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Sustainable Living for New Orleans
Neutral Ground: everybody uses it in New Orleans, nobody owns it.
In most cities this is called a "median-" that strip of ground in the
middle of a road. Legend has it that the neutral ground got its name
as a place where French and Spanish residents could do business
between respective territories of the city.  Usage of this term and its
associated legends and myths identifies natives from non-natives
and New Orleans adamancy about it says much about their attitude
regarding ground and its specific configurations.  The notion of
“neutral ground,” a generic strip, plays in sharp contrast to
predominant conditions in New Orleans where ground is anything
but neutral and  terra firma (whether political, cultural, or physical)
does not exist.   Consider not only this early friction between
nationalities which generated one type of strip, but the conundrum
generated by another strip, the canal, imposed on the landscape to
create an artificial condition of dry land or to enable industry.

The utilization of generic strips that negotiate specifics of geography,
environment, and neighborhood became the starting point for the
project.  Just as the concept of “neutral ground” has both no use and
spontaneous use, these strips do not remain static but accommodate
multiple programs.

In one direction, moving roughly north to south, the strips establish
a structure that joins the single-family housing with the apartment
building, daycare/community center, and finally the footpath along
the levee.  This structure defines productive public garden spaces
that detoxify the landscape and grow produce for the community.  It
also provides a water reclamation channel that is fed by building and
site runoff.

Moving east to west, the strips become power generators.  No longer
“neutral,” the strips of the apartment building become highly specific
by folding to create optimal angles for solar collection throughout
the day.  This folded form also produces another commodity for New
Orleans: equally valuable shaded exterior space.  The energy
producing yet translucent photovoltaic skin simultaneously provides
shade for the interior.

By elevating the apartments over parking and the first level of the
daycare/community center, a new Neutral Ground is created, a
floating public landscape that connects residents and the greater
community to the river views over the levee.  The Neutral Ground
threads together multiple semi-public outdoor spaces and encourages
interaction between residents.

cottage entry level +0’-0”
existing grade -3’-0”

top of structure +22’-0”

daycare entry level +0’-0”

neutral ground +12’-0”

apartment level 3 +30’-0”

apartment level 2 +21’-0”

top of structure +40’-0”

site plan
1” = 30’-0”

site section
1/16” = 1’-0”

Like New Orlean’s common double shotguns and creole
cottages, the single family units can pair up while
retaining private porches and side yards, and help to
make an active street theater.

The elevated apartment units interlock, making for a
very efficient use of a relatively small parcel.  In the
present configuration, we are able to get fourteen units
on the site.  Because ten of the units are entered from
the “Neutral Ground,” there is potential to make a
majority of the units accessible through the use of a
single public elevator.

unit mix

The south facing strip on the left sits directly exposed
to the sun in New Orleans an average of seven and a
half hours a day.  By simply folding form upon itself
(right), the strip becomes optimized for solar radiation
making contact with vertical surfaces, coming from
southeast to southwest.

folding the strip

A by-product of this solar energy optimized form is
shade generation.  Throughout the day, the form shades
itself in dynamic and changing patterns that create
variation in interior spaces that face the same direction.

power supply, shade supply

aerial view looking towards levee

Canal Street, “neutral ground”

Solar Power Generation
By developing a building that has two south- facing facades optimized
for solar gain, the apartment has a net area of 8,300 square feet for
energy capture by its on-grid, building-integrated photovoltaic (BIPV)
façade system.  We are proposing a thin-film or flexible system which
is significantly lower in cost than conventional rigid panel systems
and as an integral part of the building envelope, requires no additional
supporting structure.  Flexible and affordable light-weight photovoltaic
fabrics are also currently being developed and can be used to cover
south-facing balconies.

Thin-films have the potential of generating approximately 5 watts
per square foot of photovoltaic area, totaling 42 kilowatts or 3 kilowatts
per unit.  As research continues to improve the efficiency of thin-film
systems, the energy generation capacity of the project can be great
enough to allow residents to sell excess back to utility companies.

PV costs can be cut remarkably by government tax credits, incentives
and special financing plans.  For example, as part of the Energy Policy
Act of 2005, the U.S. government offers a 30% tax credit for qualified
PV systems expenditures.

Shade Generation
Valuable shade as well as fritting for glazing is provided
simultaneously with the energy production of the thin-film
photovoltaics.  The form of the building also provides shady exterior
spaces where people can congregate.

Rainwater Reclamation
We are proposing two types of water reclamation to be performed
by Roof Cisterns and Rainwater Reclamation Channels.  First, the
Roof Cistern (located continuously on the south side of each roof)
retains, filters, and solar heats rain water for shower usage.   Roof
runoff water from the apartments and cottages is diverted to these
channels, then filtered and stored in underground cisterns which
can directly feed toilets and gardening irrigation.

Bioremediation
We are proposing a time-based strategy where the Bioremediation
Strip Gardens are planted with toxin-absorbers, such as sunflowers,
spinach, carrots, and peas.  This first crop will simply be used to
remove toxins from the soil; later crops can then be used for
neighborhood food production.

sustainable strategies

6 single family cottages

5 three bedroom units

5 two bedroom units

4 one bedroom/efficiency units

view from community center in the Neutral Ground
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Neutral Ground
above, shaded

vehicular entry
at grade

pedestrian
walkway
to levee

cistern

cistern

BIPV skin

This is an image of a tent, being
developed for the U.S. Military,
whose camoflaged skin is
actually a printed translucent
flexible PV providing mobile
power generation.


