INTENTIONAL
COMMUNITY FOR RIVERWEST:
PATTERNS FOR RESILIENCY
PROBLEM STATEMENT

DESIGN STATEMENT

The built environment largely shapes how we live our life. It influences social interactions, and quality of life both
economically and environmentally. This trifecta is referred to as the triple bottom line, or people, profit, planet.
This project explores the ability of intentional communities to serve as a catalyst promoting community inclusion,
economic growth, and ecologically sustainable practices. The objective of this project is to utilize successful
patterns in the various models of intentional communities and their implementation in a site-specific way to create
a development that exemplifies the triple bottom line ideal.

Intentional communities are residential developments planned with a common goal in mind. They are typically
formed around the idea of social cohesion and shared ideals. This project combines architectural patterns from
successful intentional communities to create a framework for an intentional community that exemplifies the triple
bottom line: people, profit, planet.

Since the early 2000’s cities have been experiencing a rapid influx of residents. Cities are attracting more people
with the hopes of job opportunities and achieving the idealized metropolitan lifestyle. Sadly, city life seems to be
severely lacking these days. Many cities are attempting to become more desirable by gentrifying neighborhoods
and thus causing a larger socio-economic divide, increasing segregation, and decreasing a neighborhoods cultural
identity.
Today’s home ownership rate is the lowest it has been in fifty years and rental rates are soaring. Many once
thriving urban neighborhoods are becoming transitory and lifeless. This shifting of community identity is creating
a sense of loss and dissociation for both new and old residents. We no longer know our neighbors. No one stops by
to introduce themselves when you move in. Houses and apartments have become isolated units to separate you
from the surrounding world. As this shift occurred many neighborhoods became increasingly exclusive causing a
rift not only socio-economically, but ethno-culturally as well.
The city of Milwaukee, WI would greatly benefit from implementing the triple bottom line approach in
development projects. The city suffers a great disparity in social equity as it remains one of the most segregated
cities in the United States. It has a long history of redlining and prejudice against seemingly everyone who isn’t a
white Anglo Saxon protestant. The detrimental effects of redlining over the past hundred years are still prevalent
today. Many of these neighborhoods are suffering economically. Housing areas are largely separate from areas
of commerce making walkability and living in close proximity to work or amenities difficult. Cities can cause large
problems to the natural environment as well. In essence they are heat islands with excessive amounts of pervious
pavement, amplified amounts of waste, and consume large amounts of energy. Milwaukee is experiencing
increased issues in water quality due its proximity to Lake Michigan and the Milwaukee River. Urban runoff is
contaminating the drinking water and proving detrimental to the native plant, aquatic and wildlife.
The project site is located in the Riverwest neighborhood or Milwaukee, WI. This neighborhood is ideal because
it is one of the most culturally diverse areas in Milwaukee. Over the past ten years the area has been undergoing
gentrification but the displacement that causes is not yet irreparable. The site is located near isolated apartment
buildings, geared towards young professionals, traditional single-family homes and a large grocery store, making
this an ideal place to develop an integrated commercial district. The Milwaukee River is also adjacent to the site
making this an ideal location to set a precedent for proper water mitigation and filtration practices.
The sites topography presented many design obstacles and it slopes steeply down towards the river. The grade
slopes nearly 90’ from the sites Western border down to the Milwaukee River on the Eastern edge. This creates
additional design problems from accessible housing and makes water mitigation on the site a high priority.
The program for this project includes public and private elements. A public, commercial space for retail and
gathering to benefit the entire Riverwest neighborhood. Stormwater mitigation and filtration methods for the
immediate area. And the private, intentional community which includes a variety of housing units, live/work space,
a common house, greenhouse, central green space and gardens, and activity nodes for social interaction.

By researching different models of intentional communities patterns began to emerge of, a common house,
intergenerational fellowship, live/work space, commercial space, ecological interaction, and agriculture. During
site analysis six critical issues were determined that needed to be addressed for the community to be successful.
These include, addressing the street edge, creating live/work space, a community common house, a variety of
housing units, water mitigation strategies, and solar power. These successful patterns, critical issues, and the sites
topography drove my design.
The southern edge of my site is located on a busy street, North Avenue, directly across from a large grocery store.
To address this I proposed putting North Ave on a road diet. This would reduce vehicle speed, add a median as
a buffer between bike and car lanes, and widen the sidewalk on the north side of North Ave to accommodate
outdoor café seating and increased pedestrian traffic. A Mixed-use development to hold the Southwest corner
providing commercial space on street level. East of the mixed-use building would be the Common house. This
serves as an anchor to the intentional community. Surrounding the common house are apartments for residents
of the intentional community. The common house and apartments sit on a plinth that houses more commercial
space on North Ave. This building serves as a wall to create some privacy for the intentional community. In the
intentional community are rows of north/south oriented gabled roof houses and a greenhouse. The north and west
edges have terraced retaining walls to respond to the grade and create a flat community center for gardening, a
large rainwater retention pond with several other water features to channel the water to the pond, and various
spaces to live, play, and socialize outdoors. The main vehicle access to the community would be shared with the
adjacent Riverview dorms, so the existing entry would be modified with planting strips and lined with trees to
create a boulevard benefitting both communities.
The greenspace is the heart of the community. By creating a variety of social spaces, including outdoor dining, a
playscape, open field, and small lounge areas, residents and families are able to enjoy community fellowship on a
scale comfortable to them. All housing units overlook the greenspace and have porches to facilitate semiprivate
socialization and provide a transition from public to private spaces.
Water is an integral part of the community and is addressed in two ways. It channeled and filtered the water
runoff on the streets and neighborhood adjacent to my site, and harvested, filtered, and retained the rainwater
on my site. The neighborhood runoff flows down Humboldt Ave. and down North Ave. into the vegetated swale
on the lower level of the site. The water filters through there and then down to a wetland before flowing into the
Milwaukee River. My site design harvests the rainwater from my site and the surrounding neighborhood to the
north and west, then filters it through biofiltration gardens and a retention pond before it flows back down to
the Milwaukee River, thus cleaning the water and keeping it out of the sewer. The retention pond and filtration
gardens create nearly 6000 cubic feet of rainwater storage. This is approximately 10% larger than the sites current
rainwater storage needs. This will allow for the system to accommodate the continual increase in precipitation.
The retention pond hast a cistern underneath to store excess water and the pond is constantly circulating to keep
the water clean.
My project was able to incorporate all 6 patterns of successful Intentional communities and addressed the sitespecific critical issues completing my vision of a resilient Intentional community.

The Site:
Located on the edge of the Riverwest neighborhood, the site is located
in close proximity to the Milwaukee River, paved Oak Leaf bike trail,
North Avenue Dam, new apartment developments, a large grocery
store, and the Kilbourn Resevoir park.
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Site Plan:
1. Mixed Use Building
2. Common House Apartments
3. Row Houses
4. Greenhouse

5. Garden
6. Retaining Wall
7. Retention Pond
8. Riverview Dorms

Left: Exterior Render at North Avenue
Top: Exterior Render at Main Portal Entry
Mid: Exterior Render at Main Parking Entry
Bottom: North/South Section

Birdseye View

The Plans:
Level one houses the commercial space, a parking garage, and
the private garages to the East side row houses. The heart of the
community is one level up and the primary access is through the stairs
and elevator next to the common house. From that portal you can
enter the common house or continue into the main garden space. The
primary entries for the row houses are on this level as are the garden
level apartments. The apartments are divided by micro portals so that
every unit has private access from the exterior.

Left: Level 2 Overall Plan
Top: Interior Render at Apartment
Bottom: Interior Render at Row House

The Plans:
The row houses are multistory with internal circulation. All apartment
circulation is external and the upper levels of the apartments are
accessed through stairs in the micro portals. Each portal services 6 units
(2 on each level) and the common house levels are accessed off of the
main portal. All apartment levels are identical with 4 2 bedroom and
4 1-bedroom units. The upper 2 levels of the apartments each share a
balcony on the south side of the building allowing for additional egress
and a place for neighborly socialization.

Left: Level 3 Overall Plan
Top: Interior Render at Common House
Bottom: Exterior Render at Common House

The Greenspace:
This is looking back at the portal and common house entry. You can
see a shaded outdoor dining area and grill adjacent to the entry. The
buildings use cross laminated timber as the structure and are clad in
Wood – Prodema Panels to emphasize the CLT

Left: Exterior Render at Balcony
Top: Exterior Render at Field
Bottom: Exterior Render at Patio

Exterior Render at Pond
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The Water and Agriculture:
Stormwater is harvested from the roofs on the site and the
immediate neighborhood to filter down into the retention
pond. The retention pond has a circulation system to
prevent water from becoming stagnant. Beneath the pond
is a storage cistern.
The outdoor gardening space includes in ground planting
and raised planter beds, that are designed to be ADA
accessible, providing approximately 2000 SF of growing
space. The greenhouse provides an additional 1000 SF
planting. This would produce about 3500lbs of food per
year. That’s not enough to feed the whole community yearround, but is more than adequate for community dinners a
couple times a week.

Left: Exterior Render at Balcony
Top: Neighborhood Water Diagram
Mid: Site Water Diagram
Bottom: East/West Section
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The Life:
My goal was to create an intentional community utilizing these
patterns to support the triple bottom line ideals: A common house for
community gatherings and intergenerational fellowship, Live/work
spaces and commercial spaces, Solar power, and agriculture
In my site plan I was able to incorporate all 6 patterns of successful
Intentional communities and addressed the site-specific issues
including water mitigation and more efficient street design.
Additionally, community green spaces and a variety of housing units
completed my vision of a resilient Intentional community.

Left: Exterior Render at Balcony
Top: Exterior Render at Pond
Bottom: Exterior Render at Deck

