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THESIS ABSTRACT
Emily Jean Slager
Master of Arts
Department of Geography
June 2013

Title: Touring Detroit: Ruins, Representation, detdevelopment

In the face of economic, demographic, and infrastmal decline, Detroit, Michigan has
become a destination for tourists interested imwiig the city’s iconic ruins. Using data collected
through participant observation, interviews, anduwioent analysis, this thesis examines these
emerging practices of ruin tourism in order to ustind how such tourism operates, how it is
related to representations of the city in populadia, and how it contributes to economic
redevelopment in Detroit. Situated in literatur@attruination and liminality, tourism geography,
and critical urban geography, the study contribtwasderstandings of urban redevelopment in

the post-industrial United States.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

In the summer of 2012, a man from Clawson, Michjgemmed Mark Siwak revealed a
proposal to turn a section of Detroit into a zonmthieme park called Z World. The plan was to
purchase 200 acres of land on which to build anaaoé stabilized ruins, where players could
simulate the zombie apocalypse in an all-night gafoeraise money, Siwak created a campaign
on the fundraising website IndieGoGo, which stated:

The Z World Detroit initiative is a radical rethiink of urban redevelopment and

Detroit’'s well-documented blight and de-populatitiriurns perceived liabilities into

assets that will bring a renewed vitality to a ggiing neighborhood. When done right, Z

World Detroit would be transformative for part aetcity, it would create jobs for

Detroiters and become a legitimate destinatiorw#j 2012)

Although the campaign attracted derision and shatigism locally (Cox, 2012), Siwak
maintained that it was a creative and productivg twanake use of the city’s unoccupied
buildings. In its call to turn ruins into a tourgstination, the proposal resembles Camilo Jose
Vergara’s 1996 suggestion to turn a section of down Detroit into a park of stabilized ruins. “I
propose that as a tonic for our imagination,” Veagarote in a frequently cited essay about the
city, “as a call for renewal, as a place within aational memory, a dozen city blocks of pre-
depression skyscrapers should be left standingias: rAn American Acropolis” (Vergara, 1996,
p. 16). Like Siwak, Vergara was surprised when @trs rejected his proposal as Romantic,
impractical, and insulting (Vergara, 1996).

While Siwak and Vergara’s proposals have attraotgtbnal attention, nothing has come
of their suggestions for the reuse of Detroit'sisuas large-scale tourist destinations. Siwak
raised less than $10,000 of his $145,000 goal féfafld on IndieGoGo, while nearly all of the
ruin sites Vergara highlights in his 1996 essayehasen either demolished or rehabilitated since
his proposal was published. Nevertheless, in ademsatic and more piecemeal way, Detroit's

ruinshavebecome tourist destinations. No single monumetheme park serves as a focal

attraction, but over a dozen small companies amgpmofits offer tours that highlight the city’s
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ruins. From “The Gritty Tour” offered by Segways@uprivate tours offered by a company
called Detroit Urbex, these organizations take slamals of visitors to see Detroit’s iconic ruins
each year.

This thesis attempts to make sense of this emergingf tourism activities, which | call
“ruin tourism” for their attention to sites of alsonment and urban decay. Ruin tourism is a kind
of niche cultural tourism that encompasses a rafigetivities spanning formal, commercial
tourism to illegal, guided urban exploration. Thersites it features are frequently industrial but
also include empty theaters, schools, office bagdi civic buildings, and residential areas. As
this thesis makes clear, the market for such tsyparticularly strong in Detroit. However,
researchers have documented similar practices @tmauin sites across North America,
Europe, and East Asia (Edensor, 2005; Hell and ©8eh8010; Pendleton, 2011).

In order to understand ruin tourism and its impacBetroit, the questions that guide
this research are threefold: 1) How does ruin staroperate, and who are the main actors
involved? 2) How is ruin tourism related to medatpyals of Detroit, and how do tour
operators navigate their roles in representingity® 3) Who benefits economically from ruin
tourism, and what place does the practice havedawelopment strategies, with what
implications for the industry itself? By examinitigese questions, my research provides insight
into how various actors understand and make uabaridoned infrastructure in Detroit and in
post-industrial cities more broadly, at a time wigelestions about what to do with abandoned
and toxic infrastructure grow pressing in many podustrial places. As a material practice that
is also fundamentally about representation, toupsovides an ideal entry point from which to
study these issues. Further, | use niche tourisexamine pertinent questions in critical urban
geography by exploring the recapitalization of @mic post-industrial city through the
consumptive practices of tourism.

Before continuing, | would like to comment on myeus the term “ruin tourism” itself.

While it is important to distinguish ruin tourismofm various other kinds of niche cultural
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tourism, the term is not without problems. “Ruig’ifiself an ambiguous term; to some, it
suggests that a site is dangerous or uninhabitabiée to others it suggests the picturesque or
the potential for reimagined site uses. The teso edsembles “ruin porn”—the name given to
contentious representations of ruins in photograpit/popular media, which | will discuss
further below. | use it purposely for this reasomtknowledge the link between tourism and the
production of site representations, even as | @sognize the controversy and ambiguity around
ruin porn. Practitioners of ruin tours as | defihem do not use the term. Many characterize their
tours simply as “cultural tours,” or they see necdéor classifying the tours they offer with such
nomenclature. This, however, is not a reason tp the term, as it remains useful for describing
and analyzing the practices to which it referso hdt want to suggest that ruin tours are merely
voyeuristic celebrations of Detroit’s decline. Rathl use the term to express the ambiguity of
the practices | examine here. The goals of touraipes, the motivations of their customers, and
the outcomes of their interactions with one anoémet with the sites they visit are myriad and
escape the control of any individual or set of ext&eeping in mind these ambiguities, it is
nevertheless possible to trace the practices abistruin tourism and to examine their
implications for representation and redevelopment.
Background and Context

Metropolitan Detroit is undergoing profound econonsiemographic, and infrastructural
change. Since the 1950s, the city has steadilydbstin automotive manufacturing and related
industries due to automation and factory relocatigyn2009, fewer than 100,000 Detroit workers
were employed in manufacturing, down from over 888,in the late 1940s (Stokan, 2009). As
workers have lost jobs and purchasing power, miitheorest of the city’'s economy has
experienced ripple effects (Sugrue, 1996; Boyl®@120Throughout this process of
deindustrialization, service sector employmentihaseased, but not at a rate comparable to the
loss of manufacturing jobs (Stokan, 2009). In 2@&ktemployment in the city stood at almost 20

percent (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012).
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Unsurprisingly, this economic shift has been accamgd by a demographic shift of a
similar scale. In the first half of the ®@entury, Detroit's population grew rapidly, incséay
six-fold to nearly 1.9 million people (Boyle, 200However, in the second half of the century,
the population contracted by half, and in 2010dfiieial Census population count was 713,777
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). Much of the outmignatias been to surrounding suburbs. In fact,
between 1960 and the early 2000s, the Detroit mpelitan population (including both city and
suburbs) grew from 3.9 million to 4.4 million (Gadjher, 2010, p. 8). However, unlike cities such
as Portland or Dallas, Detroit lacks the legal ariti to annex its suburbs, and the city hasn't
added area since the 1920s (Gallagher, 2010, As&).result, the center city has been largely
unable to benefit from suburban growth. Furthermorast of Detroit’s wealthiest suburbs lie in
Macomb County rather than in Detroit's Wayne Countganing that county-level tax revenue—
such as property taxes—and related services diff@ificantly between counties.

Infrastructure constitutes a third major categdripetroit’s urban transition. Due to
economic disinvestment and population decline, neg& both residential and non-residential
properties is staggering. Parts of the city havp&@ent housing vacancy rates, and many
neighborhoods have a greater than 50 percentaftiacant lots to total residential parcels, as
dilapidated houses have been torn down and natgegl(Data Driven Detroit, 2010a, 2010b).
Detroit is also home to the world’s largest abaredbfactory, the Packard Automotive Plant,
which covers over 40 acres of land on the city'st sae (Wright, 2000), along with numerous
other abandoned factories, theaters, office bugklichurches, and schools. While some of these
are privately owned with plans for redevelopmentriocess, many pose significant safety
hazards and contribute to widespread urban blight.

Detroit’'s economic, demographic and infrastructtrahsitions since the 1950s present
many challenges. At the same time, the city’s sylinlsignificance as a one-time leading
American metropolis and as the birthplace of thteraobile and of Motown music give it a

lasting attraction, and Detroit has recently bdenfocus of significant journalistic, popular, and
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artistic representations that juxtapose its graaviti decline (for example: Stohr, 2003; Temple
and Hencken, 2010; Marchand and Meffre, 2010; Vhesi, 2011). Despite its challenges, city
leaders and civic boosters promote Detroit asyafeitile for development. From 2006-2012,
private and public groups invested $6 billion irD28al estate projects in greater downtown (Ali
et al. 2013, p. 64). In January 2012, three otityes largest employers launched a program to
encourage their workers to live in the Midtown idigrhood. The program, called Live
Midtown, pays employees up to $3,500 over two ye&arent an apartment in Midtown.
Employees who buy a home in the neighborhood reck®,000, and existing homeowners can
receive $5,000 in matching funds for renovationsd€Midtown, 2012). In the summer of 2012,
the program was expanded with Live Downtown, incliHive additional employers incentivize
their workers to live downtown (Live Downtown, 2Q1®1ore significantly, in 2010, the City
launched the Detroit Works Project, a strategiampiag process that includes short-term actions
and long-term planning to encourage economic grpsttibilize neighborhoods, improve city
systems and infrastructure, and reform zoning @&etvorks Project, 2013).

While many local and regional actors praise effbkisthe Detroit Works Project, many
others are critical, arguing that redevelopmendrédfprioritize downtown development while
ignoring the city’s neighborhoods and poorer rasisleOthers argue that redevelopment efforts
encourage land speculation and gentrification.ifstance, in 2012, the Building
Movement/Uniting Detroiters Project set out to &rae development discourse about
community assets and land control through the ioreatf a documentary and a people’s atlas.
The individuals and community organizations involwe the effort argue that actions like the
privatization of public assets and services, inmedtiven development, and austerity measures
reflect “histories of racialized dispossessionthe city and in cities across the world (Uniting
Detroiters, 2013). These tensions are heightenddébyecent state appointment of an emergency
financial manager whose authority supersedes fitheeelected city government (Anderson,

2012; Uniting Detroiters, 2013).



It is in this context that ruin tourism has emergEe city contains countless ruin sites
for tourists to explore, and these sites have cagtpopular imaginations through media
representations. However, the fate of these sitapesatally those located within the greater
downtown area—is uncertain in light of redeveloptrefforts, which are contentious in Detroit.
As the following chapters reveal, ruin tourism ietfit both reflects these tensions and
contributes to the milieu that creates them. Feséhreasons, it provides an ideal way to study
representation and redevelopment in Detroit.

Literature Review
Ruination and Liminality

Gazing on the ruins of past societies is an oldtjma. At least as early as the™4
century, Europeans treated Roman and other ruinsntypas sources of building materials but as
sites to be visited, contemplated, and depictegriting and art (Woodward, 2001). Today, many
ancient ruins are well-established tourist attoacgj but more recently produced industrial ruins
also attract a growing number of visitors for vasgurposes (Edensor, 2005; Hell and Schonle,
2010; Pendleton, 2011). Urban exploration, defiagtthe discovery and exploration of unseen
parts of the built environment, usually with a fean derelict places” (Garrett 2010, p. 1048), is
one such use. Another leisure use is the incornporaf ruins in public parks. From Gas Works
Park in Seattle to Landschaftspark Duisburg-NartBérmany’s Ruhr Valley, industrial ruins
have been used as park features in cities acrasp&and North America. Here, argues
Elizabeth Clemence Chan (2009), ruins are treatetrdiguous monuments whose past
functions and socio-economic and environmentaliitagibns are hidden. More pragmatically,
ruins are also used as sources of scrap metajua#ting sites, or as locations for more creative
pursuits (Edensor, 2005). In Detroit, these mudtipbes are not mutually exclusive, and scrappers
may be active at a site where photographers arattegs are also present.

Tim Edensor (2005) examines how interpretationsddistrial ruins both reflect and

differ from those of ancient ruins and suggestsithias have historically been approached from
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either a romantic perspective or a gothic perspecth the romantic mode, ruingazers approach
sites in search of the picturesque and the sublivhée in the gothic mode, the emphasis is on
the macabre, on decay and death visible in ruidenBor argues that the gothic mode is a more
common way of approaching post-industrial ruinsgagosed to classical ruins) because of their
suggestion of a dystopian future. Similarly, Jiigl and Andreas Schonle (2010) argue that
modern ruins most frequently represent lost impéggacies. While this has been a largely
European narrative, the nostalgia and melancholgsbfempire is increasingly comprehensible
in an American context that is shaped by the Septerhl attacks and the 2008 financial crisis.
This idea is central to George Steinmetz’'s (200gy@ment that white ex-Detroiters view the
city’s ruins with nostalgia for the heyday of Fanahi but that the majority of Detroit’s mainly
black residents see ruins as reminders of margatéin rather than as sites of nostalgia. One
implication of this for my research is that theratives that tour guides construct must navigate
the racially-colored nostalgia that the ruins oftésoke in suburban tourists.

Geographers and other scholars have also exploeetbhtentious ways in which ruins
are represented. Detroit's abandoned sites hawaetat national media attention in recent years,
and the city has become a ground zero for so-céailéa porn”: sets of photographs and other
images that depict abandoned buildings as altdyna¢autiful and repulsive spectacles of past
opulence and present failure (Rosenberg, 2011inditbin, 2013). Scholars and other writers
have criticized ruin porn for aestheticizing poyeahd failing to account for the socio-economic
processes that have created Detroit’s ruins (Ma2@9; Leary 2011; Millington 2010, 2013).
While critical attention to ruin porn itself aboumdelatively little attention has been paid to how
such representations are produced. This thesmpilteo better understand ruin tourism as a key
mechanism through which ruin porn and other reprtasiens of Detroit's abandoned sites are
produced. In this effort, it draws on literatureabthe meanings and uses of industrial ruins to

understand ruins as sites of active contestatien lbsth symbol and practice.



| also draw on recent work on ruins and liminalltiminality refers to an in-between
stage in a process of transition. As geographer &fraser (2012) writes, “As a destination that
is between place and space, between being andambrey; the contemporary ruinscape holds a
shifting transience [...] this notion considers thikdrent possibility of such a space, which at any
moment might face demolition, reconstruction oresgal” (p. 138). This understanding of ruins
resonates with that put forth by Steinmetz, Ederand Garrett and suggests something about the
attraction ruins hold for tourists. Tourism alspresents a liminal practice in that its impacts on
the environment, economy, and culture of tourisstidations create places in transition (Butler,
1980; Su, 2010) and that both tourists and recgigommunities experience tourism destinations
as in-between places where identities and placermgs are temporary and in flux (MacCannell,
1976; Ritzer and Liska, 1997). However, | draw gorB Thomassen (2012) to argue that
liminality must be understood as a transition frome state to another and not simply as a
permanent state of transience. This suggestsutmat and ruin tourism are therefore necessarily
processual.
Tourism Geographies

This project also builds on critical studies in tfegraphy of tourism. Research that
critiques the tendency for promotional materialptesent destinations as blank canvases upon
which visitors might do as they please providegexito my study of site representation in
chapter two (Aitchison, 2001; Smith and Duffy, 200@&vis, 2005), while studies on the
potential and limitations of niche tourism to camtite to economic development inform my
discussion of ruin tourism’s economic impacts iauter three (Britton, 1991; Butcher, 2003;
Mowforth and Munt, 2009). Jeffrey Sasha Davis'sO&)article on tourism’s role in constructing
both real and imagined landscapes helps connetivthehapters. Drawing on Lefebvre’s (1991)
theory of concrete abstraction, Davis argues tiaptace-myth of a deserted isle has been
applied to Bikini Atoll despite the fact of its iahitance by the Bikini people. He contends that

this myth has been materialized through practicasinclude tourism development and nuclear
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testing, such that the atoll has indeed becomertgelsavith most of its native inhabitants now
living elsewhere. Davis calls this process dismgrsnaterial formation, and | use it to argue that
the role of ruin tourism in economic developmenira# be separated from the representations of
Detroit that the practice creates and perpetuates.

Recent work on dark tourism and slum tourism aféer® important context to my study
of ruin tourism, which is in key ways a similar hicindustry. Dark tourism, sometimes called
thanatourism, refers to tourism to sites of deattiigaster, particularly when such dark events
have happened in living memory (Lennon and Fol&p02 Seaton, 2007; Stone and Sharpley
2008). Lennon and Foley (2000) argue that darkigoutis an intimation of post-modernity”( p.
11) because of the role that global communicatahrologies (such as news media and films)
play in generating tourist interest in destinatidrecause commodification accompanies the
informative elements of its sites, and particuldrcause its sites and destinations “appear to
introduce anxiety and doubt about the project oflennity” when they showcase industrial scale
death at Jewish Holocaust sites or the failureadfmological advance in the sinking of the
Titanic, for instance (11). Others argue for anarathnding of various “shades of dark tourism”
(Strange and Kempa, 2003; Stone, 2006). These raushggest that in some contexts the
practice of dark tourism is valorized to suggeat tburing dark sites “may be ‘gruesome’ but it

is also ‘good™ (Strange and Kempa, 2003, p. 38&hat it prompts political and spiritual
reflection in visitors.

Slum tourism also represents an exploration ofeties about the modern world. As
defined byFrenzel, Koens, and Steinbrink (2012), slum touristithe touristic valorization of
poverty-stricken urban areas of the metropolisetoalled developing or emerging nations,
which are visited primarily by tourists from thedBhl North” (1). In this way, slum tourism
explores anxiety about the relations of poverty pridlege engendered by global capital

circuits, but like certain forms of dark tourisrid valorized as an educative and enlightening

experience for tourists (Mowforth and Munt, 2068enzel and Koens 2012; Frenzel, Koens and
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Steinbrink 2012). There are key differences betwad@m and ruin tourism: the former visits
densely populated sites where people are the priotgect of interest, whereas the latter visits
sites that are largely empty of inhabitants wharglscape and buildings are the primary object.
However, researchers of both dark and slum touhigwe explored many themes that are relevant
to my own study, including questions of whethertidesions are represented ‘objectively’ or are
romanticized or dramatized, how confrontations leetwvpoverty and privilege are valorized,
how urban politics are involved in tourism, and Wige tourism can be an urban development
tool (Dovey and King, 2012; Durr, 2012; Frenzel dde and Steinbrink, 2012). Like slums and
sites of atrocity, sites of abandonment take ouoad wle in ruins tourism: they provide perceived
authenticity that attracts visitors, but they akspresent the city in a way that local governments,
residents, and businesses typically do not waptdfect. My project contributes to
understandings of related niche tourisms by examgihow local actors navigate this
contradiction in ruin tourism in Detroit.
Critical Urban Geography

Underpinning my discussion of representation &ugvelopment is Neil Smith’s (1996)
concept of the new urban frontier. Smith descrimmg the frontier motif once applied to the
American West is used to legitimate and rationadiestrification, with developers and
gentrifying residents portrayed as urban pionearsrig the wild, unruly, and violent inner city to
make it safe for settlement. Smith is highly catiof the process of gentrification and of its
justification via the frontier myth, which he arguerenches the meaning of the city from the
ways it is historically and geographically congtl While the processes of gentrification and
redevelopment in Detroit are different from thaséanhattan (the site of Smith’s analysis), this
framework is nonetheless helpful for understandiegrepresentation of Detroit’s ruins. Ruin
porn can be understood as part of the productidheofirban wilderness myth, and as | examine
in chapter two, ruin tourism both contributes tal attempts to challenge the portrayal of the city

as empty, wild, and in need of civilizing investrhen
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Also central to my argument is geographic worklemove from cities as places of
production to cities as places of consumption. Baléarvey (1989) was one of the first to
explore how urban governance has shifted from sagenial stance that focuses on service
provision to an entrepreneurial stance that focosesconomic development and job growth. In
this new framework, workers’ significance is tiedna to their role as consumers than to their
role as producers of value (Harvey, 1989; Zukir@1)9Sharon Zukin (1991) builds on this by
applying it to her study of landscape to argue thatorganization of consumption is increasingly
overtaking the organization of production in itgimntance for how landscapes are shaped.
Whereas cities used to compete with one anothiee tenters of manufacturing, they now
compete with one another to be centers of consoemgBritton, 1991). As Britton (1991)
indicates, tourism can play a key role in this exoit restructuring. | build on this literature to
argue that ruin tourism represents one way in wbietroit is being recapitalized as a center of
consumption in the post-industrial city.

Finally, | draw on subaltern geographies and dlabaanism to explore the tension
between Detroit as site of vibrant urbanism anddkeds site of ruination. Recent scholars have
used the concept of the subaltern to explore popgjancy within spaces of poverty and to
challenge understandings of sites like urban slasngpocalyptic or dystopian (Roy, 2011).
However, Ananya Roy (2011) argues that subaltdsanism is easily appropriated by
“neoliberal populism” and therefore fails to delivaecoherent or subversive subaltern politics.
These ideas underpin my discussions of the rotainftourism in valorizing poverty and of the
way ruin tourism is appropriated and altered byewedbpment efforts in Detroit. Although most
of this literature comes from studies of the Gldbauth, my application of these concepts to the
case of Detroit lends support to recent argumdtbifison, 2006; McLees, 2012; Millington,
2013) that models of urbanism based on cities®f3tobal North are not only inadequate for
understanding Southern cities but may also be asimgly inadequate for understanding post-

Fordist cities in the Global North.
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M ethods

Fieldwork for this project consisted of six weekdetroit using a mix of qualitative
methods, including participant observation, intews, and document analysis. Methods of data
collection and analysis are described in turn bedad in Table 1. As each of the techniques
informed the others, | employed all three methamtgcarrently rather than in distinct phases.
Participant Observation

In order to understand how ruin tourism operatesraw guides represent tour sites, |
participated in seven tours in Detroit. Participalnservation raises concerns about distortions in
participants’ behavior when they know they are faihserved, about the ability of the
researcher to be objective when participating engractices being studied, and about power
relations between the researcher and particip&eisKy, 2004; Kearns, 2010). However, it also
offers advantages such as allowing for a chandecos as events take place and allowing for in-
depth observation of everyday practices (Belsk@420

In my research, tour participation allowed me t@dily observe the exchange of
information between guides and tour-goers, sheddihg on how tourism operates. Tours were
selected based on availability and in order toasgnt a variety of tour styles. | identified myself
to tour operators as a researcher in advance arwhirersations with fellow tour-goers in the
course of my participation. While | avoided askingny questions, the questions | asked on tours
were those of a tourist rather than those of aareber. For instance, | might ask about the
architect of a building we visited, but a questatiout the tour operator’'s motivations in
showcasing the site would be asked in a semi-stredtinterview at another time. Although | did
not conceal that | was taking notes, | did so usisgnartphone rather than a pen and paper to
minimize distraction to guides and fellow tour-gadn this way, | attempted to minimize the
ways in which my participation as a researcheratdigrupt the atmosphere of the tour.

| also participated in the four-day Allied Mediar@erence held at Wayne State

University and in a convening of local scholars and-profit leaders who were responding to
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recent development plans put forward by the Citppefroit. This helped me understand how
local actors interpret and respond to represemisd Detroit in media and development
discourse and was particularly useful in answenitygsecond and third research questions. |
contributed to the convening by co-leading a wooksbn counter-cartography techniques with a
member of one of the non-profit organizations. dthitours and meetings, participant
observation yielded photographs and field noteswieae later transcribed for analysis.
Semi-structured Interviews

| supplemented participant observation with semiettired interviews with influential
actors involved with tour operations. While pag#nt observation allows for first-hand
investigation of everyday practices, interviewswalfor a more in-depth discussion of
motivations and perceptions and for the collectibmformation from experts in the field (Dunn,
2010). This method yielded data that helped ansi#¢nree research questions.

| conducted 15 one to two-hour interviews with tguides, tour planners, and business,
non-profit, and civic leaders involved with the tism and hospitality industries in Detroit. The
majority of interviews took place in-person, bubtwere conducted by telephone and one by
video chat. Interviews followed a largely open-ahflmat and included questions about the
practical aspects of tour operations, about thevaiwns for choosing to showcase some sites
over others, and about the challenges and opptdsigissociated with tourism and abandoned
infrastructure in Detroit. When | interviewed paipiants who also led tours in which |
participated, | preferred to conduct the intervigor to participating in the tour. This was
because the format of the interview—which allowedsn in-depth, one-on-one discussion—
fostered a sense of rapport between myself ancegarch participants that helped maintain the
atmosphere of the tour. When participant obsermatias conducted before the interview, my
experience was that tour guides regarded me wgtle@er sense of suspicion. Interviews were

recorded and later transcribed for analysis.
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Document Analysis

Analysis of written documents had multiple advae&fpr my study. Archival material
and tax documents provide information that was npoeeise and detailed than interview
informants could supply. Websites and brochuresamed official rhetoric about different
organizations’ goals and priorities, which | comgzhwith data gathered through participant
observation and interviews. Document analysis veasl in answering all three research
guestions.

Archival research in the Walter P. Reuther LibrafyVayne State University allowed
me to trace the development of key tour prograrasalyzed planning and budget documents
spanning approximately 1990-2008 from Preservatayne (an early provider of cultural tours
in the city) along with news articles, brochuras] aress releases from Preservation Wayne and
tour organizations with which it partnered. Thisedaas particularly helpful for answering the
first research question about how ruin tourism afees. Websites and brochures yielded data
about how tour operators represent Detroit anddaemswer the second research question. | also
located tax documents and annual reports from éswtour operators and their parent
organizations in order to trace income and exparghtrelated to tour operations. This was
particularly useful for understanding economic ffoassociated with ruin tourism to answer the
third research question.
Data Analysis

Using the qualitative analysis software ATLAS.tynalyzed field notes and interview
transcriptions for both descriptive content andtalisive themes. | used a recursive coding
structure, using both initial codes based on mgaesh questions and the background literature
and codes based on themes that emerged in thespratcanalysis (Cope, 2010). To answer my
first research question, | used descriptive cordeatysis to develop a three-part typology of ruin
tourism. This distillation of the diverse practiadguin tourism provided an organized way to

make sense of how ruin tourism operates. To andwesecond research questions, | relied on
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discourse analysis (Waitt, 2010) to understand fepresentations of Detroit are produced

through ruin tourism and how tour operators peéheir roles in the process. To answer the

third question, | used both content and discounsdyais to understand the economic flows

associated with ruin tourism and how different extavolved with urban redevelopment enroll

ruin tourism in redevelopment practices.

Table 1. Research questions and methods.

Method

Q1: How does ruin tourism operate, and who arerthm actors involved?

‘ Sample size and strategy ‘

Data analysis ‘

Participant
observation

Sample7 tours
Strategy:Maximum variation sampling of
available tours

Content analysis of
transcribed field notes

Semi-structured Sample:15

Content analysis of

interviews Strategy:Snowball and opportunistic sampling transcribed interviews
. Sample:7 folders of planning documents, news
Archival . . : ,
articles, meeting minutes Content analysis of
document . . ;
analysis Strategy:Comprehensive analysis of tour- archival documents

related material

Q2: How is ruin

tourism related to media portrayafi®etroit, and

navigate their roles in representing the city?

how do tour operators

Participant
observation

Sample7 tours
Strategy:Maximum variation sampling of
available tours

Discourse analysis of
transcribed field notes

Semi-structured Sample:15

Discourse analysis of

interviews Strategy:Snowball and opportunistic sampling transcribed interviews
SampleWebsites and brochures of 12 tour

Document organizations Discourse analysis of

analysis Strategy:Comprehensive analysis of available documents

documents

Q3: Who benefi
redevelopment

ts economically from ruin tourismgdamhat place
strategies, with what implicatiorstiie industry it

does the practice have in
self?

Document
analysis

SampleWebsites of 12 tour organizations; ta
documents of 2 tour organizations
Strategy:Purposive sampling

X Content and discourse
analysis of websites and
tax documents

Semi-structured Sample:15

Content and discourse
analysis of transcribed

interviews Strategy:Snowball and opportunistic sampling interviews
- Sample:l conference, 1 convening of scholansContent and discourse
Participant . o . ;
) and community organizations analysis of transcribed
observation

Strategy:Opportunistic sampling

field notes
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Thesis Structure

In the pages that follow, | detail the results gf masearch in two chapters. | then
conclude with a final chapter that considers thetsanificant implications of my findings.
Chapter two outlines how ruin tourism operates, vghavolved, and how tour operators
approach site representation. I first trace theelbgament of ruin tourism, examining its roots in
urban exploration and considering the role of lesgale events in the development of guided
tours. | then outline a three-part typology of rtoars in order to make sense of the variety of
practices comprising ruin tourism in Detroit. Theee archetypes | identify include commercial
tours, political tours, and trespassing tours. Iginaconsider the relationship between ruin
tourism and so-called ruin porn and examine howl@gishape tour narratives and itineraries in
their attempt to combat negative representatiori@etfoit in popular and news media.

Chapter three examines who benefits economicadiy fuin tourism and what place the
practice has in recent strategies for urban redewaént in Detroit. | also consider how the
industry itself is changed as it is incorporatededevelopment strategies. | argue that while tour
operators themselves are the primary beneficiafiésur profits, tax revenue and collaborations
with community organizations provide some meandistfibuting profits more broadly. Related
businesses—such as restaurants, retail shopscaachaodation providers—also benefit from
Detroit’'s development as a tourist destinatiomelnt examine two specific case studies to
understand the place of ruin tours in urban redgreént strategies. The case studies suggest that
ruins provide an entry into more diverse practmiesultural tourism. In the process, a more
formal and professionalized model of operation smpnts the homegrown small business
model of early ruin tour operations, and ruinsdgeemphasized as tourist sites in favor of sites
that represent the city in a more unambiguouslytipedight.

In the fourth and final chapter, | consider thedater implications of my findings. | argue
that recent changes in some of the largest ruindperations suggest that the industry is

broadening to include a wider range of culturalism offerings, and | suggest that attention to
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ruin tourism as a temporary and liminal practiegher than as a sustainable practice, may yield
important theoretical insights for the study offréacultural tourism more broadly. Finally, |
consider the implications of this study for criticaban geography, and | argue that recent
theorizations of cities in the Global South mightddso usefully applied to studies of cities in the

Global North.
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CHAPTER Il
TOURING “THE RUINS OF DETROIT”

In 2004, the satirical news organizatibine Onionpublished a news brief about tourism
in Detroit. “The Detroit Tourism Board is scalingdk the city-sponsored ‘Hidden Detroit’
program following the deaths of 24 tourists in fast month,” stated the fake report. It quoted a
tourism official: “The campaign did draw touristshistorically significant places that usually go
unnoticed, [...] but ultimately, unfolding the fre@étroit Off The Beaten Path’ maps in the
middle of the Purple Gang'’s old turf was not a ga&h.” At the time, the idea that Detroit
would develop a cultural tour program that tookters “off the beaten path” seemed an easy
joke. After all, even though the bootlegging Pur@leng has been inactive since the end of
Prohibition, in 2004 the city had a murder rate enthian 3 times the average of cities of
comparable size (Federal Bureau of Investigatioap®' By 2013, however, a visitor to the city
would have no trouble finding just such a tour. Newitural tours abound, taking tourists by foot,
bus, bicycle, or private vehicle to non-traditiot@ir sites like empty churches and factories that
are being actively dismantled for scrap metal. Wizst happened in Detroit between 2004 and
today to account for this change?

This chapter focuses on cultural tours of Detiudit include visits to sites that could be
considered ruins, or what | am calling ruin touridrhe following questions guide the chapter:
how does such tourism operate, and who are the ag#ins involved? How is ruin tourism
related to media portrayals of Detroit, and howala operators navigate their roles in
representing the city? The last ten years have as@mificant growth in both the quantity and
diversity of the city’s ruin tour offerings, andevhalf of the tours considered here were

established within the last three years (see Tabkelow). These tours span a wide range of

! According to the FBI's Uniform Crime Reporting tiséics, the Detroit Police Department reportedal 4
rate (per 100,000 people) for murder and non-negtignanslaughter in 2004. The 2004 average for U.S.
cities with populations between 500,000 and 1 onillpeople was 13.1 murders per 100,000 peoplerOthe
cities of this size with high murder rates includgaltimore (43.5) and Washington, D.C. (35.8).
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thematic foci, target audiences, cost and fundingctres, means of transportation, and
frequency of operation. In the pages that follomill present an overview of ruin tourism in
Detroit by providing a timeline of tour developmemid outlining three archetypical tours. | will

then examine the industry’s relationship to medigrpyals of the city and analyze the ways in
which tour operators navigate their roles in repnéisg Detroit.

The Origins of Ruin Tourism in Detroit

Visitors and locals have been privately explorimgecupied buildings in Detroit for
nearly as long as the buildings have stood empity naany of the so-called “ruins of Detroit”
have been unoccupied since the 1970s or 80s. Gthe afiost iconic is the Michigan Central
Station (see Figure 1), whose 18 stories domirmegekyline in the Corktown neighborhood. The
last train left the station in 1988, and while teicture is privately owned by Detroit billionaire

Figure 1. Map of iconic ruin sites. Black dots indicate iooniin sites and gray dots indicate
other Detroit landmarks. The central businessidis identified by the gray polygon.
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Matty Moroun and his company Controlled Termin&is,, any plans for redevelopment have
failed to materialize (Austin and Doerr, 2010, gtL Dther icons of the “ruins circuit” include
the Grande Ballroom—which hasn’t seen a performairoze 1972 (Austin and Doerr, 2010, p.
73)—the Packard Automotive Plant—closed as a fadtof958 but partially occupied by
various other businesses until the late 1990s (Bi2812, p.21)—and the Lee Plaza residential
hotel, which has been empty since 1997 (Austin@oekr, 2010, p.83). Also used for scrapping,
raves, and art installations, among other thirfgsse and other buildings in Detroit have become
familiar sites of urban exploration.
Urban exploration, or urbex, describes the pradfdeespassing into hidden, abandoned,
or derelict spaces, and it is common in cities s&€tbe industrialized world (Garrett, 2012).
Ruins are particularly important sites for urbapleration, and Detroit has accordingly attracted
its share of attention in the urbex community. @bsite dedicated to the practice,
urbanartcore.eu, describes Detroit as “a paradiserban explorers and artists from all over the
globe” (Brennenstuhl, 2011). Over the years, udagsiorers have become a more obvious part
of the city’s landscape. “Stevé & photographer who makes his living guiding visiton tours
of abandoned properties in the city, explains:
2008 was the last year you could get away with glthms and nobody really knew what
you were up to. They were just like, “what are thadite kids doing walking around in
the projects?” [...] But since 2008, 2009 it's gotterwhere for the average Detroiter,
regardless of the race, if they see a young widevilking around with a camera, they
know what they’re doing, because it's become sommomand there are so many people
doing it that it's just unavoidable.
Urban explorers have been integral to the developaieinfrastructure for ruin tourism in the
city. Their photographs—easily shareable with anlimols like Facebook and Flickr—reach a
broad audience and have popularized certain rtes.ssteve and many others also entertain

requests from journalists, scholars, visiting ergis, and others asking for help entering the

city’s iconic ruins. Even so, explorers are ofteatective of their knowledge of abandoned sites.

2 A pseudonym. Research participants who prefer ymiiy are referred to by pseudonyms that appear on
first reference in quotation marks.
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In addition to recreational explorers, anotherantgnt audience in the early development
of niche tours includes academics and other resees¢Frenzel, Koens, and Steinbrink, 2012).
In Detroit, the best example of researchers unkiegaexploration of the city is Bill Bunge’s
Detroit Geographical Expedition and Institute (D E)perating from the summer of 1969 to the
fall of 1970, the DGEI was an attempt to conduseegch firmly situated within the community
it studied; citizens, activists, and neighborhomaders worked alongside academic geographers
and cartographers to produce an atlas of Detiitgerald neighborhood that explored the
dynamics of everyday life for the area’s margirediblack residents (Bunge, 1971; Horvath,
1971; Bunge, 1977; Merrifield, 1995). While the DIG#as short-lived, it influenced greater
academic exploration of American inner cities ahB®etroit in particular in geography and
related disciplines (Merrifield, 1995). Bunge'saatlFitzgerald: Geography of a Revolution,
continues to be read in Detroit and was the top& session in the 2012 Allied Media
Conference at Wayne State University. In the traliof Bunge, scholars, activists, and other
researchers continue to be an important audiemdedos that explore the city today.

A third important influence on the developmentwhrtourism is a virtual tour of
Detroit’s ruins launched by Detroit artist Lowelbiau. Long before Flickr and Facebook,
Boileau’s “Fabulous Ruins of Detroit” tour first pgared on his website, detroityes.com, in 1997
to much acclaim (Boileau, 1997). The tour inclugbstographs and brief explanatory text
describing dozens of sites, many of which stilhgtabandoned, while others have been
demolished or restored. The website was featurdteiNew York TimeandWired magazine the
year after it first appeared and was a Yahoo PitckeYear in 1999The popularity of the
virtual tour was an early catalyst for interesthia city’s ruins, and the site sought to make the
city’s ruins accessible to a much broader audi¢mae the urbex community. In this way,
Boileau’s virtual tour can be understood as a leridgtween the private exploration that has been

taking place for decades and the more recent dewvalot of guided tours.
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Table 2. Timeline of tour development. Non-tour eventsitakcized. Tour types are explained
further in Table 3.

Tour or event Type (if applicable)

Precursors Urban exploration (ongoing); Detroit
Geographical Expedition (1969-1970)

Early 1990s Preservation Wayne (now Preservatidroide Political

1997 Fabulous Ruins of Detroit Virtual (online)
2001 Sierra Club-Detroit Political
2001 Detroit Tricentennial Celebration

2002 First Annual Tour de Troit

2004 Detroit Tour Connections Commercial
2005 Inside Detroit (now D:hive) Political
2006 Super Bowl XL

2007 Feet on the Street Commercial
2008 Wheelhouse Detroit Commercial
2011 Segways2u Commercial
2011 Detroit Urbex Trespassing
2012 Detroit Urban Adventures Commercial
2012 Show Me Detroit Commercial
2012 Detroit Music Tour Political

The Development of Guided Tours

In the early 90s, cultural tour offerings in Detraiere slim. Preservation Wayne, a
historic preservation group started by studen®ayne State University in 1975, offered just a
few annual tours as a means of promoting preservafiforts. These tours had an audience that
consisted primarily of the organization’s membepsimd supporters rather than the general
public (Preservation Wayne, 1975-2010). In 1998,dfganization decided to grow its tour
program, and it developed a number of walking tdlias have become a core part of the
organization’s programming efforts. Now, most & tbur-goers are members of the general
public, and the organization cites the tour progesnan important tool for member recruitment.
Preservation Wayne (renamed Preservation Detr@®i?) continues to operate an extensive
tour program, with at least four different Saturdisritage Walking Tours, five different
monthly tours and at least a half dozen speciattsv&heduled for the 2013 season (Preservation

Detroit, 2013). With so many tour offerings, Pres¢ion Detroit remains one of the largest
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cultural tour operators in the city. The tourstvésivariety of notable architectural sites, inchgli
intact and restored sites as well as those in akesktoration or preservation. For instance, the
Theatre Tour, an annual tradition whose more thghtitkets were sold out within 72 hours last
year (Nemecek, 2012), includes stops at the rasteo® Theatre as well as the Michigan
Theatre, which now functions as a parking garage.

Another of the longer-standing tour operationshim ¢ity is the Environmental Justice
Tour run by the Detroit office of the Sierra Clne of the office’s staff members has offered
the tour on an ad hoc basis for churches, eductgoups, and conference attendees since
approximately 2001 and estimates that she give®tireB-10 times per year. The bus tour was
offered in conjunction with East Michigan Environmtal Action Council as part of the 2012
Allied Media Conference (AMC) in Detroit, as it hlasen in the past. The tour visits some of the
city’s most polluted sites, including the Detraitinerator and Zug Island, an industrial park at
the confluence of the River Rouge and the DetroieR Although most of the sites on the tour
would not qualify as empty or abandoned, the ttso mncluded stops at the recently closed
Southwestern High School, and tour guides pointeédiee Michigan Central Station as the bus
passed by it between stops. The station was atbadied in the tour handout, which argued that
restoration of the station would be a significamtecibution to economic redevelopment in the
city. Although the handout maintained a fairly maltone, tour guides offered spirited criticism
of Moroun, the “jailbird billionaire” who owns th8tation and the nearby Ambassador Bridge,
North America’s busiest international border crogsi

Both Preservation Wayne and the Sierra Club arepnofit organizations whose tours
are motivated to a certain extent by hoped-fortjgali outcomes. The tours function as a means
of raising awareness and building support for thedader organizational goals. Planning
documents from Preservation Wayne explain, “Becafigeir tour program, we attract new
members, enhance awareness of the preservatioilomipsomote Detroit, create connections

with the corporate community and raise funds fteeoPW programs” (Preservation Wayne,
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1975-2010). However, a major turning point in tinganization of the cultural tourism industry
in Detroit came in the early 2000s when two majares—the city’s tricentennial celebration in
2001 and Super Bowl XL in 2006—brought thousanddgsifors to the city.

The tricentennial celebration included a weekvafns in July 2001 that attracted over
500,000 people to the city (Wells-Reid, 2001). @ying on this influx of visitors, Preservation
Wayne ran a special round of tours to corresporil thie celebration and trained dozens of
volunteers to act as tour guides during the evgkéwise, the 2006 Super Bowl in Detroit also
provided an impetus for special tour events and deuelopment. As part of the pre-Super Bowl
“The World is Coming...Get in the Game” campaignpanpany called DTOURS ran a program
that took over 700 participants on bus tours inytbear leading up to Super Bowl XL
(Preservation Wayne, 1975-2010). Tours cost $2@eerson and highlighted downtown
developments like Comerica Park, the WintergardeheaRenaissance Center, and the
RiverWalk between the Ren Cen and Joe Louis Ale&@URS (which has since gone out of
business) was initially affiliated with a branchtbé Detroit Metro Convention & Visitors Bureau
(DMCVB) and could not be considered a ruin tourgoeon. Rather, it was part of a strategy to
improve Detroit's image before the Super Bowl asdach did not include stops at ruin sites.
Nevertheless, the long-term impact of large-scadmts like the Tricentennial Celebration and
Super Bowl XL on cultural tourism is significantidhael O’Callaghan, executive vice president
of DMCVB, notes that the Super Bowl precipitated &stablishment of the still-operating Clean
Downtown street cleaning program and the constnaf Campus Martius Park, a common stop
on cultural tours of downtown and a popular attaacfor locals and visitors alike.

Interviews with tour operators in the city also gest that the burst of visitor activity
accompanying large-scale events provided inspirdtiothe later development of ruin tour
operations. For instance, one guide who foundedwistour company notes that his volunteer
work at the time of the tricentennial was a majdluience in his decision to begin leading tours

professionally. He had guided family members araimedcity at a family reunion in 2000 and
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then responded to a newspaper ad looking for velrstfor tricentennial guides: “It just so
happened that the next year was Detroit’s tricengin 2001, and this one group was looking
for volunteers to be tour guides. So | volunteeegd that changed my life really. Because if |
had not volunteered, | would not probably have beza tour guide or [...] moved down here or
started my tour companies.” “There¥also began volunteering as a tour guide for Pvatien
Wayne before starting her own non-profit tour oligation. In 2005, she founded Inside Detroit
(now D:hive) with a business partner who has sstaged a for-profit company that operates
Segway tours in the city. Although Preservation Yalikely did not intend to introduce
potential competitors to tour guiding in this wélyis snowballing pattern of tour development is
not uncommon (Kokkenen and Tuohino, 2007).

Likewise, the significance of large events on tenridevelopment in the city fits patterns
that tourism scholars have observed in other sectficthe industry and in other locations. For
instance, in their study of slum tourism, Frenk&lens, and Steinbrink (2012) note that the
development of infrastructure for slum tourismrisquently linked to large-scale events. For
instance, tours of the Rocinha slum in Rio de Jartegan with the UN Conference on
Environment and Development in the city in 1992 amthe Kibera slum in Kenya with the
World Social Forum in 2007 (p. 5, 7). In these amsies, tours that were originally taken by
activists and journalists attending the meetingeevdeveloped after the events as commercial
tours for other travelers. Similarly, the Allied Blia Conference—though much smaller than
either of the meetings cited above—provided an dppay for a pilot run of the Detroit Music
Tour organized by Jocelyn Ninneman of Pont:Produstiand Carleton Gholz of the Detroit
Sound Conservancy. Ninneman had been working oelolewmg a Detroit music tour since 2003,
but it was not until the 2012 AMC that circumstamcame together sufficiently to run the pilot.

Another Detroit tour company that traces its rdota large annual event is Wheelhouse

Detroit. Wheelhouse is a bike shop located in Rivlaza on the Detroit River waterfront that

3 A pseudonym.
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offers bike rentals and a variety of guided tol@en Gage and Kelli Kavanaugh, owners of the
Wheelhouse, helped organize the Tour de Troit leefoey opened the shop. Now 10 years old,
Tour de Troit is an annual bike ride in the citgtthttracted over 5,000 participants in 2012
(Laitner, 2012), and Kavanaugh explained that tloeving success of the event in its early years
suggested that there was enough cycling interaheicity to sustain a downtown bike shop.
Wheelhouse opened in May 2008, and while tours wegnally the least formed part of their
business plan, tours now make up a quarter ofttbp’s revenue.

Not all of the city’s ruin tours trace their rodtslarge events, however. More recently
founded companies, including Feet on the Streattést in 2007), DetroitUrbex (started in 2011)
and Show Me Detroit (started in 2012), developethes owners saw opportunities in the
tourism market for small business development. @iktrbex founder Steve explains his entry
into the business when he was still living in Ohio:

Originally it was just, “Hey you live near me. lby can get me up to Detroit because my

car is busted, I'll show you around. I'll show yatnat | know.” And, that kind of grew

into, “Well, can we pay you for this?” And | wagdi, “Well, do you really want to? Is

this something that’'s worth paying for?” And, frahere it's just kind of slowly

developed through word of mouth.

Steve eventually moved to Detroit and began guigiegple on trips inside its ruins on a regular
basis in 2011. Another company owner explainedhibabusiness tried to fill a niche by
providing daily van tours for small groups:

We targeted hotel concierge desks in city and sadsuhotels, and that turned out to be

an amazing niche of people. All these conciergefeord desk people are asked

constantly for tours, but there was never a coesigbur group. There’'s some good ones
that do it, but it's more one day here, one dayehk..] We'll go out 10 and 2, seven
days.

The Tour Experience: Three Archetypes

Ruin tourism in Detroit takes many forms. In somfi¢hese tours, ruins are a central
focus of the tour itinerary and narrative; in ot)euins are treated as secondary or incidental.

Furthermore, the tour programs target varying angdis, utilize different funding structures,

include various means of transportation, and opaatlifferent frequencies. However, all the
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tours include some narration of ruins, and allhef tour operators | spoke with consider “the
ruins of Detroit” to be a significant attractiorr heir visitors. | have categorized three
generalized archetypes based on available infoomatiommercial tours, political tours, and
trespassing tours. The clusters are based prin@ritheir organizational structure: commercial
tours are run by for-profit organizations, polititaurs by non-profits, and trespassing tours by
organizations that are not formally incorporateke Three types are explained in turn and in

Table 3 below.

Table 3. Tour types.

Tour type Commercial Palitical Trespassing

Target audience Leisure tourists; School groups; Photographers; film-
business travelers conference groups;  makers; researchers;
church or community leisure tourists

groups
Cost $12-75; individual fee  Free-$10 individual $150+ but variable
fee; negotiable group and negotiable
fee
Transportation Walking, van, bus, Walking or bus Customer car
customer car, Segway,
bike
Duration and 2-3 hours; daily or 2-3 hours; by request Up to 10 hours; by
frequency weekly schedule or on weekly schedule request

Commercial Tours
From the boom years that brought with them the @iser Building and the Penobscot Building,
to the bust years that saw many high-rises lefndbaed, this adventure will uncover the real
story of this fascinating city and look at whers lteading today after a decade that brought new
casinos, new stadiums, new restaurants and basparch much more.
- Tour description from detroiturbanadventures.com

Commercial tours are run as for-profit operatiopdidensed companies. While most are
locally owned by a single entrepreneur or pairugibess partners, one is run under the auspices

of a multinational company called Urban Adventutes operates tours in cities all over the

world. The tour operators establish itinerarieadrance, although flexibility is sometimes
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needed to accommodate for circumstances such agdsttier or customers with mobility
challenges. Customers book their tours in advaitkereonline or by phone and choose from
regularly scheduled departure times. All of the panies have websites that typically describe
their tour offerings, answer frequently asked goest and provide testimonials or reviews from
previous customers. The companies also producétres, which are available at the state-run
welcome center in the city and at hotels. Custoraesrdypically leisure visitors or business
travelers, including out-of-town visitors as wedllacals and day-visitors from nearby suburbs.
Most commercial operators estimate that one qutstene third of their customers are
international visitors, especially from Canada &udope, but also from Asia, Latin America,
Oceania, and Africa. These tours almost alwaysigeostandard experiences, meant to allow
visitors to see the city in a way that is comfoleakafe, and pleasant.

Commercial tours are available for a variety ahsportation methods. Detroit Urban
Adventures offers a walking tour titled “DetroifRise, Fall, and Renewal” guided by a
downtown resident who was born in Detroit but grgwmostly in a nearby suburb. The guide
also runs his own tour company, which offers wajkiours, large bus tours, or private tours in
which the customer provides transportation. Whaebhaffers a wide variety bicycle tours,
guided primarily by Kavanaugh, and Show Me Detofiiers a single overview van tour guided
by one of its two owners. Like transportation meihidhe costs for these tours vary (see Table
3), but they are typically based on a per-individaa. While certain political tours allow
customers to pay online with a credit card, commaétours are the most likely of the three types
to allow credit card payment and the least likelyegquire cash payment.

Commercial tours are offered the most frequentlghefthree archetypes. Show Me
Detroit runs tours twice a day, seven days a weelng the peak tour season. Detroit Urban
Adventures offers two different daily tours Tuesdaypugh Saturday, and from April through

October, Wheelhouse offers 2-3 tours a week ortaing schedule of themed tours. By contrast,
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political tours and trespassing tours are geneddfgred only as requested or on a monthly or
annual basis, with the exception of two series @ékly walking tours.

With a customer base made up largely of leisusitors, commercial tours tend to have
the least explicit focus on abandoned propertigisraimation, although these elements are
present in all of the tours. As one guide says, ‘6aleit ‘the pretty and the gritty,” and they all
want that. We don’t go heavy heavy in the grittyt we show the population loss since 1950 and
the Detroit Works Program. [...] So we tell them bsitles, but the gritty side we just go in a
little bit.” Comfortably mobile and audibly isolatdrom action on the street, my fellow tourists
on a commercial van tour of the city were curiobsu the ruins but more eager to learn about
entertainment opportunities. When a man droppedek@ipe on the sidewalk in front of a
building whose architectural history was being atad to us, we all politely ignored it and
waited for the van to pull away.

Similarly, UA’s “Rise, Fall, and Renewal” tour athpts to discuss both beauty and blight
with a narrative arc of redevelopment. The toumatases empty high-rises like the Book Tower
and the Wurlitzer Building as well as restored tmsnike the Fyfe Building, a 14-story neo-
Gothic shoe store completed in 1919 that now piilgneonsists of residential apartments. The
tour does not take visitors inside any of the bndd but includes interior photographs taken by
others. However, because the walking tour covelsdmwntown, which has attracted billions of
dollars of property investment in the last decale number of ruins seen on the tour is
necessarily limited compared to tours that expltinescity’s neighborhoods.

A common stop on nearly all of these tours is thiar@ian Building. Completed in 1929,
the 40-story office tower is an impressive Art Desample of Detroit’'s extravagance in the
heyday of the auto industry. “Everywhere the gadlored patterns of Pewabic Pottery tiles and
rich materials are redolent of the ebullient twesfi states the American Institute of Architects
guide to Detroit (Mattingly Meyer and McElroy, 1971 24). Nearly every tour | took in Detroit

included a visit to the building’s lobby, richly clerated with Namibian marble, detailed mosaics,
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and a clock made of Tiffany stained glass. Thedingf's doorman, Christopher Roddy, has
become something of a tourist attraction himseifsihis appearance in Chrysler’'s 2011
Imported from Detroit Super Bowl commercial. Nickmad “the temple of finance,” the building
has been continuously occupied and beautifully taaed. For this reason, tour guides
frequently and proudly showcase the building asxample of Detroit's successes.

Political Tours

You know, people from the suburbs may not undetstduat urban renewal is. They should,; it
was designed to make their suburbs happy. Theytiventgh and ripped out black
neighborhoods, working class neighborhoods, Jewisghborhoods, etc, and they went through
and destroyed these places so that people could tie suburbs. So, it's very troubling and it's
really hard to think about, and it implicates aflwas. [...] It's a little—it’s hard not to get that
shrill about it, and that’s a big turn-off.

- Carleton Gholz, Detroit Sound Conservancy

The second archetypical tour is the political tdwse this term to imply that these tours
are associated with clearly articulated hoped-tacomes in which tourism is a means of
supporting broader organizational goals. The togawizations that fit in this category are
generally non-profits, and include Preservationr@gtthe Sierra Club, D:hive, and the Detroit
Music Tour.

Political tours operate with distinct thematic fd€or instance, Preservation Detroit
attempts to encourage historic preservation by sheing its successes and encouraging a
general appreciation for Detroit’s architectureeierra Club aims to educate tour-goers about
environmental racism in the city and calls for podl action to protest the area’s worst polluters.
The Detroit Music Tour, while still in early stageSdevelopment, seeks to educate Detroiters
and visitors about the city’s various music scepés;ing particular emphasis on enabling
participants in those scenes to tell their owniasoit attempts this through its griot approach to
tour narration, in which musicians and others riareach stop from personal experience rather

than employing a single guide to synthesize tHisrmation as a spokesperson. Finally, D:hive

hopes to change the negative perceptions visitutetroiters alike have about the city,
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showcasing economic development and encouragimegtmers from the region to spend more
time downtown or even to move into the city.

Because they hope to encourage sustained actiandatbeir thematic goals, political
tours attempt to attract local and suburban audenwre than visitors from outside the region.
One example is D:hive. Theresa explains, “Our dodmites don’t even think Detroit's worth
anything. [...] Fuck the suburbanites—Detroiters dohhere’s a whole bunch of Detroiters that
don’t think Detroit is worth anything. My favorifgeople to talk to are Detroiters.” Ninneman
also hopes the Detroit Music Tour will reach logatiiences. Coming out of Detroit’'s techno
scene, Ninneman has marketed Detroit music abmoadrzows that there’s an eager audience for
Detroit's music and music history among fans owtsite region. However, she says, “What’s
really important to me personally and emotionadlytie fact that Detroit doesn’t even really
respect itself and that Detroiters don’t even kijiost how talented or renowned their own next
door neighbors are.” A Sierra Club guide also esped a commitment to local audiences over
visitors when she agreed to give a tour on verytsiaice because it was for a local group of
students: “l was asked | think on a Thursdaycibulld do a tour the coming Monday. But this
tour was for students in River Rouge, [...] and what come to find out is people that grew up
in the area know the least about the pollutinglitees that they've grown up around.” The
connection to education is explicit with politidaurs, and student groups are an important
audience, which is not true in the same way forroential tours or trespassing tours.

While some groups offer walking tours, politicalits tend to be geared towards larger
groups, and bus transportation is more commonti€aliours also tend to focus on broader
geographical areas than commercial tours. Fornostaalthough it relies primarily on walking as
a means of transportation, Preservation Detroietoa broad area by providing tours of multiple
neighborhoods, offering different Saturday walkingrs of Eastern Market, Cultural Center,
Downtown, and Midtown. While the wide range of ietgting architectural sites makes this

possible for Preservation Detroit, music sites amgdronmental justice sites are more
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geographically dispersed and require vehicularspartation, hence the reliance on buses by the
Detroit Music Tour and the Sierra Club. The emecgeof local charter bus companies in the past
few years has further enabled the developmentdaurs.t

With the exception of Preservation Detroit and safB:hive’s large tours, political
tours are free to participants and are subsidzeghiious ways. When D:hive was Inside Detroit,
its walking tours cost $10 per person and its busstcost $25 per person. Now that the
organization is a part of the Downtown Detroit Rarship, however, its public tours are free,
although donations are solicited at the end otdhes. The Sierra Club’s guide volunteers her
services, and while the groups she guides areregtjto provide the bus for transportation, she
does not earn an honorarium. The Detroit Music T®still in the pilot phase of its operation,
and its tour has thus far been offered only agtagbahe Allied Media Conference, with
conference registration fees covering the cost@ttdour. Preservation Detroit does charge for its
tours, and its most regularly offered tours, theu@kay Heritage Walking Tours, cost $10 per
person. Political tours tend to run for approxirha®3 hours, similar to commercial tours but
are generally offered less frequently.

Although issues of representation are importaiatliforms of cultural tourism, for
political tour operators, questions about how Detsarepresented and by whom are particularly
important. Ninneman, a Detroit native who now lie&New Orleans, notes that these questions
are at the heart of the Detroit Music Tour. Watghivhat she calls the “disaster and devastation
tours” that appeared in New Orleans after Hurridéagina had an important influence on the
development of the music tour. She describes retsidd badly hit New Orleans neighborhoods
in 2005:

They're just doing whatever it is they need to dalweir property, and then there’s

busloads of people coming down and taking pictofédeem, like they’re animals at a

zoo. Obviously that bothers me. [...] It made mektabout every little detail of a

cultural tour, because as soon as you have a lousfazutsiders coming through

someone’s neighborhood to take pictures and ldaoatahat neighborhood but the
people that actually live in that neighborhood oea part of that tour, that's a problem.
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As a result, the music tour relies on griots, ongellers, who are active in Detroit’s music
scenes to ride along on the bus and to narrateté®from personal experience. In this way,
Ninneman and co-organizer Gholz attempt to allownivers of the communities they visit to
shape both the tour narrative and its itinerary.

Another way in which political tours differ frorhé other archetypes is that they do not
attempt to eliminate bias or present “balance’himway that commercial tours and trespassing
tours typically do. D:hive’s tours are resoundingptimistic. Theresa says, “The one liner that |
end all tours with, to answer very simply ‘why OBt?’, is because Detroit is big enough to
matter in the world and small enough that you cattenin it. And that says it all, right there.”

On the other hand, as the quote from Gholz that®f@s section suggests, the Detroit Music
Tour provides a predominantly negative perspeaifibe urban development policies that have
shaped Detroit over the last half-century. Thisasto say that political tours are only one-sided:;
D:hive explains how the construction of I-75 derslbéd the black neighborhood of Paradise
Valley in the 1960s, and the Detroit Music Touretehtes the incredible achievements of Detroit
musicians across generations. However, elimindtiag and making tour narratives palatable to
tour-goers is not as central a concern as commtimictne ideas that promote the organizations’
goals.

Trespassing Tours

Ground rules from my tour guide:

1) Let me do the talking if we run into anyone.

2) Don't run from the cops. That just makes them mad.

3) Leave me behind. If I tell you to go and leave star, do it.

4) If something doesn't feel right, no matter whasjtno matter how trivial it may seem, if
you get a weird feeling about something, speakbpre are no stupid questions when it
comes to this.

- Field notes from DetroitUrbex tour, 7/10/2012
While commercial tours and political tours genlgraperate above board and within the

law, the third archetypical tour regularly takesrists inside privately owned buildings without

the owners’ permission, hence my label “trespas&ings.” These tours are generally the least
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scripted and least formal of the three. For exantpkground rules above were given to me by
my tour guide as we navigated underbrush and ansi@anel at our first site and served as our
liability agreement. While very few compariiesivertise this kind of tour, many Detroit resident
give frequent tours of well-known ruin sites. Asid&inelli (2012) writes in his recent book
about Detroit and its people, “Every Detroiter bwnwho has ever photographed an abandoned
building and possesses any kind of web presencbdescontacted by strangers from
Copenhagen, Rotterdam, Paris or Berlin, asking taheubest way to sneak into the train station
or offering to pay for a local tour” (p. 2% Indeed, this is a point of irritation for many
Detroiters familiar with the city’s ruins.

The companies that do exist, including DetroitUrbad a rumored kayak company that
takes customers into the city’s seweds very little in the way of direct advertising.
Detroiturbex.com includes a brief and standard gsen of the company’s tours, but it does not
provide a price schedule, reviews from previougamsers, or a contact name beyond a generic
site administrator email address. Owner Steve $ay$s deliberate:

There’s a very passive vetting process that conesivgomebody contacts me for a tour.

It's a little unusual, but the first thing is thHadon’t immediately give people a name. |

almost never give them a name until the day betbeeday of, or when we’re shaking

hands when we meet. That’s deliberate. It's ndttiuprotect my privacy. [...] It takes a

leap of faith, and that weeds out a lot of the wogeor gawkers.

Steve estimates that only half of those who contiatfor tours make it past this first stage of
vetting, and if potential customers insist on sgainly “the bad stuff,” he turns them away.

Despite this vetting, Steve makes the majorityisfilcome giving tours. In his first year

of operation he gave nearly 40 tours, and by Ja22he was on track to double that number in

his second year of operation. His rates vary, bypeal half-day tour for 1-3 people costs $150,

* | use the term “company” colloquially here. Dettirbex is not incorporated, and while Steve sttias
he reports tour income when he files his taxesakes payment in cash, check, and—occasionally—ebake
goods.

® While I was not able to confirm the details ofsthbur, | include its rumored existence to demanstthe
nature of these tours, which are legally dubious somewhat clothed in secrecy.
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while a full day (up to 10 hours) costs $200. MafsBteve’s customers are photographers or
researchers, including academics like myself, dsaggournalists, fiction writers, and
documentary filmmakers. Some of his customers leaperience with urbex in other cities but
want a guide in a new city. While he has custorfrers all over the world, Steve estimates that
the majority of the people he guides are suburbarfiitom metropolitan Detroit. Most are also
white. Recently, he has worked as a scout for liflcations. He explains, “The income is a little
bit better, and it's a little more challenging. Ahdo like the challenge. Don’t get me wrong,
taking total strangers into vacant buildings thratfalling down is challenging. | enjoy it, butdd
prefer to work with films.” As with most custom toaperations, Steve offers tours as requested
rather than on a regular schedule. As a resultesseeks he gives a tour every day, while at
other times he may go weeks without guiding.

A typical tour with DetroitUrbex is an all-day aff. The guide meets customers for
breakfast at Duly’s Place in Southwest Detroit, kehee plate of eggs, toast, and bacon sells for
$2.75, cash only. The customer provides transpontatvith the guide riding shotgun to give
directions and narrate the scene. Steve tailors touhe customers’ interests, offering options
about what sites to visit and making the itinerfdeyible and dynamic. While Steve’s customers
are primarily interested in seeing ruins, his itarees also include stops that illustrate the more
vibrant side of the city. Our tour took us into fabulous Guardian Building, past the soon-to-
reopen Belle Isle Aquarium, and to the sculptunre yeear MBAD’s African Bead Museum.

My guide’s ground rules were largely unnecessartherday of our tour. We saw few
people at the abandoned sites other than scragpexsk in the Packard Plant, a yard crew
mowing lawns at an empty high school, and a haraffakighbors who were under no illusions
about what we were doing. Nevertheless, storigeople getting mugged for wallets and camera
equipment inside of ruins are increasingly commmobetroit, and we decided not to enter one
site when a lingering pedestrian kept a close eyescand waived a bus past the stop where he

stood. Entering buildings involved intimate knowdedof many of the sites but was generally not
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physically difficult; however, the uneven terramdafrequent necessity to climb over debris does
generally limit the DetroitUrbex audience to thed® are able-bodied. Nearly every site showed
signs of frequent visitors: piles of garbage wearmmon, missing tile or woodwork had been
taken for souvenirs or resale, and spray paintreavmost vertical surfaces. Many places smelled
of recent fires or damp, crumbling plaster.

Steve’s narration of the sites was wide-ranging discussed the physical processes that
contribute to a building’s collapse; recited arebis’ names, ownership histories, and factory
production statistics; and recreated a sense diuhédings in their heydays with the help of
historic photos on his cell phone and stories frasnarchival research. In total, the tour lasted
about 8 hours, and it left this tourist exhaus&tdve says that this is his goal: “If they don'véa
any experience with the city, what they see is gdinblow their mind. Maybe not for the better,
but it's definitely going to challenge the way thia¢y think. My goal is to exhaust people, to fill
them with so much information, so much pertinertt sgievant information that they're going to
go, ‘Wow.™
Ruin Tourism and Ruin Porn

As the preceding sections indicate, the marketdior tourism in Detroit has grown
significantly in recent years. What accounts fas trowth? Arguably it stems from a
combination of destination development and incréaksmand. Large-scale events have provided
the impetus for key tour developments, while pubhd private investment in attractions like
Campus Martius Park and sports stadiums like Faadl end Comerica Park draw visitors to the
city center. Media has also played a key role inimly visitor interest in the city. This again
resembles tourism development in other placesekample, since the phenomenal popularity of
the movieSlumdog Millionaire which was set in Mumbai’s Dharavi slum, tourishslims in
India has expanded significantly (Frenzel, Koerg &teinbrink, 2012, p. 7). Similarly, the
growth of Detroit’s ruin tourism industry has capended with the proliferation of so-called

“ruin porn” in U.S. and European media.
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Although popular media have increasingly used pgim as the main visual symbol of
Detroit (Rubin, 2011; Millington, 2013), the gensehighly criticized within the city on the
grounds that it aestheticizes poverty (Leary, 2Millington, 2013). Often cited examples of the
genre include Yves Marchand and Romain Meffre’s2€dllection of photographs titlethe
Ruins of Detroiand Andrew Moore’s 2010 collectidetroit Disassembledlhe images
typically represent Detroit as empty and returrtimgature, often drawing comparisons to ancient
civilizations or wilderness landscapes. In his exgiion of photographs that focus particularly on
Detroit’s urban nature, Millington (2013) traces tjrowth of such representations over recent
years and argues against treatments of Detroitlaer @Drawing on Robinson’s concept of
“ordinary cities,” Millington writes, “UnderstandgnDetroit as ordinary suggests that we begin to
see Detroit’s ongoing collapse — and not justiisolny — as part of processes that are still
occurring. Rejecting metaphors of natural reclaomais one step towards seeing Detroit as an
ongoing phenomenon rather than a finished prodsatany of these representations imply” (p.
290). While he contends that the images he corsidee deeply ambiguous and hard to place
politically” (p. 279), Millington ultimately suggés that representations of Detroit that can be
labeled “ruin porn” do little to advance just urlyawlitics.

Unsurprisingly, ruin tour operators in the city arell aware of the proliferation of ruin
porn, and most see it as a draw for visitors. Qrnidegwho offers a private tour of ruins
throughout the city says of the customers who iaKéhey specifically want to see abandoned
buildings and ruins—they mention that word.” Anathas a similar experience, especially with
international visitors. She says, “They see thésies, and it's not that different from why do
people go to Greece? Why do people go to Egyt‘altivilization, a past civilization basically.”
Many guides understand visitors’ curiosity but néveless have a fairly negative view of the
attraction to ruins. Ninneman, who participatethia raves that took place in the empty Packard

Plant in the 90s, explains:
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I mean, that's how it all started is when we wepang we would go into abandoned
buildings and explore things and look for things &ke photos, and we even threw
parties in them. So certainly we see the excitenmegbing through a bunch of mammoth
abandoned buildings that are like these enigmétisis or shells of places, but at this
point, it's been so exploited that we're sick ¢fabhd we feel like Detroit has how moved
on from being this murder-and-crime capital antufatof-economy capital to the ruin
porn capital, that is, the ruin porn Disnelyand npw] Yeah we understand that that's
cool and we did it too, but it's the stories behiintthat we want to resonate with people.
Many guides expressed a similar exhaustion withorss eagerness to see the ruins and likewise
expressed a desire to tell a more nuanced stonyt &mdroit than that told by the photographs of
its ruins.

Tour operators attempt to combat the narrativasiafporn through both tour itineraries
and tour narration. In this way, stops at ruinssdaee matched by stops at intact sites like the
Guardian Building or at sites like the Heidelbergject, where artist Tyree Guyton has turned
empty houses into a massive outdoor art projeat:atige nuance is typically pursued through
two strategies. The first is an attempt to givermse of a ruin’s history: its past greatness ak wel
as the process through which it has fallen intondbament. In the Packard Plant, therefore,
Steve explained how the factory had been recordiyduring World War 1l to manufacture
airplane engines that were critical to the U.S. effort, while on the Wheelhouse tour of the
churches of Poletown, Kavanaugh stood in front sifiattered St. Stanislaus Catholic Church and
pointed out where interstate highways bisectedPtiissh neighborhoods that once made up its
parish. The second strategy is an attempt to fylghivhat could be called positive stories either
of successful redevelopment or of people makirifeddr themselves despite the city’s struggles.
Preservation Detroit’s stops at successfully presksites like the Fox Theatre on its theater tour
or other tours’ stops at community gardens or te&lélberg project are examples of this
strategy.

However, tour guides cannot ultimately control wiegdresentations of Detroit tourists

will themselves produce. Many of the guides | spaith recounted exchanges with journalists

or filmmakers in which they felt their nuanced radisres of the city were ignored. For instance,
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Theresa remembers giving a tour to a documentditiindoes this shot of downtown, and it's
got to be dawn on Sunday, you know, where ther@’gaople in the center of downtown. But it
wasn’t the center, it was over on Griswold hera iamvas like crickets. And | was like, | took
him around for four hours, and that’s what [he sbf@®vLeisure visitors, too, share
representations of their visits via social mediaid8s hope to influence their ideas about the city
but cannot control how visitors will represent étrin this way, the Environmental Justice Tour
attempted to give tour-goers a sense of the rasdief Detroit’s marginalized communities, but
it couldn’t prevent the flutter of camera activibat occurred each time the bus passed a
particularly fire-damaged house.
Conclusion

Ruin tourism offerings have increased and diverdifiince they first appeared in Detroit
in the 1990s. Both non-profit and for profit orgeations and business have helped develop the
city as a destination both in response to risitgrast in the city’s ruins and due to the influence
of large-scale events that brought significant nerslof visitors to the city. To characterize how
the industry operates, | have classified threegygfeuin tours: commercial, political, and
trespassing tours. The first are for-profit openagi that target leisure visitors and business
travelers and that provide the most scripted amaddstrd tour experience. The second are non-
profit operations that attempt to attract localiandes in order to build support for broader
organizational goals or promote education or asivaround a particular thematic focus. Finally,
the third are the least scripted and most invobfetthe three types, and such tours generally
involve trespassing into privately owned or otheevdff-limits abandoned buildings with a
private guide.

At the same time that ruin tour offers have growepresentations of the city’s ruins have
proliferated in national and international mediaeTegative reaction to ruin porn by locals and
researchers is mirrored by concern from tour opesaibout the role cultural tourism can play in

representations of the city. However, ruin tourtskes on a dual relationship to ruin porn and its
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representation of industrial decline in the cityp @he hand, tourism can function as a site of
production of ruin porn, as the photographers dmihfakers who produce aestheticized images
of the city’s ruins hire tour guides to help theairgaccess to the city’s abandoned sites.
Furthermore, nothing prevents leisure visitors fugpioading images of dereliction to Flickr or
Facebook in representations that reinforce mediaiinges of the city’s decline. On the other
hand, tour operators and many others in Detroit@agsm as an opportunity to combat the
narrative of ruin porn. In the next chapter, | explthis tension in ruin tourism further by

analyzing the flows of economic benefits that tenripractices create.
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CHAPTER Il
REDEVELOPMENT AND TOURISM’'S ECONOMIC IMPACTS

Tourism is one of Michigan’s largest industries201.1, the industry generated $11.7
billion of tourist spending, $995 million in sta#ex revenue, and 200,000 jobs in the state
(Nicholls, 2012, p.1). To encourage continued glointthe industry, the state funds an
advertising campaign called Pure Michigan that pta® the state as a vacation destination
nationally and internationally. Widely considereditd success, the campaign has received
numerous awards from the United States Travel Asgon, and its website is the most visited
state tourism website in the United States (Nich@012, p. 14). The sites that Pure Michigan
usually promotes in Detroit, however, are massisaudestinations—casinos, sports stadiums,
museums, and theaters. While it is clear that Igogernments and other influential actors
recognize mass tourism as a tool of economic dpwedat, tax generation, and employment, it is
less clear if ruin tourism has the same benefitaass tourism.

In light of this, the questions guiding this chaee: first, who benefits economically
from ruin tourism? Second, what place does ruimisouhave in redevelopment strategies, and
with what implications for the industry itself? édmder to answer these questions, | survey the role
of ruin tourism in small business development asithboration with community organizations
before examining two specific case studies: D:lind Detroit Urban Adventures. | show that
tour operators themselves are the primary beneagsiaf tour profits; however, through tax
generation and collaborations with community orgations, ruin tourism does benefit the
broader Detroit community in small ways. In answgithe second question, | argue that ruin
tourism helps establish the conditions for moreie practices of cultural tourism that are
employed in redevelopment efforts in Detroit. Tisiexemplified by the entry into the market of
a multinational company and of one of the largestip-private partnerships in the city. In the
process, a more formal and professionalized mddgperation supplements the homegrown

small business model of early ruin tour providers.
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Small Business Development

One of the more visible economic benefits of tourism is small business development.
The commercial tour operations outlined in chaptezpresent six small businesses started
between 2004 and 2012 that each employ betweed 1%people. For some, these small
businesses supplement other employment—for instameecompany owner works as a lawyer
in the mornings and offers tours in the afterncamd on weekends. However, for others, tour
companies provide full time employment. Three @&f $ix companies were started in the last
three years, and their longevity has yet to betesDverall, however, cultural tour companies
have been successful, with all of the tour opesatdro have been in business for multiple years
reporting a moderate but steady increase in businetsveen 2011 and 2012.

In addition to the employment these businessedggedor their owners and other
workers, for-profit tourism operations have additibbenefits for the tax revenue they generate
and for related industries. Under Michigan lawigsitcan levy income and corporate taxes in
addition to those levied by the state. Detroit saxeome for residents at 2.5 percent and for non-
residents at 1.25 percent, and it taxes corporat@bi2 percent (Detroit Economic Growth
Corporation, 2012). Additionally, the State levied.35 percent income tax and a 6 percent
corporate tax in addition to its 6 percent saleqEetroit Economic Growth Corporation, 2012).
City tax revenue funds the City’s operations, idahg the provision of services that benefit
residents, and while state revenue is distributeterwidely across the state, it too funds
operations that benefit Detroiters through educadiervices, infrastructural investment, and
more. While its impact may be small scale comp#watiat of mass tourist activities, the income
generated in ruin tourism in this way benefits Bregroit community at large through the tax
revenue it generates.

Tour operations also support other businessdwihdspitality and retail industries. The

recent influx of younger, less affluent visitorstsipported the establishment of Hostel Detroit, a
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22-bed independent hostel that rents beds in slanedvate rooms for as little as $27 per night.
The first manager of the hostel, Michel Soucisagssbout its guests:
Mostly they’re urbanophiles. They'd rather talk abarbanism and architecture than
shopping and what happens in other big touristtiogs. [...] | always say that Detroit
sort of filters itself. The people who are lookitoghave this fabulous, posh spring break
story probably aren’t looking to Detroit to haveacation. But the people who are
looking to find something more off the beaten patld find something less commercial,
less corporate, they sort of pick up on this natipimternational buzz about Detroit.
The hostel operates as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, amitbwt currently rents the building it occupies
in North Corktown, it is considering buying the pesty. The hostel opened in April 2011 and
has been operating continuously since then. Intiaddio the manager, three full-time volunteers
trade room and board for their work facilitating thostel’'s operations.

Ruin tourism also aids small business developnmetiie retail and food industries to an
extent. Operators of all three of the tour typetimed in chapter 2 bring tour-goers to locally
owned restaurants, cafes, and shops in an effbdited partnerships with those businesses or
simply to show visitors some of their favorite gaan the city. Many tours begin and/or end at
cafes, bars, or restaurants, and customers arerageal to patronize the businesses. Often tour
operators coordinate with the business ownersremge a discount for tourists. For instance, the
ticket for Detroit Urban Adventures’ tour includadree drink at the Detroit Beer Company. One
commercial tour operator states, “We will get cuhewhere and maybe get an iced tea or a
cookie somewhere, maybe at Avalon Breads—we’ll shepe a lot—or 14 East, that little coffee
shop in Midtown. [...] They love that. If there’s hap they heard of or something they want to
go by, we don’t have any problem with that. Thigvisat makes it nicer, you know.” D:hive
maintains a checklist of all the bars and restaarandowntown Detroit and encourages its tour-
goers to visit them. Theresa explains, “We dorktasything from the bars or restaurants. We
don’t say give us money and we’ll put you on theaitlist. We might say, ‘Hey, we’re bringing a

group in; give them some drink specials or a fle®t sr something.” While it is unlikely that the

number of ruin tourists is sufficient to solely &us retail or restaurant sales at any of these
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businesses, tour operators do attempt to fosténdmssgrowth in related industries by
encouraging their tour-goers to patronize localesto

One way in which ruin tourism generally does nmtéha direct impact on the city’s
development is in real estate. With a few exceptitour operators do not have storefronts that
serve as bases of operation. Rather, owners rurbiii@nesses out of their homes and use
existing landmarks as the starting and ending pdarttheir tours. Exceptions include D:hive
and Wheelhouse Detroit, which operate shops tkatsdrve as the launching point for most of
their tours, while larger political organizatiorisel Preservation Detroit and the Sierra Club
maintain offices where they conduct their non-toperations as well as tour-related business.
Coallaboration with Community Or ganizations

Tax revenue generation is one indirect way in Whitofits from ruin tourism benefit the
broader Detroit community, but some ruin tour orgations also have mechanisms for more
directly sharing profits with community organizatf This can take various forms, from
soliciting donations for community organizationgtaying a stipend to an organization that
helped develop a tour or provided a guest toureguid

The Sierra Club’s environmental justice tour,ifestance, solicits donations for
community organizations that serve the neighborbatsdours visit. Likewise, Wheelhouse
Detroit’s tour of the Churches of Poletown visisaime churches that were still operational or
semi-operational where some visitors made smakhtioms. The tour also stopped at the annual
Pierogi Festival fundraiser at the Sweetest Hdavtary Catholic Church. All of the tour-goers
purchased food or rummage sale items at the féstind the profits from the event go directly to
the church.

Wheelhouse not only encourages tour-goers to mi@&et donations in this way, but it
also shares profits with community organizationthwihich it develops tours. Not all of the
company’s tours are developed in collaboration withhmunity or non-profit organizations, but

co-owner Kavanaugh states that Wheelhouse preféteborative tour development. For
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example, a recently developed mural tour of Sousth®etroit was conceived and designed by
Urban Neighborhood Initiatives (UNI). Wheelhousadiias reservations and bike rentals for the
tour and leads groups from the Wheelhouse shoperivterfront to the Southwest
neighborhood. Once in Southwest Detroit, UNI's ggidake over. “We show up; they get a
check; everybody’s happy,” says Kavanaugh.

The majority of ruin tour operations do not havefjp sharing mechanisms like these,
however. Tour-goers may feel uncomfortable wheratlons are solicited on a tour for which
they have already paid, while other operators agwvidurs independently in part in order to keep
their costs and prices low. All of the tour organginterviewed expressed an interest in bettering
the communities in which they worked, but direaifjtrsharing strategies remain rare. The
economic benefits of ruin tourism through smallibess development and collaboration with
community organizations are therefore present tguably limited. Further, small business
development and community collaborations operata eery local scale. However,
redevelopment efforts involving more powerful andely influential actors have also begun to
incorporate ruin tourism and ruin tour operators . €kamine how ruin tourism may play a more
complex role in Detroit’s redevelopment, | now ttiorthe examples of two tour providers:
D:hive and Urban Adventures.

D:hive and Public-Private Urban Redevelopment

D:hive began in 2005 as Inside Detroit, a nonpafyanization. “Our mission was to
educate the public about Detroit’s history, culfred community in order to spur economic
development,” said one of its founders. Tours vedweys a central part of the organization’s
operations, but the target market was made up ofdoeal or regional residents than out-of-
town visitors. Theresa explained how the orgarraestruggled to articulate its goals when
taking business planning classes in their firstyeh operation:

[Y]ou always get to a point in business planningfavhere they want you to identify

your industry and then look at industry trends pndllook at industry research, and we
really kind of hit a brick wall because we didnitdw. We'd be like, oh, tourism? Not
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really. Economic development? Kind of, but in andabout way. And so, it was this

hybrid that it was really difficult to—there wasrmhyone to compare it to. [...] And we

were trying to be everything. We were trying tothe general tourist welcome center

help place, but then we were also trying to attaact retain talent.
The organization eventually settled into the hylale it envisioned and grew markedly from
2005 to 2011. The organization offered multiple lmtours that ranged in cost from $10 for a
walking tour to $25 for a bus tour. Whereas Thermeggnally conducted all of the tours herself,
Inside Detroit was eventually able to employ 5-a@time tour guides. Theresa began working
full-time for Inside Detroit in 2008, when the orgzation opened its Downtown Welcome
Center at 1253 Woodward Ave. The welcome centeumes 3500 square feet in the center city
and was the only welcome center in Detroit befbeeState of Michigan opened its welcome
center near the Ambassador Bridge later that year.

In 2011, Inside Detroit had an operating budgetpgroximately $240,000, and nearly
80 percent of its revenue came from tours and saldee welcome center (Internal Revenue
Service, 2011b, p. 9). However, in 2012, the orzaton went through a significant
restructuring. One of the founders left Inside Digtio begin a for-profit Segway tour company,
Segways2U, while Inside Detroit became a part @@bwntown Detroit Partnership (DDP)
under a new name, D:hive. DDP is a large publiggie partnership whose goals are economic
development and physical enhancement of downtowrodts board of directors comprises
corporate and civic leaders, and its revenue irl 2teeded $6 million, mostly from donations
and grants (Internal Revenue Service, 2011a, @.H#.organization’s main offices are located in
the Renaissance Center, a large riverfront compliekyscrapers that has been criticized for its
isolation from the rest of downtown Detroit dudtiimposing size and location across busy
Jefferson Avenue (Bennett, 1990, p. 85). Thereggesis that D:hive fills a distinct role in DDP.

She says, “Because we're on the ground, we'retlikecool, hip, we're like the kid—'Hey mom,

you should really check out this song,’” you knoi:hive’'s youthful vibe and its location in the
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heart of downtown have arguably been at the cefiteow the organization has been rebranded
in its restructuring.

D:hive’s offices remain at the welcome center ooddivard Ave., which is the starting
point for its public tours as well as its base pétions. Support from DDP has allowed the
group to offer its public tours free of chargehaligh donations are still encouraged. DDP’s
support has also allowed D:hive to double its fuides’ wages to $20 per hour. In addition to
these changes in the tour program, D:hive has elquhimto greater efforts to promote
entrepreneurship and encourage creative class vgaiksettle in Detroit. To this end, it offers
eight-week business development classes that loefiee graduated approximately 100 people,
and it offers talent recruitment and job placensamtices through its WORK program (D:hive,
2013). Finally, the organization offers “Downtowiving” tours that highlight residential
development and encourage tour-goers to move todiier city.

As chapter 2 makes clear, the potential of cultiaism to provide a more nuanced
story about the city is widely agreed upon, evatsifuccess at doing so is unclear. However,
public-private redevelopment efforts and programattract and retain creative class workers are
far more controversial. As the examination of thetrDit Works Project in the introduction
indicates, community groups and neighborhood leadften fiercely contest what they consider
private encroachment on public goods and unevesstment in downtown redevelopment at the
expense of public spending in Detroit's strugglmaghborhoods. Seen in this light, D:hive’s
incorporation into DDP, with its public-private stture and redevelopment agenda, may be a
politically controversial move.

Theresa considers the collaboration with DDP téringful, however. She also considers
the growth of her organization to be a mark obiitscess and believes that D:hive has been
effective at encouraging creative class workermdooe to Detroit. The organization’s growth is
arguably due to multiple factors, and Theresa Ifdssene of them. The owner of another tour

company described her as “a legend here,” andssiveli known and respected in Detroit’s civic
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and business communities as a young leader. Theforanation of Inside Detroit—one of the
larger cultural tour operators in the city—into dand the accompanying increase in
programming geared more towards economic developthan cultural tourism is significant in
that it suggests that the radical potential of tourism to upset traditional power narratives in
Detroit does not match its potential to contribisteedevelopment efforts influenced by powerful
actors like the Downtown Development Partnership.
Urban Adventures and Multinational I nvolvement

In 2012, the same year that Inside Detroit becBrhése, another established tour
provider took his work in a new direction. DaVidjho has offered tours through his own
company for many years, began leading tours foabddventures (UA). UA is a multinational
tour company that operates in over eighty citiesigrcontinents (Urban Adventures, 2013).
David says of the collaboration, “[T]hey’re in @8 all over the world and wanted to be in more
cities, and they contacted me to kind of partnéhwiem in Detroit. So it's kind of | do it andst’
under their auspices or guidelines or whateverjtworks. It's a nice partnership.” While David
handles all local operations, UA handles bookimlyegtising, and other overhead through its
website. Customers can choose from two daily todf#e-D You Must See Tour” or the more
ruin-attentive “Detroit’'s Rise, Fall, and Renewalulr"—offered Tuesday through Sunday.

Though he offers UA tours six days a week, Dawidtinues to offer a wider variety of
tours through his own company, including a rotasngedule of Sunday evening walking tours
and private tours for small groups or bus groupe difference in price for David’s tours
through his company and through UA reflects thgdaioverhead costs associated with the larger
operation: David's Sunday walking tours cost $12p®rson, while UA’s tours are $26 per
person. Urban Adventures also requires particip@anéecept a 1500-word terms and conditions
agreement when booking on-line, while such agre¢srame far less legalistic or non-existent for

the smaller tour operators in the city.

® A pseudonym.
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Urban Adventures was launched in 2009, and it ata located in Australia, the United
Kingdom, Canada, and Vietham (Urban Adventures32WHL Group, 2013). Its parent
companies are Intrepid Travel, which is incorpalateAustralia, and WHL Group, which is
incorporated in Hong Kong. Intrepid was founded 89 and now employs over 1,000 people in
22 countries (Intrepid Travel, 2013). Its foundstiaated the adventure travel company after
taking a road trip together across sub-Sahardmein 20s, and the company continues to offer
more trips to developing parts of the world thamedeped. Its website indicates that it offers 675
trips in Asia and 365 in Africa but only 275 in Bpe and 178 in North America. WHL Group is
a collection of travel businesses, the first ofefthivas originally run by the International Finance
Corporation (IFC), a member of the World Bank Grdlgt attempts to foster private sector
growth in developing countries. That first busineglsl.travel, separated from the IFC in 2006,
and the group has since grown to include seveelttawsiness with operations across the world.
While Intrepid offers multi-day or multi-week smaitoup expeditions and WHL Group
specializes in back-end travel logistics, UA offsh®rt day trips in cities across the world.

Urban Adventures and its parent companies usenatfise model to partner with local
providers. WHL Group’s website explains, “WHL Groopmpanies empower local partners who
have practice in experiential and mindful traveld @ local’'s knack for identifying, explaining
and sustaining the distinctive qualities of a pla®éHL Group, 2013). The companies’ websites
emphasize their global reach and their local aves®@s well as their commitment to
environmental sustainability and ethical travetrdpid, for instance, advertises that it has been
carbon neutral since 2010 by purchasing creditéfs®t its carbon emitting activities (Intrepid
Travel, 2013). Both companies are also affiliatethwon-profit foundations that aim to promote
sustainable development or tourism developmeritérgtobal South (Intrepid Travel, 2013;

WHL Group, 2013).
Urban Adventures’ entry into Detroit’s tourism rkar is notable in that it is the only

multinational company currently offering tours iretcity. It suggests cultural tourism’s growing
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profitability in the city and the growing marketrfeuch tours. The specific history of the
company is also significant, however. Urban Advessgus a collaboration between two
companies that began their work in the global Sdathepid Travel as an adventure tour
company and WHL as an economic development orgtmiza heir development aims remain
prominent in their operations and in their suppbrffiliated foundations. What are the
implications, then, of a development minded compaitly roots in the global South establishing
itself in the Detroit market? The suggestion thatrbit is an underdeveloped market that could
benefit from foreign investment will be consideiednore detail in the final chapter. However,
the capitalist development practices of multinagicsorporate and charitable institutions have
been widely contested, and it is unclear to whagr@dJA'’s tourism enterprises benefit the
company and to what extent those benefits are dhdth local partners. David suggests that the
partnership in Detroit has been beneficial to dthough the cost for UA’s tours is higher than
those he offers through his company, many custofeetsnore comfortable with a company that
has an established reputation than with one tHatagvn only locally, and he is able to fill tours
more frequently with UA than with his company. Howe it is less evident that UA’s tours
benefit Detroit more broadly.
Conclusion

Ruin tourism in Detroit has had certain economiadfigs for the region. Although ruin
tour operators generate less economic activitytaxdevenue than mass tourism in Michigan
(such as sporting events, casinos, large museurosit@oor recreation), ruin tour operators have
generated a small number of jobs as well as teetwaw for both the City of Detroit and the State
of Michigan. These benefits support not only the wperators and their employees, but also the
citizens who benefit from public goods that arediedh by tax revenue. Further, tourist activity
supports businesses in related industries, ancjmenators actively encourage their customers to
patronize food and retail outlets in the city. Minnea small number of tour operators collaborate

with community organizations to share profits dictodonations. In this way, tour operators
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themselves benefit from tourism in Detroit, buittesser extent, local governments, community
organizations, and those who rely on services fifttese actors also benefit.

The role of ruin tourism in urban redevelopmenbatroit is complex and dynamic.
Recent changes in the structure of some of the tdde operations indicate that ruin tourism is
itself a changing practice. Inside Detroit’s absiormpby the Downtown Development Partnership
and its transformation into D:hive suggest that tperators can play a role in promoting and
enacting public-private redevelopment strategig¢slendrban Adventures’ entry into the Detroit
market suggests that ruin tourism may become maiastmteam and profitable for tour
companies over time. Both D:hive and Urban Advesgypromote tourism as a tool of economic
development, and the growth of these particularaimns suggests that the development
function of tourism may be more highly valued byveoful civic and business interests than its
function to disrupt dominant narratives about Dieétro

The formalization and professionalization thatviiglent in the emergence and
restructuring of these operations also has sigmifianplications for the practice of ruin tourism
itself. As small tour operations grow, particulaiflyhey are absorbed or franchised by larger
organizations, concerns about liability and pressarstandardize tour experiences are also likely
to increase. This may lead to a gradual de-emplasisin sites in favor of safer, more sanitized
destinations. At the same time, as redevelopméntiefand real estate investment in the city
increase, the number of ruin sites is likely tordase. In this way, tourism as tool of economic
redevelopment alters the very practices of thaigoy and ruin tourism may give way to more

varied forms of cultural tourism.
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CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSION

In this thesis, | set out to understand how ruiniton operates as both a material and
discursive practice. How have tours that featusndbned sites become an established practice
and how does that practice operate? How are such telated to representations of Detroit in
popular media? Further, how do such tours matma@uically in a post-industrial city like
Detroit? In this final chapter, | revisit the maanclusions of the previous chapters before
considering the implications of this study for bteaunderstandings of niche tourism and post-
industrial urbanism. In that discussion, | focugraplications for critical urban geography, for
the ruin tourism industry itself, and for tourismography more broadly.
Summary

In chapter two, | outline ruin tourism as an emeggand growing form of cultural
practice that reflects fascination with post-indiastdecay. It includes a diverse set of practices
that coalesce around the exhibition of abandonetblict sites through guided tours. The three
types of ruin tours | categorize in Detroit inclusemmercial tours, political tours, and
trespassing tours. These range from licensed,rafitpours to non-profit tours meant to
encourage community involvement to legally dubiexgloration of ruin sites. While the number
of ruin tour organizations in Detroit has increasgphificantly in recent years, the practice has
roots in urban exploration that stretches back diesa_arge-scale events that attract visitors to
the city have played a role in the establishmemhahy operations, but some of the younger
operations were established as their founders ggartunities in the market for small business
development.

The people directly involved in the scene incluoler toperators, tour-goers, and tour
promoters. Most tour organizations are locally osvamall businesses or non-profits that range
from one-person operations to one with 10 part-juieles. The largest organizations are

political tour operators, and tours make up onppgion of these organizations’ total operations.
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Since 2012, the multinational company Urban AdvesgfUA) has also operated a tour in the
city, relying on a franchise-model that leaves laggerations in the hands of its Detroit-based
partner while UA handles most of the overhead. Igmers include local, regional, national, and
international audiences, including business traseleisure visitors, activists, and researchers.
Most tour operators estimate that roughly a thirdigitors are international tourists. Local and
regional audiences are more significant for pdittours than for commercial or trespassing
tours. While the Detroit Metro Convention and \is# Bureau (DMCVB) includes some ruin
tour operators among its member companies, DMC\uBaher tourism boosters focus most of
their promotion on mass tourism rather than omibke tourism represented by ruin tours.

Ruin tourism has a dual relationship to the repriet®n of its sites, and chapter two also
explores this tension. On one hand, tours funci®a production site for so-called ruin porn and
other sensationalized portrayals of the city’s aloaed places. On the other hand, tours function
as an attempt to combat such representations. dinednt media narrative of Detroit is one of a
city that is singularly empty, dangerous, and m@hg to nature. Tour operators, however, use
tour narratives and itineraries to tell more dieessid complicated stories about the city’s
economic, demographic, and infrastructural chaksn@ne strategy is for tours to include stops
at sites of vibrant urban life in addition to rgtes. One such site is the Guardian Building
downtown, whose Tiffany glass clock and Namibianbteafloors suggest the grandeur of a
successful, modern city. Other sites include ugdpeadens, sculpture parks made of found
objects, and pop-up music shows on empty lots—#itsmight not resemble stereotypes of a
thriving metropolis but which nevertheless speathtolife that can be found in Detroit and to the
hard work and creativity of the city’s people. Lykise, tour narratives contextualize Detroit's
ruins by describing the history of sites—the fai@®that produced plane engines in World War
Il and the theatres where all the best acts playead-the processes that contributed to the

production of ruins, from suburbanization to raté&dsions and capital migration.
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The stories that the tours tell are diverse. Satabout racism and environmental
injustice; others tell about entrepreneurship asahemic opportunity. What they share is a
desire to portray the city in a way that contextaga its challenges and gives depth to its people.
However, visitors don’t always faithfully retellg@rstories they hear on tours. By taking visitors
past scenic ruins and into struggling neighborhptmig guides thus enable tourists to make
representations of the city—in blog entries or pkqgiosted to social media—that reinforce
stereotypes about Detroit. This paradox lies atdweat of ruin tourism and remains unresolved.

Chapter three examines tourism as a material ambetc practice. As a form of niche
tourism rather than mass tourism, ruin tourism @trbit has a relatively small economic impact.
The industry employs only a handful of people firte, although it does support businesses in
related industries, such as hotels, shops, angurestts. Through the generation of tax revenue
and collaborations between tour operators and cantynarganizations, profits from ruin
tourism benefit the broader Detroit community intaim small ways.

While state and local governments devote signiticesources to promoting metro
Detroit as a mass tourism destination, niche tautias also been enrolled in redevelopment
efforts. One example of this is the absorptiomnside Detroit by the Downtown Detroit
Partnership (DDP). Now called D:hive, the organaahas increased its offerings of downtown
living tours and bar tours aimed at young profesali® and has added programs to promote small
business development and entrepreneurship. Thgestgya greater effort to attract creative class
workers to the city, which aligns with DDP’s broageonomic development goals. UA’s entry
into the Detroit market represents a similar soiftards niche tourism as a tool for economic
development. With parent companies whose workenGlobal South is explicitly
developmentalist, UA’'s website promotes its frasehinodel as a tool of local development—
although this development is not without profitatthow to UA’s overseas headquarters.

Along with the emerging emphasis on tourism asohdbeconomic development has

come a shift toward greater professionalizationfanghalization of the ruin tour scene itself.
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This is exemplified at D:hive by the doubling ofitguides’ wages and renovations to the
group’s website and downtown welcome center theg lt@me since its restructuring.
Professionalization is also evident in UA’s opera$i. The large company’s professional web
presence and sophisticated administration, as di@dy elements such as its liability
agreement and online booking system, suggest a coonplicated operation than the home-
grown model of older Detroit tour organizationsrdjue that this is likely to result in a shift away
from ruins as a central tour site, as concernstdtahility and standardized tour experience
encourage more sanitized itineraries.
Implications

Though Detroit was once a picture of the moderrropetis, the city now faces serious
economic and social challenges that do not fit witderstandings of the globally dominant
Western city. One implication of my research id ihhighlights the potential for studying post-
industrial cities like Detroit by using urbanisnfstloe Global South as a reference point. Not only
does ruin tourism resemble slum tourism and darkigm common to the Global South, but, as
the example of Urban Adventures in chapter threkesmparticularly clear, Detroit is being
recapitalized through some of the very same dewedop mechanisms that exist in the Global
South. Whereas urban geography has traditiona#iy nsodels and concepts developed in the
Global North and exported them to the Global Soptist-colonial urban scholars such as Roy
have argued that this is highly problematic. Thegw®lars suggest that not only are Western
models of urban growth and development inappropf@t Nonwestern contexts, but they are
also increasingly inappropriate for understandimgpost-industrial Global North. My
examination of the ruin tourism industry in Detreibds weight to these arguments.

My findings also indicate that ruin tourism may éedl practice itself out of existence. As
trespassing tours have increased, so has thelitysddiurban exploration. In the process,
instances of muggings and robberies have increstsasttain sites. While this has not yet

stopped the urban explorers and trespassing teutisias altered the practice, as expensive
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photography equipment becomes a liability and oediées become inaccessible. Also, as
chapter three indicates, tourism contributes tgaing processes of urban redevelopment. The
demolition and property redevelopment that havenlaehieved through residential demolition
efforts and the recent boom in investment downtoveans that the city contains far fewer ruins
than it did even a few years ago. One implicatibthis for the industry is that ruin tour operators
may have to adapt, trading ruins for more trad#laites of cultural tourism. The diverse
itineraries of existing tours and the flexibilitiready demonstrated by numerous tour
organizations suggests that commercial and pdlitiparators will be able to adapt successfully
in this way.

There is also a broader implication for the stutijoarism geographies, however, when
we consider ruin tourism in terms of liminality. thme introduction, | argued that we can
understand ruin tourism as liminal in the senseithzoth features liminal spaces (ruins) and
involves liminal practice (tourism). Certainly, tkds a recognition in tourism geography that
tourism practices are ephemeral in certain way®lacs study the impacts on the environment,
culture, and economy of destinations and recoghiaetourism often dramatically alters these
places. But if these impacts are regarded as prattie, the “solution” is sustainability
(Mowforth and Munt, 2009). There is an assumptiodarlying this work that tourism practices
are stable and enduring.

My research questions this however. In part becthessites of ruin tourism—ruins—are
themselves in transition, ruin tour operators redzgthat the entire practice is liminal. Like
Steve, the urban explorer who celebrates buildamalitions and renovations, or the Sierra Club
guide who hopes for the remediation of the toxiessher tours visit, ruin tour operators
understand their work as temporary and in flux. Ehanges that have come with the entry into
the market of Urban Adventures and the Downtowrr@ePartnership suggest that ruin
practices are being stabilized, albeit in ways #htatr them as ruins are traded for more sanitized

cultural sites and more predictable, standardiead éxperiences. However, more things are
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possible than a stabilized ruin tourism, and greattention to the processes through which these
practices become stable or how they might be disduis necessary. A perspective that
acknowledges that tour practices might be limirsabpposed to an approach that emphasizes
sustainability could be particularly relevant ta omderstandings of other niche tourisms, such as
dark tourism and slum tourism, which should perhapsheorized with more attention to how
they change through time. Greater attention tol lactors, as opposed to tourists and their

motivations and experiences, will likely aid thrsedeavor
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