can be used as fertilizer. 

Biogas plants have been operating in Denmark since 1988, and 
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a 2006 report by the Danish EPA asserted that biogas plants can 
reasonably operate within about 0.3 miles of housing, provided 
that the facility operations are well-controlled.

We believe that the exploding population of the invasive Asian 
Carp species in the Chicago River is an ideal material for anaero-
bic digestion. Using new anaerobic methods, 20 million pounds of 
carp could provide 23 percent of Chicago’s energy. This is equiv-
alent to the total output from an existing Illinois Asian carp fishery. 
To give you an idea of the amount, 20 million pounds of fish would 
fill the first floor of Crown Hall to 12’ high.

Currently, Asian Carp are largely considered a threat to fishing in 
the Chicago area.  But in terms of commercial fishing, little of the 
fish consumed in Chicago actually comes from Lake Michigan - 
most of it is flown in from US coastal regions and from overseas. 

In terms of recreational fishing, the only thing at risk is an artificial 
ecosystem of sport fish comprised of hundreds of thousands of 
non-native salmon that are imported yearly, of which only tens of 
thousands are caught.

The rest of the salmon spawn eggs that cannot hatch in Lake 
Michigan and then die due to immune systems failure.  State gov-
ernments are forced to stock the lake again each year to replace 
the dying salmon. Thus what is at stake in Lake Michigan is not a 
natural ecosystem, but an artificial, government-subsidized rec-
reational salmon population. 

Re-Energizing ChicagoModule 2
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Axonometric of Pilsen Industrial Corridor showing potential for data developments.Axonometric of Pilsen Industrial Corridor showing environemental effects of coal use at Fisk.

Axonometric of Pilsen Industrial Corridor showing potential for anaerobic digestion of Asian Carp.

Module 2 Re-Energizing Chicago

Axonometric of Pilsen Industrial Corridor showing potential for mobility connections.



Axonometric of Pilsen Industrial Corridor.
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Module 3 Re-Energizing Chicago

Re-Energizing Chicago

By synthesizing our knowledge about neighborhoods under-
served by new physical and virtual infrastructure, along with an 
analysis of industrial corridors, we identified several opportunity 
sites in the city. We started by looking at the city’s 24 industrial 
corridors.  

Based on our interest in using Carp as an energy source and 
driver of development, we narrowed our focus to just the five in-
dustrial corridors on the river.

Looking more closely at each of these corridors, we determined 
where there were vacant buildings and plots of land adjacent to 
the river.  These sites, located within the Addison, North Branch, 
Pilsen, and Little Village Corridors, are the opportunity points we 
believe have the greatest potential to positively affect the Indus-
trial Corridors and Chicago as a whole.

We researched the characteristics of each of these corridors in 
depth, examining detailed information about unbanked popula-
tions, racial demographics, and access to mobility and data.  We 
also found information regarding employment density, zoning, 
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and local industries and centers of employment.  

The Addison corridor, located on the city’s northwest side, cur-
rently supports approximately 3,500 jobs.  It contains one vacant 
plot of land on the east bank of the river.  The neighborhoods to 
the west of the river, accessible by the Blue line, are largely La-
tino, while the east side, accessible by the Brown line, is primarily 
white.

The North Branch Industrial Corridor accommodates jobs for ap-
proximately 15,500 people.  It is zoned primarily for Light Manu-
facturing, but has been infiltrated by multiple “big box” retailers.  
The corridor contains several vacancies, some with buildings and 
others with empty land.  It lies between the Blue Line to the west, 
and the Brown, Purple, and Red lines to the east.

The Little Village Industrial Corridor is the largest corridor and 
employs only about 2,900 workers.  It contains the former Craw-
ford Power Plant and other vacant buildings and land.  Surround-
ed by working-class neighborhoods that are primarily Latino, the 
corridor itself is zoned for Heavy Industry and lies between the 
Pink Line to the north and the Orange Line to the southeast.

The Pilsen Industrial Corridor supports about 10,000 jobs.  Lo-
cated at the intersection of the Pilsen, McKinley Park, Bridgeport, 
and Chinatown neighborhoods, the area is surrounded by a di-
verse working-class population.  It lies between the Pink Line to 
the north and the Orange Line on its south border.  

We found that these corridors are generally isolated between the 
river, highways, train tracks, and major roads, creating barriers 
between neighborhoods with distinct demographics. They need 
new industrial job opportunities, yet the industries that thrive in 
the city now are quite different than the industries the corridors 
were created for.  “Industry” in an urban context has evolved to 
mean a center of testing, technological innovation, and light pro-
duction, rather than heavy manufacturing. 

Modern industries are less dangerous and produce fewer harm-
ful waste products, so there is less need to separate them from 
other zonings. Residential and mixed-use zones within industrial 
corridors would make them more vibrant and well-used spaces.  
Public parks and a continuous river walk would make them cent-
ers of recreation as well, and would link places both along and 
across the river.  To change the current manufacturing zoning in 
the corridors would require approval by the Chicago Plan Com-
mission, the local alderman, and the city departments of Planning 
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and Economic Development.  

To achieve this vision, we created guidelines to systematically 
intervene at each corridor.  They establish procedures for the 
overall industrial corridor system, such as installing Divvy stations 
at every half mile and public wifi at every 500 ft along the river 
walk. They also establish methods of intervention at individual 
vacant sites, such as creating biogas facilities, establishing new 
industries, building mixed-use spaces, and forming park space. 
Carrying out these steps for each corridor, we created a com-
prehensive plan for the city that will add jobs, housing, and park 
space to sites that are currently unused.

In Addison, there is no nearby power generation, so our rules 
direct us to propose its single vacant plot be used for a new an-
aerobic digestion and biogas generation plant.

Using Divvy, we also added mobility across the river from the Blue 
Line to the Brown Line, bridging neighborhoods on either side of 
the river.  The proposed river walk trail would link an established 
series of parks and local river walks, providing continuous access 
to public wifi and an additional means of transportation for com-
muters working in the corridor.

In the North Branch corridor, our proposal incorporates a bike 
co-operative and a data center at vacant buildings, as well as a 
mixed-use development on vacant land.

About 210 jobs are created, as well as living space for about 1500 
people. New Divvy and data infrastructure also provides connec-
tions both along the river and between the Blue and Brown Lines.

In the Little Village corridor, we propose that the existing infra-
structure at Crawford be renovated as a biogas generation plant, 
and that the other vacant site be used for broadband fiber optic 
cable manufacturing.  

The site is ideal for this use given its zoning for Heavy Industry 
and proximity to working-class neighborhoods.  In this area of low 
employment density, our proposed uses would create 313 new 
jobs.  Divvy stations also connect the corridor to the CTA Pink 
and Orange Lines, bridging the Little Village and Brighton Park 
neighborhoods.

Pilsen was of particular interest because the closure of the Fisk 
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coal power plant last year has put a spotlight on the area and cast 
its fate into uncertainty.  Fisk now sits unoccupied, and its owner, 
Midwest Generation, has yet to determine a buyer for the prop-
erty. But we believe that the former coal plant has the structure, 
space, and infrastructural connections to be adapted for a new 
industrial use.

We also saw an opportunity to address growing community con-
cerns about the site’s future. The Pilsen Environmental Rights 
and Reform Organization was instrumental in closing the coal 
plant, and has since called for the need to clean the site and 
provide public green space.

Our proposal uses the infrastructure at Fisk to create facilities for 
biogas energy production, and uses vacant buildings and land to 
add a data center, bike manufacturing, and residential and mixed-
use developments.

In total, it would add over 370 new jobs and residential space 
for 1,250 people. It would reconnect spaces that had previously 
been isolated through a network of new divvy stations spanning 
from the pink to the orange line.

This drawing illustrates the north half of the Pilsen corridor, which 
contains two vacancies.  Most of the Corridor itself is zoned for 
Light Industry, and has no specified building height limits.  It is 
neighbored by residential, planned development, and commer-
cial spaces, whose respective height limits are shown as blocks 
in our zoning axonometric diagram.  

Following from our rules, the Fisk Power plant should be con-
verted into a biogas plan.  Fish processing and anaerobic diges-
tion are shown in green, while electricity production is shown in 
yellow.

The leftover land at the Fisk site is converted to park land, includ-
ing plenty of buffering trees which divert and filter any odors from 
the biogas production.

At the vacant site across the river, there is no existing infrastruc-
ture.  There are already several existing and proposed manu-
facturing businesses at neighboring sites, so following from our 
rules, the land is converted to a mixed use development.

The residual land around the development is again converted to 
open green space.

Re-Energizing ChicagoModule 3
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Throughout the entire corridor, a river front bike path is added, 
and divvy stations are placed to make the development sites and 
river front accessible.  

Looking at the systems in more detail, we propose that Asian 
Carp be harvested downstream, where they are prevalent, and 
brought to the site by barge. The carp are then ground up and 
combined with food waste collected in neighboring residential 
neighborhoods.  The material is then fed into anaerobic digest-
ers, which are adjacent to the power plant. Provided that the pro-
cess of unloading, processing, and transferring the raw material 
is controlled, odors should not be problematic. The digestion pro-
cess takes 52 days, and as material continues to be fed in to the 
system, biogas is harvested. 

A main byproduct of anaerobic digestion is fertilizer, which is used 
in the proposed park spaces to remediate the soil and aid plant 
growth.  

The biogas is burned in the Fisk Power Plant with drastically less 
pollution than the former coal, generating electricity for distribu-
tion via existing transmission lines.  Thus the city can greatly 
benefit from a rapidly renewable resource once thought to be a 
threat to the environment. Heat generated during this process is 
recovered and transferred to the anaerobic digesters to aid the 
biogas production.

Existing wifi hotspots are sparse, located only on the borders of 
industrial corridors, and are mostly privatized.

Our proposal includes continuous public wi-fi throughout the river 
front park system, making it a significant and unique recreational 
space that will attract users based on this amenity.

The corridor is also currently a mobility vacuum that people must 
often avoid and go around.  Though the Pink Line and Orange 
Line are nearby, they are unconnected, and the stations are a far 
walk from the river itself.

In our proposal, adding new bike paths and Divvy stations would 
allow people to access the corridor space and move freely 
through it. We would continue Divvy’s strategy of building along 
existing bike lanes and CTA lines, but we would also bridge be-
tween the spokes of the CTA and establish a new strategy of 
locating stations along the proposed river walk, connecting neigh-
borhoods on either side of river to a common recreational space.  
The river front path, which is protected from car traffic, would also 

Re-Energizing ChicagoModule 3

02



272726

connect neighborhoods to the city center and encourage com-
muter biking.

As a whole, the proposal creates a strong spine of recreational 
spaces along the entire river, connecting industrial, manufactur-
ing, residential, and commercial uses.

Examining the system in section, we can see how the physical 
barriers of the river, roads, and railways isolate the corridors, 
making them inaccessible, unattractive, and susceptible to de-
terioration.  

The key elements of our plan establish employment and produc-
tion centers, create connective green spaces, along as well as 
across the river, and use off-grid Divvy infrastructure to make the 
entire corridor accessible to the public.

Carried out to its fullest potential, the proposal also connects the 
corridor through public data access and mixed-use developments 
to create a space that is useful, inviting, and safe for a variety of 
users.

The added industries and increased local spending would have 
a drastic impact on the economic well-being of these industrial 
neighborhoods.  When coupled with riverfront development, they 
would also have a distinct spatial effect.  

By adding sustainable industries and river front paths and rec-
reational spaces, we could create an experience that is currently 
non-existent in the city.  It would democratize the river front, mak-
ing it free and open to the public in the same way that the lake 
shore trail does for the lake front.  Mayor Emanuel has declared 
that “the Chicago River … should be an asset that people across 
the city enjoy.”

But to truly make the river an enjoyable asset, we would assert 
that the City needs to strengthen industry, mobility, and data ac-
cess throughout the industrial corridors.  To implement our pro-
posal in full would require a major commitment from the City to 
invest in the river front.  But to do so would mean the creation of 
spaces where people could live, work, play, and move freely in 
close connection to the river, our greatest natural resource and 
the heart of both past and future industry in the Chicago.

The effects our development proposals would by no means be 
confined to the industrial corridors themselves. We believe that 
each of the manufacturing jobs we establish in the corridors would 

create at least one more job in surrounding neighborhoods.  Bi-
ogas power production would provide nearly half of the city’s en-
ergy needs, and parks along the river would create a continuous 
space of recreation for all of Chicago to enjoy.  Considered at 
the scale of the city, our proposal would unlock potentials and 
create connections along Chicago’s industrialized river front to 
re-energize the city from the inside out.

Re-Energizing ChicagoModule 3
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North Branch Industrial Corridor existing condition.Addison Industrial Corridor existing condition.

Little Village Industrial Corridor existing condition.

Module 3 Re-Energizing Chicago

Pilsen Industrial Corridor existing condition.
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North Branch Industrial Corridor potential condition.Addison Industrial Corridor potential condition.

Little Village Industrial Corridor potential condition.

Module 3 Re-Energizing Chicago

Pilsen Industrial Corridor potential condition.





Section of existing condition at Pilsen Industrial Corridor Section of key components of potential condition at Pilsen Industrial Corridor

Section of maximum potential of Pilsen Industrial Corridor
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Despite its status as a world class city for business, culture, and entertainment, 
Chicago is a city that was forged by industry. At its industrial height in the early 20th 
century, Chicago served as the economic hub of America, the axis upon which most 
of American manufacturing, meat processing, and rail car manufacturing revolved. Its 
shipping empire, supported by the likes of Sears Roebuck and Amour Meats, extended 
from the high society ballrooms of the east coast to the cattle ranches of the Western 
Frontier. In essence, Chicago was the heart of America. 

The new system of Chicago has evolved into virtual and physical layers of industry 
and infrastructure that neglect and abuse specific demographics of Chicago’s neigh-
borhoods. The same areas that are neglected by current investments are often the 
industrial corridors that are rich in existing manufacturing infrastructure. These indus-
trial neighborhoods have been suffering ever since the mid-twentieth century decline of 
industry in Chicago.

While these neighborhoods are suffering for a lack of industrial jobs, Chicago cur-
rently operates in such a way that outsources manufacturing jobs to the suburbs and 
other cities. Likewise, it imports energy and materials, sending huge sums of taxpayer 
money out of the local economy.  Once known as a center of industry, Chicago has 
become a consumer rather than a producer.

In making new investments in Divvy and data networks, Chicago has promised to 
ensure that underserved populations are not forgotten.  However, the distribution of 
Divvy bike share and other public transportation heavily favor wealthy neighborhoods.  
Likewise, Chicago’s broadband and wireless distribution is extremely conducive to 
developing the informational proficiency of Chicago’s upper class. Chicago’s energy, 
which previously was generated within city limits, is imported due local health and envi-
ronmental concerns, while sustainable and renewable sources of energy are available 
to the city.

Considering Chicago in terms of novel and off grid technologies, such as wireless in-
ternet, Divvy bike sharing, and fish based anaerobic digestion, propose changes to the 
current system that could address Chicago’s shortcomings and urban decay. 

Project Brief 40

Project Brief Questions for Consideration:

How does the existing system need to change to address these issues?

What idea needs to occur to alter the existing system?

Where will the money come from?

How much will it cost and what would be the profit?

What components of the current system need to change?

Who needs to approve changes to the system?

Who are the key stakeholders?

What roles do private and public entities play in changing the system?

How do the changes affect the local system?

How do they affect the Neighborhood, City, Region, Country, and World?

How will the new system be different from existing paradigms?

How will new architectural, landscape, and urban components change the existing 
system?

How will the system react and adapt to an evolving city?

How would the new solutions relate or differ from systems in other cities?

What attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors have to change to make the system rel-
evant?

What are the tangible and intangible qualities of the new system?
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