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Repurposed materials have taken on a new life in the once-aquatic-bound realm of shipping, i.e. steel contain-
ers. Known for their spacious and sturdy compartments, steel shipping containers are used to transport a variety 
of goods around the globe, but few people know about their mass potential for re-use. Not for more shipping or 
re-purposed steel, but in architecture. 

These shipping containers are being 
reused to construct homes, build-
ings and shopping centers. Al-
though an unconventional choice 

of shelter, the sturdy and weather-resistant 
steel containers make for excellent housing, 
and more importantly, they are eco-friendly. 
Paul Stankey, a renown architect who designs 
with shipping containers, emphasizes the ben-
efits of container-based architecture. “The real-
ity is that steel is 100 percent recyclable, so if a 
container has reached the end of it’s life cycle, 
it can be ground up and reused for another 
container or something entirely different that 
is made from steel,” Stankey says. Steel also has 
a high re-sell value, which can translate as a 
beneficial investment for the property owner. 

   These homes range in size – some towering 
mansions and others quaint homes — using 
only one or two shipping containers. Stankey, 
who designed his own cottage in rural Minne-
sota, says these container-based homes are best 
utilized in the building of smaller homes and 
when utilizing the look of the steel containers 
in the architectural plans.

 
   “The benefits are numerous.  Containers are 
environmentally sustainable, structurally su-
perior, earthquake, hurricane, fire, blast, mold 
and water resistant,” says Paul Galvin, CEO 
of SG Blocks, Inc., a company based in New 
York, N.Y., helping builders, architects, own-
ers and developers create greener buildings. 
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   With the opening of the new Brooklyn 
Dekalb Market, residents and visitors can 
browse a market made up of small vendors, 
each residing in a structure created from re-
used shipping containers. The entrance of the 
market is truly unique, with double stacked 
shipping containers providing an entryway. 
Lines of recycled shipping containers fitted 
with windows, glass doors and air condition-
ing, house a range of shops from clothing 
stores to food vendors.  The market, created by 
a collaboration of Urban Space, ORE Design + 
Technology, Youngwoo & Associates, Jennifer 
Lyon and Joann Kim-Nunez, aims to promote 
entrepreneurship, community and sustainability. 
   The organic use of these shipping contain-
ers allows designers a creative outlet, while 
producing a sustainable living or working en-
vironment. The natural exterior of the ship-
ping containers is often left as-is, which adds 
unique texture and design to the repurposed 
buildings. The modern, clean framework of the 
shipping containers is a perfect building block to 
create beautiful and unique architectural pieces.

 There are, however, some downsides to 
container-based architecture. If you live in a 
city, you may spend long hours battling zon-
ing restrictions that are not up to date on this 
unique type of design. This could cause a big-
ger headache and lengthen the time it takes to 
construct a home. 
   “If trying to build in any proper city in the 
U.S. that has building permits, inspections, 
etc., it can get very difficult as this construction 
is still considered quite experimental,” Stankey 
says, “Electrical, plumbing and HVAC details 
vary from typical construction, so it can really 
throw a curve ball at zoning and inspectors.”
   However, many countries have had success 
building with shipping containers. Their pop-
ularity can be seen in the Netherlands, Scan-
danavia and China—who has been using this 
technique since the 1950s. Galvin says of the 
interest in the U.S., “People are always looking 
for ways to do things more economically, fast-
er, greener and better — building with ship-
ping containers is smart.”

 “The benefits are numerous.  Containers are environmentally sustainable, struc-
turally superior, earthquake, hurricane, fire, blast, mold and water resistant,”
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