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21%
of the Earth’s fresh surface water

 is on deposit in the
Great Lakes

84%
of the United States’ fresh 
water is on deposit in the

Great Lakes

2 million
industrial jobs lost this decade

Source: United States Environmental Protection Agency Source: Brookings Institution

WATER JOBS

Great Lakes cities have:
 

Great Lakes cities don’t have:
Today

Today

FACTFACT

OIL
is the world’s most 
valuable resource

OIL = 

$3 Trillion
per year globally

OIL = 

20 Million Jobs
per year globally

Source: American Petroleum Institute 3 4
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GREY
INFRASTRUCTURE

BLUE/GREEN
INFRASTRUCTURE

Great Lakes cities have:
 

Great Lakes cities don’t have:
Today

The Great Lakes

Who has Water?
We have Water.
A lot of Water!

SPECULATIONSPECULATION

will be the world’s most 
valuable resource

Tomorrow

OIL
is the new
WATER

“Two out of every three people in the world will be facing water 
shortages by 2025... global conflict will inevitably result...” 

-United Nations

WATER
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Proposal:

Design water-based 

infrastructure to attract 

water-intensive industries, 

jobs, and $.
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Source: United States Environmental Protection Agency Source: Brookings Institution

Water Rich

Great Lakes Region

= 2900 gal

= 40 gal

= 630 gal

x 8 = 105,700 gal

= 600 gal

= 6600 gal

= 10 gallons

= 2380 gal

APPAREL

AUTOMOBILE

BEVERAGE

FOOD PROCESSING

HIGH TECH

MOBILE TECH

jeans (1 pair)

passenger car

beer (1 pint)

hamburger

$1000 laptop computer

ALTERNATIVE ENERGY
Photovoltaic Panel (1 watt)

$100 cell phone

Water Intensive Industries

Water Footprint

Source: Water Footprint Network17 18

Water Intensive Industries

Free Water

Attract How?

In every Great Lakes city, a

Free Water District

Free Energy in Iceland
Free X District Case Study

Harnessing its renewable geo-thermal resources, Iceland attracts the energy-
intensive aluminum industry, which annually consumes 3% of the world’s 
electricity, by offering emissions-free local energy.

Steam Water
Emissions-free

Source: Worldwatch Institute
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CITY 
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Take what you need
Use it
Clean the “waste” water in a bio-machine
Clean it more in a bioremediation wetland
Send it along an infrastructural bio-street
Put it back

Free Water District

FWD Rules
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Free X District Case Study

Free Labor in Vancouver

Source: British Columbia Film Commission

Vancouver, or “Hollywood North,” attracts the film industry with tax credits that 
discount labor costs 25-52%.

Industry
Manufacturing

Faucets

Toilets
Green Roofs

Microbial Fuel Cells Harvest Energy
Geothermal Mitigates Energy Use

UV Disinfects Water
Hydroponic Reactors Recover Nutrients

Usage

Industrial Bio Machine
& Energy Harvest

FWD Landscape

Intake & Use

Micro CoarseUltraNanoUV Disinfection

UV Disinfection

UV Disinfection Clarifier

Microbial Fuel Cells

Pretreatment

Systems in Each Building

Systems in FWD Landscape

Hydroponic
Reactors

Cistern

Micro Filtration

Filtration

Gray Water

Constructed 
Wetlands

Pervious
Paved Roads

The
Great 
Lakes

Two Week Detention for 
Final Polishing Before 
Returning to Lake

Bioremediation
Wetlands

Rain

Green Roofs

Toilets

Geothermal Geothermal

Free Water District

FWD Rules: Expanded
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FWD
 THE GREAT LAKES

FREE WATER DISTRICT

Great Lakes Region

Combining the Rust Belts’ loss of population with its 
abundance of fresh water, this proposal outlines a 
strategy for re-densification of underutilized 
post-industrial landscapes. Free Water is used as a 
catalyst for attracting water intensive industries to 
relocate from areas such as the Sun Belt — where 
water is scarce — to the water endowed Great Lakes 
region. Today, water intensive businesses representing 
millions of jobs are scrambling to secure long-term 
water resources as global supplies become more and 
more contested. In exchange for free water, industries 
will recycle “waste” water from their operations 
through a series of bio-machines and constructed 
wetlands in order to slowly remediate adjacent 
post-industrial landscapes. Wetlands will be designed 
as ecological treatment systems that make use of 
natural bioremediation processes to remove 
contaminants from wastewater sources. Once treated, 
water will be carried through blue/green infrastructure 
(bio-streets and additional wetlands) to recharge the 
lake. Ultimately, a network of Free Water Districts 
connected by the Great Lakes will grow. 
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A L T E R N A T I V E E N E R G Y
A P P A R E L A U T O M O B I L E
B E V E R A G E B I O C H E M I C A L
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Water Intensive

Industries
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Free Water Districts 

Proposal:

Free Water Districts

UrbanLab
Sarah Dunn + Martin Felsen
Katherine Eberly
Jeff Macias 
Lee Greenberg
Meghan Funk

1 3 5 7

159 11 13

2317 19 21

3125 27 29

2 4

10

6 8

12 14 16

18 20 22 24

26 28 30 32


