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Testing Performative Landscapes for the 
Moton Housing ‘Projects’

Multifamily, low income housing units were built in great quantities throughout 
the United States during the mid-1900’s.  Countless blocks of institutional units, 
also known as ‘projects,’ provide shelter for many low income residents.  Despite 
alternative housing models, a great number of communities continue to depend 
on these institutional ‘projects’ to fulfill the needs of low income residents.

This investigation, affectionately called The ‘Projects’ Project, examines future 
possibilities for the landscape of these institutional housing blocks to become 
regenerative, productive landscapes for the residents.  In order to carefully un-
derstand the true implications of these complex landscapes, we have tested sev-
eral initial design strategies on one specific place, the Moton Housing Block of 
Auburn, Alabama.  Originally built in 1951 to provide shelter for ‘colored’ individ-
uals, these housing units were in desperate need of care.  The Auburn Housing 
Authority was in the process of updating the structures, which predominately  
consisted of cosmetic improvements to the interiors of the units.  Collaborating 
closely with the Housing Authority, the design team took this opportunity to 
investigate the true potential of the landscape to provide a meaningful improve-
ment in the lives of the residents of this low income community.  After closely 
examining real issues in the region, such as obesity, food quality, water pollution, 
social isolation, etc., a series of productive site strategies began to emerge from 
the broad collection of design proposals to replace the existing undifferentiated 
sea of lawn.  These site strategies demonstrate the tremendous potential that 
result from a productive landscape.

The largest interior space of the Moton Housing Unit is 
approximately 150 square feet, making it necessary to 
expand the livable space into the landscape.  
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A. de-institutionalize the site.

PATHS + OUTDOOR ROOMS:
Generous sweeping pathways and strategically 
placed trees break down the institutional char-
acter of the site into intimate outdoor rooms 
where neighbors gather.

FROM ‘HOUSING UNIT’ TO HOME:
Strategic porch designs allow the multifamily 
structure to reveal each unit’s individuality.

Typically, the landscape of the ‘projects’ consist of a monotonous, expansive sea of lawn.  
This undifferentiated groundplane results in no-man’s land and remains expensive to 
maintain, both financially and ecologically.  Rather than surveillance dominating the 
landscape, site strategies should suppress the institutional character of the site, opening 
the opportunity to foster the sense of a true neighborhood.



b. restore urban ecologies.

URBAN HUSBANDRY:
Site strategies are intentionally choreographed to  invite beneficial birds to dwell 
on the site.  These beneficial birds, such as purple martins, consume quite a lot of 
mosquitoes, reducing the need to spray the area for mosquito control.

3.36 acres of lawn that was once cut on a weekly basis have now been replaced 
with native grasses and wildflowers that only need maintenance on a yearly ba-
sis.  These grasses and wildflowers provide much needed habitat for birds and 
small mammals that have been neglected during the development of the typical 
American city.

90% 
of the existing 
site is typical 

turf, providing 
little to no wild-

life habitat .



c. re-initiate local food production.
Rather than the existing 146,484 SF of lawn, the design team proposes that the 
site become an active, sustainable agricultural space.  Allowing tenants to grow 
their own food potentially provides a sense of independence and hopefully im-
proves their diet as well as their income.  The community garden becomes the 
social space for the neighborhood, as interaction and cooperation between resi-
dents occur around the new center: the compost pile.

COMMUNITY GARDENS:
The heart of the low income neighborhood 
becomes a community garden.  This social 
zone provides resident engagement around a 
meaningful act: growing one’s own food.
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d. encourage exercise + outdoor play.
As obesity rates continue to skyrocket, people are generally still not encouraged 
or are unable to get outside and enjoy appropriate exercise.  Children are too 
often left unsupervised and find the television more interesting than the land-
scape.  As the landscape becomes viewed as performative, opportunities emerge 
to encourage outdoor physical activity in both children as well as adults.

EXERCISE CIRCUITS:
Rather than the typical sidewalks 
running through the site, three 
exercise loops provide circulation 
through the neighborhood. 

PLAYMOUNDS:
Play equipment hasn’t been able 
to endure the intensity of the 
neighborhood, so topographic 
play fields provide an alternative 
to the undifferentiated ground.
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