
Question [2]

Observe

Reflect

What does the image’s date and title suggest to you?  The date is 2009, 
so it was taken relatively recently; the location could look remarkably 
di�erently now: or it could look nearly exactly the same.  Whether the 
location is di�erent or the same depends largely on the wishes of its 
residents and the political will of its governmental leaders.  Also, the 
title—Packard Dump Truck—suggests the focus of the image rests on the 
dilapidated truck, perhaps a symbol for the city’s dilapidated truck and 
automobile industry. 

Who is the image’s creator(s)… why might the creator(s) have made 
and shared this image?  Creative Commons is a global nonpro�t organi-
zation that works to share creativity and knowledge.  This suggests a 
professional, or professional-type, use of the photograph to speci�cally 
focus attention on the destroyed vehicle next to the destroyed factory as 
a way to stress on “distance” from a sturdy and secure city miles away.  

What problems are associated with rapid population decline?   
     >> You can guide the class in summarizing the social and economic 
problems commonly associated with population decline as mentioned 
during the discussion. 

      >> You can have students re�ect on the following implications from the 
photographs:  Why might it be di�cult for people to thrive and reach their 
potential here?  When a city like Detroit experiences this type of decline, 
what are the potential consequences for individual citizens?  For society?
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When students mention it, you can discuss how the ruined dump truck may symbolize the city’s declining auto industry.  You can also 
discuss how speci�c economic and political decisions have in�uenced the spatial patterns of Detroit.  This factory, 
�nished in 1911 for the James Packard Motor Car Company, sold the top-selling luxury car in the 1920s and 1930s, outselling Cadillac 
and Lincoln.  After WWII, Packard management responded poorly to evolving market competition from the USA (Ford, General Motors, 
Chrysler), Germany (Diamler, Benz), and Japan (Honda, Toyota) [7].  Instead of creating the smaller, more e�cient cars customers wanted, 
Packard management lobbied the US government to limit automobile imports.  Then they tried money-saving e�orts: moving manu-
facturing compartments away to smaller cities with lower costs, reducing the workforce, and replacing thousands of workers with new 
technology/automation [8]. Packard merged with Studebaker in 1954 and by 1958 the plant closed, all workers unemployed [9]. 

When students mention the trees growing 
throughout the factory buildings you can 
discuss how use of this space has 
changed over time.  Once the core of Detroit’s 
manufacturing base, these buildings became a 
symbol of the city’s decay [5].  After the factory 
closed in 1958, a few small businesses (i.e., 
storage) operated on the site, but since the 
1990s the buildings have mostly been used for 
gra�ti, paintball, urban exploration, and "under-
ground" raves and techno parties [6].  However, at 
a government auction in 2013 a developer 
purchased the Packard plant and planned a 
15-year, $300 million investment with commer-
cial businesses, restaurants, residences, etc. [5]. 

You can also share that Detroit is the 
largest city on the US-Canada boarder.  
You can also discuss its location: 
what’s here?  Detroit is often called 
“Motor City” because its economy 
throughout the past century had been 
de�ned by a single industry: automo-
biles.  Henry Ford built the �rst auto 
factory there in 1903, soon there were 
over 100 auto companies competing for 
customers and many more auto-related 
businesses (e.g., glass, steel, cooper) [3].  

When students mention the skyline, you can share this is Detroit, MI and then you can discuss its location 
and how it’s connected to other places.  Detroit is a port city situated on a strait that connects the Great 
Lakes to the Saint Lawrence Seaway which, in turn, leads to the Atlantic Ocean.  Thus, Detroit is a key port for 
water transportation and shipping.  Also, the city was founded on an extensive �at plain with few rolling hills, 
easily allowing highways and railways to link other population centers.  Thus, Detroit is also a vital transporta-
tion hub for land travel and commerce.  While it looks far away, the city is only four miles from the photogra-
pher.  There are, however, at least �fty “suburbs” (Latin: under/outside, city) within about an hour’s radius from 
Detroit.  The city’s suburbs exist partly because little housing development occurred in the 1930s (Great 
Depression) and early-1940s (WWII).  When Detroit’s middle class in the late-1940s wanted houses with 
spacious yards, developers bought land outside the city and built homes to sell for pro�t.   Workers’ travel into 
the city—commuting—was made easier and more a�ordable by advancements in transit systems (e.g., trolly, 
light rail, tram, bus, subway). Highways were also built to connect the suburbs to the city [4].

When students mention the broken 
windows you can discuss some conse-
quences of population decline.  When 
this factory closed (1958) many of its 
employees left the area, greatly decreasing 
the city’s population =  at that time it was 2 
million; 60 years later it was 700,000 [10].  
When a city’s population declines, especially 
by 60% like Detroit’s has, one major conse-
quence is lower tax revenue collected.  
Federal, State, and Local taxes (mostly from 
property, income, and sales) fund public 
services; less funding means signi�cant 
reductions to schools, police and �re�ghters, 
public hospitals, parks, libraries, etc.  A city’s 
existing infrastructure—roads, bridges, 
water maintenance—cannot be repaired 
regularly and new infrastructure is not built.  
In 2012, Detroit had about 70,000 aban-
doned buildings; 30,000 empty houses; and 
90,000 vacant lots [11].  Detroit’s unemploy-
ment was 20% in 2015; and in 2016, 36% of 
Detroit’s residents lived in poverty [12].  Also, 
rapid population decrease and severe 
economic downturns may lead to increased 
risk for psychological depression and health 
problems for city residents [13].  Also, dimin-
ished public services (e.g., protection, trans-
portation) can cause a rise in anti-govern-
ment sentiment and mistrust. 

You can also discuss how political and 
social decisions have in�uenced 
the spatial patterns of Detroit. In 
the early 20th Century, many African 
Americans moved from Southern 
states—the Great Migration—to North-
eastern and Midwestern states, includ-
ing Michigan (400,000 people migrated 
to Detroit between 1941 and 1943).  
Detroit became “one of the most racially 
and ethnically diverse places in America” 
[18].  While Detroit held employment and 
educational opportunities for African 
Americans, many of the city’s white 
citizens refused to accept racial and 
ethnic diversity.  White racism included 
discriminatory housing practices, unfair 
laws and policing policies, and segregat-
ed schooling.  In 1943, management at 
the Packard factory promoted 3 African 
Americans to work on the all-white 
assembly line; 25,000 white workers 
walked out in protest.  Three weeks later, 
racial tensions erupted into a riot [19] that 
required federal troops to stop (another 
riot occurred in 1967).  When a 1974 
Supreme Court case (Milliken v. Bradley) 
ruled that schools in Detroit’s suburbs 
were not obligated to desegregate 
unless they drew boundary lines with 
clear racist intent, many whites moved 
from the city to its suburbs [20].  In 1950, 
whites comprised 89% of Detroit’s popu-
lation; in 2016,  they were about 10% [21].
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