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Mining Landscapes of Waste: Finding 
Imaginative Potential in Discarded  
or Salvaged Materials

Our planet requires designs and construction methods that are energy efficient, 
environmentally stable, and socially responsible.  Collaborative design teams of 
architects, engineers, consultants, and clients recognize typical construction 
activities consume enormous amounts of resources and produce vast quantities of 
waste.  As the EPA reports, “building construction, renovation, use, and demolition 
together constitute about two-thirds of all non-industrial solid waste generation in 
the U.S.” This presents opportunities to think and design outside the typical recy-
cled and/or newly manufactured environmentally friendly material palettes often 
considered the go-to wheelhouse for sustainability.

What if scrap materials, re-appropriation of salvaged materials, and typical soil 
spoils from excavation become inspiration? The volume of waste and how waste can 
be appropriated represents both stewardship of material economy and the resultant 
eclectic composition of found and/or reconditioned objects providing a unique com-
bination of aesthetics and functionality. Research, experimentation, and physical 
design projects can demonstrate novel ways of using salvaged materials or bi-prod-
ucts. Declining and decaying landscapes can be reimagined through the function-
alism and aesthetic nature of salvage-based design. Pedagogical approaches can 
introduce students and frame an understanding of the inspirational potential for sal-
vaged materials, reducing waste, and addressing compound climate changes.

Designers in the twenty-first century are becoming increasingly aware of the long-
term costs of consumption and waste in the building industry.  They are not alone.  
There is an emerging consciousness of the global societal costs of our dirty little 
habit of mindlessly throwing things away.  Faculty and students at The University of 
Oklahoma have exercised theory into practice by designing and constructing various 
projects from mining landscapes of waste into inhabitable spaces.  Reclaimed wood, 
salvaged acrylic, and earthen construction practices were catalysts allowing multi-
disciplinary collaborative teams opportunities to explore design concepts and mate-
riality at full-scale, benefiting both students and the local community. The approach 
of sustainability as infectious to all phases of design and construction has led to 
three collaborative projects:  [1] 2012 CASA Playhouse, [2] current construction of 
a Compressed Earth Block residence with Habitat for Humanity, [3] and the develop-
ment of an interactive database for regional salvaged materials. This paper explores 
recent advancements in design and construction pedagogy of the aforementioned 
projects, demonstrating imaginative potential for reusing existing materials.
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