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Our design process translated peer-reviewed, animal care best practic-
es into key architectural elements and spatial organizations, to address 
organizational and environmental challenges that strongly influence  
the health and wellness of sheltering cats and dogs. We worked in close 
partnership with key MARL staff members to identify four design objec-
tives: 

1 integrate natural light for all animals in MARL’s care  
2 provide freedom of choice in all animal housing
3 design mechanical systems from a wellness point of view,  
 prioritizing air exchange rates and thermal comfort, and  
4 promote a visual connection to the importance of wellness  
 through the use of color. 

The building design for the Michigan Animal Rescue 
League (MARL) embodies a core goal of achieving a 

“different breed of shelter” to elevate the wellness  
of the animals in their care. The new 15,000 square-
foot facility is located on the same site that has served 
MARL’s operations since 1953 and replaced a make-
shift 5,000 square-foot building. The project accom-
modates this growth on an irregular, topographically 
challenging site by grouping all the animal care 
spaces on a shared level and placing administrative 
functions underneath the southern entry. The north-
ern, medical wing is aligned with, and constructed 
upon, the existing foundations of the former shel-
ter. This alignment saved expensive site work due to 
challenging soil conditions requiring helical piers and 
maintained a street presence on Featherstone Street, 
the entry point that has held significance as MARL’s 
community gateway for decades.
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The new facility now provides ten times as many spaces for animal 
socialization, relaxation, and training, and has transformed the level of 
medical care MARL is able to provide for its residents. In the adoptable 
dog spaces, these goals were met through the implementation of a 
courtyard space that provides generous natural light and visual interest, 
while preventing “nose-to-nose” dog interactions that can elevate stress 
levels. The dog kennels were further organized in four neighborhoods, 
with doors separating each to provide acoustic control between neigh-
borhoods and reduce noise levels—another well-documented source of 
elevated stress levels for both dogs and staff members. The individual 
kennels are custom designed to include full glass for acoustic reasons, 
as well as colorful perforated panels that provide the required airflow and 
give animals a choice for interaction with potential adopters. Health and 
wellness are further supported by a high rate of fresh air exchange and 
radiant floor heating which provides energy efficiency and excellent ther-
mal comfort. In total, the amount of time dogs can now choose to spend 
outside increased by 400%.

[Fig. 1] Michigan Animal Rescue League public entrance, south. 

[Fig. 2] Michigan Animal Rescue League public entrance, north. 
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[Fig. 3] Site plan. 
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[Fig. 4] Medical wing and cat rehabilitation room.  

[Fig. 6] Organization of animal spaces and site relationship. 

[Fig. 5] Lobby and adoptions. 
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In the adoptable cat spaces, custom “condos” were designed to allow 
cats freedom of movement and choice of several perching positions. 
Details facilitate ease of cleaning and minimize disruptions to the cats. 
The organization of the “condos” within the rooms allows all cats to have 
window views. When they are allowed to freely roam the space, the cats 
can navigate a series of wood ledges that provide continuous move-
ment around the room, or sunlit napping spaces in the southern win-
dows. Three of MARL’s new cat rooms house these custom enclosures 
and a fourth room serves as a community cats’ room. 

[Fig. 7] Meet and greet and enrichment room. 

[Fig. 8] Adoptable cats’ room. 
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The result signals a new and exciting future at a facility that provides 
the “highest quality of life to dogs and cats through rescue, medical 
care, socialization, behavioral support, short- and long-term sanctuary, 
adoption, and community education and outreach.” [1] The Michigan 
Animal Rescue League has been recognized with an Architect’s News-
paper’s Best of Design Award (honorable mention in healthcare), a 
Society of American Registered Architects (New York Chapter) Design 
Award of Merit, and a Michigan AIA Honor Award, where the jury noted, 
“This thorough and thoughtful design is an amazing example of what a 
shelter should be. The building is filled with an abundance of natural 
light. Courtyards offer connections, views and relief to the kennels and 
a pleasant experience for people and animals. The jury appreciated the 
playful use of color to enhance the overall design concept.” [2]

1 Michigan Animal Rescue League, 
https://marleague.org/about-us/
who-we-are/.

2 Jury comments, AIA Michigan 
Awards Ceremony. Detroit, 
Michigan, June 17, 2022.

[Fig. 9] Adoptable cats’ room.  

[Fig. 10] Adoptable dogs’ neighborhood.



9 Michigan Animal Rescue League

[Fig. 11] Southern façade with cat rooms and admin below. 
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[Fig. 12] Southern façade with cat rooms and admin below.

[Fig. 13] Central courtyard collage.
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AWARDS

Architect’s Newspaper’s Best of 
Design Award (honorable mention 
in healthcare)

Society of American Registered 
Architects (New York Chapter) 
Design Award of Merit

Michigan AIA Honor Award

CITATIONS

Aghajanian, Liana. “PLY+ Takes a 
Style—Meets Science Approach 
to Projects from Animal Shelters 
to Art Museums.” Metropolis 
Magazine, June 24, 2021. https://
metropolismag.com/profiles/
ply-american-practice/

“Linking Architecture and Industry in 
Michigan: The Work of Ann Arbor 
Firm, PLY+ is deeply influenced 
by Midwestern Manufacturing 
Traditions (Emerging Voices Inter-
view).” The Architectural League 
of New York, May 17, 2021. https://
archleague.org/article/ply-plus/.

DESIGN & 
ENGINEERING TEAM
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 Project Team
Andrew Wolking, Yusi Zha, Olaia 
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 Construction Manager
Frank Rewold & Sons
 MEP Engineering 
DiClemente Siegel Design

Structural Engineering 
Shenberger Associates

Civil Engineering 
Nowak & Fraus Engineers

Photography 
Jason Keen + Co [Figs.1, 2, 4, 5, 7–12]
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