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Environmental center and bird-watching facility using recycled materials, Chicago, IL, United States
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The jury acknowledges the maturity of the overall concept based on a fully integrated design, construction and technology 
principle. The surprising sourcing of the materials is a convincing strategy, perfectly matching the project, which possesses a 
dimension for repetition, at least as a principle for the awareness for resources. The careful approach to bird protection while 
encroaching into their habitat enables the protection program and is complimented by the educational capacity of the project.

Like a birds nest, the Ford Calumet Environmental Center 
mines the city to fi nd locally available and salvaged materi-
als from its site and surrounding context: a historic indus-
trial region south of Chicago, once the largest steel producing 
region in the United States, which is also an important resting 
stop for migratory birds. When completed, the Center will 
reconcile these seemingly divergent identities as a place 
where people can learn about the regions environmental 
past, present, and future. 

As natural prospectors, birds have an eye for abundant and 
available materials that can be used for their nests. Our 
project team worked in much the same way: we began de-
sign by surveying nearby industry and its products, as well 
as the stocks of local material in salvage yards adjacent to 
the site, to determine what was available and its potential 
value to the project. Armed with this knowledge, we de-
signed a building that employs reclaimed materials in new 
ways, profoundly redefi ning constructions typical method 
of specifying and sourcing materials. Instead of a grid of 
identically sized columns, the design calls for a variety of 
column types based on what is available for collection. Differ-
ent types of salvaged steel sections will be grouped together 
like twigs (in lieu of melting and reshaping them in a more 
energy-intensive process), and rammed into the ground at 
inclined angles to form the buildings bundled column 
structure. In other parts of the building, slag and glass from 
broken bottles will become aggregate in the terrazzo fl oors. 
Reclaimed bar-stock and rebar will form a basket-like mesh 
that wraps an expansive outdoor porch, protecting migrat-
ing birds from colliding with glass that they otherwise 
could not see (glass collisions currently cause 97 million 
avian deaths each year), and creating an outdoor classroom 
and blind for observing wildlife. 

The principle of availability also guided the projects site 
strategy and its systems design, enabling it to take further 
advantage of what is already on its site. Passive solar power 
and geothermal heat pumps will minimize energy use, and 
air will be exhausted through natural displacement venti-
lation. A biomass boiler fed by wood chips and clippings 
will supplement additional heating and cooling needs, and 
a tilted roof that collects rainwater for non-potable use will 
also direct daylighting and seasonal shading throughout 
the year. 

Complete with science labs and educational spaces, the 
center will provide an operational base for research activities, 
volunteer stewardship, and ecological rehabilitation, and 
will serve as a teaching tool that physically illustrates the 
boundless potential of sustainable design and the impor-
tance of environmental remediation.

Innovation and transferability – Progress
Like a birds nest, the project reuses readily available, dis-
carded, and abundant materials in its design. In doing so, it 
signifi cantly reduces the energy expended on construction 
and simultaneously creates a strong visual tie to its site 
and place. The transferable innovation here is the way that 
the building transforms the typical construction process. 
Its fl exible design eliminates the usual, energy-intensive 
need to melt and reform salvaged steel by allowing any ex-
isting steel section available on the salvage market to be 
accommodated into the structure. Column clusters, for ex-
ample, can be made with an assortment of wide-fl ange, 
tube, or pipe columns depending on their availability. In ad-
dition to steel, a host of other reclaimed materials, such as 
the wood exterior, slag fl oors, and scrap-built site fencing, 
also help tell the buildings story of reuse. In this new ap-
proach, design is not fi xed; rather, it becomes a fl exible set 
of possibilities connected to material fl ows.

Ethical standards and social equity – People
The “South Side” has been a popular dumping ground ever 
since heavy industry moved there in the 1880s. Today, resi-
dents of this area breathe in an estimated 57 tons 
(126,000lbs) of toxic pollutants emitted into the air each 
day and are surrounded by the most landfi lls per square 
mile in the United States [source: Garbage Wars: The Struggle 
for Environmental Justice in Chicago]. It is common knowledge 
that trash historically gets dumped in and around a city’s 
poorest neighborhoods. This project remediates and re-
stores its damaged site and creates an educational facility 
in a long-polluted and marginalized section of Chicago. It 
transforms a distressed environment into a richer, more vi-
brant habitat that will serve as an outdoor classroom and 
an ecological link to other sites. Led by the Department of 
Environment, Calumet neighbors participated as members 
of the competition jury, in workshops, and on the evaluation 
committee.

Environmental quality and resource effi ciency – Planet
Designed to function more like a living organism than a 
typical building, the structures interconnected systems aim 
to eliminate its reliance on the urban grid. Geothermal 
boreholes reduce energy loads, earth tubes at a shallower 
depth procure tempered air for distribution, and solar panels 
and biomass combustion harvest extra energy to ameliorate 
extreme temperatures. Rainwater is collected for fl ushing 
wastewater, which is then treated metabolically through 
plants before being released.

Economic performance and compatibility – Prosperity
The Ford Calumet Environmental Center is a public building 
that will host a variety of community uses. In order to make 
the building more usable for a range of events, from voting 
to fi eldtrips to weddings, it is designed as three distinct 
parts that can be used separately or in unison. Each section 
is equipped with its own bathroom core and mechanical 
zone to save energy, promote multiple simultaneous uses, 
and reduce operational labor costs.

Contextual and aesthetic impact – Profi ciency 
Made by gathering reused materials, the design reconciles 
the sites divergent identities as a former industrial zone 
and as a future nature preserve. By using minimal energy 
and reusing what is available nearby, the environmental 
center hints at what it means to make architecture that is 
akin to a nest. It is a building that is made out of local, abun-
dant materials, specifi c to its site and climate, and lasts just 
long enough without leaving a trace.
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Now an important stop on a bird migration route, the design includes a screened observation deck made of recycled rebar visible to 
birds to eliminate bird strikes.

Screen eliminates bird strikes.

Columns show industrial past.

Divisible by functions.

Ecological industrial context.

North and south elevations.

Plan and multiple uses.

Auditorium for public learning. Environmental systems.

Built on a damaged site once used for steel production, the project is built like a nest, reusing nearby and available materials from 
local scrap and salvage suppliers.
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