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BACKGROUND

The project developed out of my exploration of several themes in which I was 
particularly interested:
• New kinds of community living
• User participation in the design and building process 
• Relationship between architect and user.
• Eco-friendly building techniques
• Permaculture and food production in the urban environment
• Different ways of retrofitting irrelevant urban structures 

The problem was how to integrate these different fields of interest into a 
single building project on a specific site without artificially forcing this conver-
gence. 

The Urban Space Colony is an attempt to 
combine questions concerning the state of the 
architectural profession and how it is shaped by 
different mechanisms within our western 
culture. Foremost, economical and psychologi-
cal mechanisms. And then formulate an inter-
vention geared to addressing some of the 
adaptations necessary in regard to urban 
habitation. As well as exploring other ways of 
living within the city that might follow the 
adoption of new agendas for retrofitting and 
reprogramming urban sprawl affected areas.

The profession is in bed with the major building 
companies and the modus operandi often 
results in conventional solutions with a coat of 
green-wash. To really tackle the problem of 
urban housing shortages and social monocul-
ture the planning system needs to be adapted 
to smaller actors and even home builders, 
encouraging them to inhabit dense zoning 
plans.

The architect’s role shifts slightly into one more 
closely integrated with the dweller, where 
community housing representatives join the 
working team of the designers. If possible, also 
moving the office to the site of intervention. 
The building phase is then open for small 
contractors and home builders alike. In situ cnc 
cutting and assembly is a powerful aid in grass-
roots housing production. This might boost 
smaller firms and provide an incentive to better 
practice.

The USC project looks at the urban matrix of 
today andnd tries to see what might change in a 
future maybe 30 years ahead. The shopping 
centre areas are scattered around the city 
occupying valuable land and representing the 
downside of our culture, encouraging behavior 
bad for both environment and people. This 
typology will need to change. Instead of turning 
them over to industry, could these mega 
structures be transformed into an infrastruc-
ture for housing?

Noa Ericson             Studio 4
tutors-   Charlie Gullström/Ori Merom





THE SHOPPING MALL

I took the last in the above list as a starting point – retrofitting irrelevant structures – and sought to find a 
current building typology where there were signs that it might soon shift over from relevance to irrele-
vance. My choice: the large shopping centre or shopping mall. 
There are signs that the enormous expansion of shopping malls on the periphery of urban centres all over 
the world, although still going strong, is beginning to slow down. The relevance of this form of commerce is 
under threat from:
• Internet shopping.
• 3d printing of products (the DIY movement).
• The collapse of the economy.
• Consumer awareness.
• Depletion of resources.
• Expansion of the city, the previous periphery now absorbed into the city itself.

Today, over 200 shopping malls in the USA now stand empty and deserted. A sign of the times.
The question is: do we simply rip down these structures, now rapidly becoming irrelevant, to replace them 
with the standard fare being currently produced by the architectural profession? Or do we retain them 
instead, refitting them for a new role more suited to the new world that we sense lies not far around the 
corner? I propose the latter.

BROMMA BLOCKS

I chose Bromma Blocks for my project. Originally built as an aircraft hangar during the earlier days of 
Bromma airport, it had already been retrofitted once, as a shopping mall. I now projected myself into the 
near future and concluded that the time had come for a new refit. But with what? What meaningful 
activity could fill that vast empty space?    
THE NEED FOR HOUSING 
Stockholm, and indeed most cities in Sweden, suffers from an acute housing shortage. Not only because 
of the general increase in the population of urban centres and the inadequacies of housing policy during 
the last few decades, but also because of the current flood of refugees and migrants into the country, 
something likely to continue however much border controls are tightened. It seemed appropriate to 
explore the possibility of using Bromma Blocks to meet the demand for new housing. This decision had the 
advantage that the first five of my original list of fields of interest were closely entwined with housing 
issues.



During the hot summer months the heat will
 become a problem. The ventilation tunnels
 and automatic window openers is one way of dealing
with these critical weeks. Another method is to diffuse
the sun. One proposal is to add a green layer on the 
trusses to shadow the sun. A hydroponic system that
could be connected to fish farming on the roofs. Under 
the growing beds there will be a service box with 
stormwater and drinkingwater piping. to be connected
 to the clusters from above. The stormwater could be 
transported in transparent piping highlighting the USC 
stormewater treatment.

9000 m2 roof area.
= 4,5 million liters of annual 
stormwater.



CONCLUSION

 
It may be doubted whether anyone can be found 
who would like to take part in this experiment in 
urban living. Our cities are dotted with unoccu-
pied office blocks; why not also unoccupied 
communal housing experiments? Nevertheless, 
although not having any statistical research to 
back up my supposition, I believe that there are 
many who would jump at the chance of moving 
into this kind of urban space colony. After all, the 
list of those who have applied to join an eventual 
colony on Mars is long, and nothing could be 
more communal than such a colony – except 
perhaps a submarine. The urge certainly seems to 
be there, and is likely to be even stronger in the 
future. The Urban Space Colony is designed to 
cater for that urge.





USER PARTICIPATION IN THE DESIGN AND BUILDING PROCESS

An effective way of creating a sense of community in housing projects is the 
involvement of the user in the design and building process. The user’s invest-
ment of energy in the creation of his or her own environment has a positive 
effect on user satisfaction.  
(Example: Byker, where, over 30 years after completion, a recent investigation 
showed that 20% of the residents are from the original housing that the Byker 
project replaced. A surprising statistic; usually this figure is very much lower. 
This is believed to be partly due to the emphasis on user involvement in the 
design process instituted by the architect Ralph Erskine). 
In the USC project, the prospective residents of each housing cluster will have 
the opportunity to work closely together with an architect on the detailed 
design of their own particular living accommodation as well as the cluster as a 
whole. This should lead to more user-suited interior planning of the houses. It 
would also lead to greater variation and richness in the external environment; 
no one would ever feel lost, as one often does in the look-alike streets of the 
modern Swedish suburb. 

NEW KINDS OF COMMUNITY LIVING 

Many have pointed out that western civilisation has become more and more individualistic. The down-side of this is that 
society, on both the local and national level, increasingly lacks a sense of community. The desire to be part of a com-
munity wider than that of the immediate nuclear family has always been fundamental to human nature. Take this 
powerful adhesive away and society tends to break apart. It can be argued that this is exactly what is happening today.
In response to this situation, a wave of experiments in community living has swept the western world ever since the 
1960’s, most of these a result of private initiative. That is, groups of people with the same interests getting together to 
solve their own housing problems. Today, there are many examples of more or less successful community housing 
experiments in urban environments, both in the Stockholm area, Europe and elsewhere. More and more frequently, 
these are the initiative of municipalities or private companies.
I decided to insert a number of housing clusters into the shell of USC. Each of these housing clusters is planned to 
accommodate a different type of resident – students, single parents with children, nuclear families etc. In other words 
each cluster becomes a min-community of people with roughly the same needs and interests. This resulted in varied 
planning solutions leading to variation in the outer form of each cluster.   
The shared spaces of community living extend outside the actual living units themselves. The streets and squares of 
towns and villages where a strong sense of community exists enable easy interaction between people on an everyday 
basis. With this in mind, I preserved a large part of the floor space between housing clusters as public space to be used 
in different ways as the residents thought fit. 
I also included workshops and a number of other spaces, either to be shared in common by all the residents or to be 
used by individuals or groups for purposes other than living accommodation. The interior of USC with its clusters of 
housing, winding streets and squares now began to resemble a typical town or village in southern Europe or the Middle 
East, although these latter are the un-planned result of an organic process of development over a long period of time.   





The workshop

The building group consists of carpen-
ters and home builders. The workshop is 
under the homes with some shops on 
the first floor. This group serves the 
community and is an integral part of the 
building process.

Food Coop 

Skilled chefs and dedicated 
restaurant owners created this 
hub with restaurants on the 
bottom floor. Close to the out-
door gardens and their own 
terass production.

Anarchist coop

Inspired by the building concept,  
this group of anarchists are excit-
ed by the opportunity to define 
their own space and traditions. 
Collaborative methods and con-
sensus decisions are all central to 
this group.

Artists in residence

Individually designed and built studios with housing 
designed together with the artists themselves.
This coop housing group has a strong place in the 
colony. One of the central nodes will be run by an 
artist community. A kindergarden on the bottom 
floor represents the seeds of a creative future. 

Retire within

Old people need to be integrated into a 
living society. A natural meeting between 
subcultures and ages calls for an inte-
grated plan. A socially active home for 
the elderly is needed just as individuals 

age.

Nomadic group

Within the colony the freespaces surround-
ing the coop housing groups are open for 
nomadic living. The spaces are empty and 
undefined, allowing spontaneous usage. The 
nomads can easily move out into the garden 
during the summer.

Tiny house group

Consisting of design students and home 
builders this community lives in dense 
compact flats with communal spaces in 
the bottom floor and terasses.
Adjecent to the street there is a creative 
workshop. 

The central node

This coop housing block is also the main meet-
ing place, where paths pass through the 
square. Consisting of housing with small shops  
and café on the bottom floor, activating the 
Colony.
 

The divorce block

Several devorced couples have created a 
common home for their kids. Near to the 
parents who live in separate flats. Walk-
ways connect the houses of the young with 
their parents.

Music guild

The first thing you meet when 
entering the colony is a community 
of musicians that coordinated and 
planned their own housing and a big 
music studio. Embedded in a 
double wall construction to accord 
with soundproofing requirements.

Colony CSA

Dedicated organic growers created this hub 
of production and learning. Classrooms on 
the first floor and housing above. Many work 
in the gardens outside and within the build-
ing, a CSA (Community Supported Agricul-
ture) scheme aimed at feeding the urban 
colony.

Free Spaces/nomadicSubcultural Nodes/Building communities Meeting spaces of interaction

The migration block

Initiated by the migration authorities, 
this cluster is housing for refugees.
Social interaction with neighbouring 
groups is seen as a strong integrating 
factor. 

Altitude

Climbing enthusiasts have created 
housing and training space in one 
fused block. Free spaces are also used 
as training areas.

Info house

A meeting and exhibition space for the 

exhibitions showing plans for the future 
and encouraging active communication 
with surrounding interests. The develop-
ment of the airport is a sister project that 
calls for interaction.

Teachers and academics

A group of intellectuals, some teaching in 
the school system some at university level 
in the Stockholm area. This group sees 
USC as a solution to their housing prob-
lems.  

Communal housing coops





RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ARCHITECT AND USER
If this kind of retrofitting project ever became commonplace, this would inevitably affect the role of the 
architect. The retrofit of the building itself would be one role, the architect being in full control of the process, 
while in a second role the same or another architect would be involved in close cooperation with the user on 
the design of individual housing clusters. This last may not appear much different from the kind of situation 
any architect faces when designing a house for an individual client. However, there is a difference in that the 
architect in this case is dealing with an integrated housing unit including several “clients”. This is certainly not 
standard practice today, whether it concerns the design of a low-level housing development or a tower block. 
“In-bedding” the architect in the community in this way implies the need for a different kind of architectural 
mentality. Diplomatic skills are needed, not only in order to manage the building entrepreneur and financier, 
or in the case of a villa the individual client, but in this case a group of clients who are all going to live in the 
same building and share the same common facilities.    
ECO-FRIENDLY BUILDING TECHNIQUES

PERMACULTURE AND FOOD PRODUCTION IN THE URBAN ENVIRONMENT
The average city has not more than a few day’s supply of food and other necessities on the shelves and in the 
storage rooms of its shopping centres. Most of these products come from far away, often from distant 
continents. In the event of serious disruption of the transport chain, either because of economic factors, war 
or natural disaster, the people of the city face starvation. This can be seen in many places today, from Syria to 
Venezuela. 
From a food security point of view it is essential that urban centres have at least some capacity to feed their 
own populations. Allotments or (in the USA) community gardens have long provided backup in the event of 
isolation from food supplies. They have also provided food quality difficult to beat in the plastic-packed world 
of the supermarket. 
In my opinion every large housing project should always include facilities that enable home food production. 
In USC, an area as large as the actual building is devoted to this purpose, each housing cluster having access 
to a plot of land that equals the ground area of the cluster.
In addition,  
Permaculture in a wider sense is a design system based on the study of nature and the application of natural 
processes in the human sphere. This applies as much to architecture as anything else. I have tried to incorpo-
rate this principle in the design of USC. 
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REPRESENTATIVES

The people engaged in the project form groups,
    and are given a 3d space in the the hall.

Architects and Engineers aid the building groups and coordinate
 the work with the     interior city plan. Ensuring heterarchal spaces

Recycled recourcesVolunteers, and education

Urban Space Colony
The metamorfosis of a failed typology

Home builders and smaller building contractors
manifest the project.
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City plan / House plan               1:200
Park PlanExisting paving

Vegtable Gardens, no till Bio Char beds.

Perennial Veg Crops, development of the new staple foods 

Fruit trees and berry bushes.

Aquaculture and Chinampas.

Wild meadow, Social areas

Herbal gardens

Toolsheds connected to the housing coops.
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