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There will be a formal crit for this project. The final presentation will be an individual presentation, 
which should logically illustrate how the group analysis has informed your proposed interventions. It 
will comprise a digital (MS Powerpoint) presentation that should be professional, concise and as 
graphical as possible, using the minimum text to explain the analysis and present your strategy, 
masterplan and detail design – in other words, to tell the story. This presentation should be submitted 
in digital format. It will also be accompanied by three physical A1 panels containing the summarised 
output of the research/analysis, master/spatial plan and detailed design development with key visuals 
illustrating the design interventions, and again should be professionally laid out and of a high graphical 
quality. 

 
 
 

 
 
 



Overview 
 

This workshop aims to introduce students to the importance of social value in design, in order to 
facilitate a resilient society. We will also discuss the role of architects and engineers in promoting 
‘healthy’ infrastructure. Besides approaching the issue of social value in design from a people-centred 
approach, it is important to also consider the importance of lateral collaborations and connection and 
issues related to how a system-based approach to the built environment operates. This workshop will 
offer this opportunity to students by simulating real project dynamics through a collaboration with the 
Żebbug Local Council and the Housing Authority for the small Ħal Mula housing estate. 

One of the goals of this workshop is to rethink open spaces along the lines of socio-cultural and physical 
needs and desires of the Ħal Mula housing estate. The Ħal Mula community has been actively involved in 
greening the neighbourhood and in collectively growing their own produce in the common open areas. 
Through this collaboration students will learn how to incorporate the social, cultural and physical 
dimensions at planning/design stage to develop an inclusive and just master plan for the Ħal Mula 
neighbourhood. This will be achieved through an eclectic methodology which brings together 
ethnography and green infrastructure qualitative techniques. Students will also have the opportunity to 
present the master plan to the Local Council and the Housing Authority. In short, through this workshop 
you will potentially be able to influence ideas and approaches to how such urban environments are 
shaped. 

Finally, the workshop will guide the student in applying the research, exploration and thinking into the 
development of practical design proposals starting with design concepts through to development and 
technical detailing. 

 

Background 
 

Rapid demographic changes, economic growth and climate change are putting pressure on 
communities globally, and Malta is no different. Due to this global understanding, the EU and UN have 
set goals and standards where infrastructure plays a key role in community cohesion and resilience (e.g. 
Social Exclusion indicators set by the EU2020 Agenda and the UN Sustainable Development Goal 2030 
Agenda). 

Housing forms a major part of infrastructure. It can play a central role in ensuring sustainable and 
egalitarian development of cities and communities. Good housing is also about connecting citizens 
through a sustainable vision which considers: the social dimension in its planning phase, alongside the 
economic, environmental and governance dimensions if it is to achieve sustainable development. 
Housing needs to reflect local needs and realities that the new modern patterns of living bring about. 
The built environment needs to have housing that enables social interaction and cohesion. The latter 
are two key features that determine a community’s sustainability in relation to: health, affordability, 
quality of life, wellbeing and capability to cope with, and adapt to stress. 

Many social scientists and practitioners, including architects (see Buchli 2013), are making use of 
ethnographic methods and techniques to gain an in-depth understanding of the social needs of urban 
dwellers. The ethnographic method enables research to come as close as possible to the ‘point of view’ 
of the group being researched (Okely 2012). Bringing together ‘people’ and ‘architecture’ is of utmost 
importance in order to include the cultural factors, social value and desires of a diverse community and 
it enables the urban planner or architect to design an egalitarian, inclusive and lifetime urban space. 

The emphasis on the ‘urban’ is crucial as by 2050, it is estimated that half of the global population will 
live in cities or urban areas. In fact, around 72% of Europe´s population now lives in urban areas (EEA, 
2017). However, without the appropriate design and management of urban areas a number of 
challenges are encountered. Problems such as: increasing mobility while decreasing dependence on 
private vehicles, reducing sprawl and land take up; improving micro-climates and the increasing need 



for effective water management in urban areas, are all topics relating to the development and 
management of the urban environment. Such issues have a direct impact on the quality and 
sustainability of urban environments. Amongst the challenges faced in ensuring sustainability and a 
high-quality urban environment is also the need to adapt to climate change (Costa, Figueira de Sousa, & 
Silva, 2014; Winby, 2007). 

The planning and design of urban open spaces is an important area within the dimensions of urban 
form. This recognition is evident through the wide range of policies which incorporate the role of urban 
open spaces (Stiles, 2009) or mandate or subsidise the inclusion of green features in new urban 
developments (Beatley, 2012). Their impact on ecological functioning, health/human well-being, and 
other social and economic benefits has been clearly documented (Haase, et al., 2014; Pauleit & Breuste, 
2011). Additionally, the importance of open spaces in improving the sustainability and quality of the built 
environment has been clearly established (Banister, Watson, & Wood, 1997; Bell, 2012; Fausold & 
Lilieholm, 1996; Lehmann, 2010). The presence of more high-quality green space in neighbourhoods is 
therefore becoming crucial (Haase, Pauleit, & Randrup, 2020). 

Finally, in this time of the pandemic, our homes, our neighbourhoods and open spaces have become 
central to our sense of wellbeing and survival. This is contrary to other forms of threats like natural 
disasters, persecution and war which are often accompanied by mass infrastructural destruction. 
Therefore, through this design workshop you will have the opportunity to understand the social 
meaning of space through the Ħal Mula housing estate by doing rapid ethnographic research. As outline 
above, the role of ethnography in developing inclusive and culturally-sensitive designs has recently 
become popular amongst architects and engineers (see Buchli 2013). Hence, in the course you will learn 
how and why it is important to understand the ‘point of view’ of the locals, if you want to achieve a 
realistic and successful plan that meets modern needs and desires of the people. 
 
 

Description of Assignment 
 

The Case Study – Hal-Mula Social Housing Estate 

The area to be studied is a residential area made up of primarily social accommodation as outlined in 
the image below. It is found to the east of Żebbuġ and is easily accessed by car from Triq is-Siġġiewi. It 
is also within 5-10 minutes walking distance from the local centre of Żebbuġ. It can be considered a low-
density area with predominantly 3 storey buildings and provides an interesting study area since most of 
the public realm is not accessible to cars. Currently, vehicles do not tend to dominate the open spaces. 
Having said that, the potential exists to substantially improve its amenity and functionality. Also, of 
interest is that residents have started to appropriate some of the public soft landscape areas to grow 
fruit and vegetables. 

The Task at Hand 

The workshop will take place between March and June 2021 and the assigned task will focus on 
studying, redesigning and transforming the open spaces. This refers to the public spaces in between the 
blocks such as streets, gardens, vegetation and paved areas but also semi-private or semi-public spaces 
such as front gardens or side curtilages. Students will be expected to produce a masterplan for the open 
spaces as well as focus in on the design and technical detailing of some areas/elements. 



 
 

 
 

Advocating a Multidisciplinary Approach 

The rethinking and revaluation of open spaces needs to consider various aspects, particularly if the 
aim is for them to contribute to a more sustainable and resilient urban environment. That is to say 
open spaces which provide social, environmental and economic benefits. Adopting such an approach 
requires an insight for integrating methods of multiple disciplines. This workshop, therefore, adopts a 
multidisciplinary approach which is based on integrating the disciplines of urban design, anthropology, 
architecture and engineering. The ethnographic approach will allow for ‘co-creation’ between 
students, residents and the local council. All field techniques will be adapted according to public health 
measures which will ensure the safety of each student. 

 

Method/Design Process 
 

Three Phased Process 

The design workshop will be 13 weeks made up of an in-depth methodology including research & 
evaluation, masterplan design and technical detailing. The process to be adopted will be made up of 
three main phases as outlined below. Each phase will be approximately 4 weeks long. Planning ahead 
and time management to ensure that you follow through with all three phases will be of the essence. 
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In relation to the theoretical background presented above and the aim of addressing existing urban 
challenges, this workshop advocates a design approach which promotes the social value in design and 
‘Urban Green Infrastructure’ (UGI) thinking. This means exploring four main principles: 

- Connectivity e.g. facilitating sustainable mobility; designing inclusive and accessible 
environments; contextual relationships between buildings and public spaces etc. 

- Multifunctionality e.g. providing for user needs and diverse demographics; facilitating 
habitat creation for biodiversity; facilitating urban farming; ensuring climatically comfortable 
environments etc. 

- Integration e.g. vegetation as an integral part of urban spaces; designing for sustainable 
storm water management; multi-disciplinary approach etc. 

- Social Inclusion e.g. involving the community in the design process; involving the community 
in the care and management of UGI; targeting vulnerable user groups; mixing compatible 
user groups etc. 

These principles aim to evaluate and reconsider open spaces in urban areas such that they contribute 
towards creating sustainable and resilient urban areas. This can be done by ensuring that open spaces 
such as those found in Ħal Mula, provide social, health, environmental and economic benefits. 

While we advocate the importance of such an approach, there is no fixed recipe to developing 
solutions. Students will, therefore, be guided through undertaking a physical analysis of the area and 
understanding the socio-cultural context through ethnographic research. An attempt will also be made 
to carry out co-creation activities in relation to the ongoing pandemic restrictions. The aim is to engage 
with residents in a true participatory process which strives to understand, design and provide for their 
needs. 

Students will also be encouraged to think about how the design and transformation of the open spaces 
can encourage and facilitate community involvement in the long-term care and management of such 
spaces. This, so as to ensure their viability and sustainability but also to promote and facilitate social 
cohesion in such residential areas. 

The diverse and inter-disciplinary content of this course will provide an educational platform upon 
which students can explore their knowledge and professional development of space and place. It will 
also provide basic analytical tools and methodologies to understand how we conceptualise and 



experience space. We will also focus on urban life, the impact of urban planning on everyday life within 
a Maltese and European context. 

The first phase which is the research and evaluation will be carried out as a group and students will be 
expected to work together so as not to duplicate efforts. The second and third phases of masterplan 
design and detailing will be carried out individually. There are two main aspects to the initial phase, 
the ethnographic research and the physical/environmental research. The expected outputs of the 
analysis are further detailed in the next section, followed by further information on what is expected 
of the masterplan and detailing stages. 

Analysis - Expected Outputs 

For this part of the analysis and number of expected outputs are listed below. These aim to guide you 
on what the purpose of this analysis is and what you should be aiming to understand. This 
understanding will be important for informing your proposals for the area. The ethnographic exercises 
(will be provided in Annex 1) and the list of suggested mapping and a physical survey (will be provided 
in Annex 2) are provided to assist you in studying the existing spaces and thinking about the kind of 
analysis you should be carrying out. This, however, is not prescriptive and it is up to you to think about 
which particular maps and sources of information will be most relevant as you go along. Naturally, you 
will be guided through tutorials. 

Understanding the Ħal Mula neighbourhood within the regional/national context   

The neighbourhoods we live in sit within a wider context. For the purpose of this exercise we will start 
by understanding how Ħal Mula fits within a regional/national context. There are many aspects which 
one could analyse. However, due to time constraints and for the purpose of this workshop you are 
required to understand how the residents access national or regional services in Malta. This is because, 
the design of open spaces can impact whether or not, or how convenient it is to access such services 
through various transportation modes. The design can also impact whether such spaces are perceived 
as safe or inclusive and this will thus affect their usability. The main areas to consider would be: 
national services such as Mater Dei Hospital, University, Junior College, MCAST etc.; Primary 
employment or retail nodes such as: Valletta, Sliema, Qormi, Mrieħel etc. Mapping of regional nodes 
and a movement analysis (Vehicular, Public Transport & Cycling) of connections to this regional 
context would assist in developing this understanding. 

Understanding the Ħal Mula neighbourhood within the context of the Żebbuġ Locality  

The following questions have been developed to assist you in developing conclusions on how the Ħal 
Mula neighbourhood currently fits within the context of the Żebbuġ locality. The below are some 
guiding questions: 

• How did the form of the existing open spaces in the neighbourhood develop over time? How 
did the existing spaces come about? 

• What other forms/types of open spaces do the residents have access to in their locality? What 
opportunities do they have for recreation/leisure? 

• How is the neighbourhood connected to the rest of the locality (by car, public transport, 
cycling and on foot)? What is the quality of these connections? 

• What sort of services and facilities do the Ħal Mula residents have appropriate access to? 
What services or facilities do you think are lacking? 

• What is the physical identity of the Ħal Mula neighbourhood/immediate surroundings? Is 
there scope/potential to create a distinctive environment? 



• Does the neighbourhood/immediate surroundings experience flooding/water management 
issues? How is waste managed? Are there other functional issues? 

• Are different cohorts of society and different communities well represented in the 
neighbourhood? (e.g. older people, the disabled, gender, children, LGBT individuals, religious 
spaces etc.) 

Understanding the value (or quality) of the open spaces within the Ħal Mula neighbourhood   

Open Spaces can provide value for an urban environment in relation to social, environmental and 
economic benefits. The Physical Survey (See Annex 2) provides a list of questions which will assist you 
in reviewing and questioning the quality of the design of the existing spaces. A number of questions 
have also been listed below to help you develop your conclusions on whether the existing spaces 
within the Ħal Mula neighbourhood provide value. The information gathered through the 
ethnographic exercises and physical analysis will assist you in answering these questions. 

 

 
 

• Do the open spaces provide opportunities where the community wants to spend time in and 
thus allowing for social interaction to take place? Do the spaces facilitate social integration or 
exclusion? 

• Do the spaces create opportunities for recreation (formal or informal) or do they promote or 
facilitate the idea of an active lifestyle? 

• Do the spaces provide an opportunity for residents to experience nature and potentially 
contribute to the community’s wellbeing? 

• Do the spaces give a sense of safety and security? 
• Do the spaces provide comfortable climatic conditions where different cohorts can use the 

spaces during different seasons? 
• Do the spaces have the potential to contribute to mitigating air and noise pollution? 
• Do the spaces facilitate the existence of biodiversity and ecosystems in urban areas? 
• Do the spaces promote or allow for sustainable water management? 
• Do the spaces create opportunities for urban agriculture as a means of contributing to food 

production? 
• Does the quality of the open spaces contribute to the real estate value of the residences? 
• Do the open spaces provide opportunities for facilitating suitable/apropriate commercial 

activity? 
• Do the open spaces provide a sense of refuge/sense of nature with the potential for residents 

to reinvigorate themselves/get away from hectic lifestyles? Could there be such potential? 

Masterplan Design 

The outputs of the analysis and research will then be translated into your proposals/designs for the 
open spaces. The community’s input is also important here. In fact, one of the participation sessions 
will address co-creation where residents will be asked to identify locations or even sketch ideas for 

Social Value Environmental Value Economic Value 

Social Interaction & Cohesion Micro-Climate Energy Savings 
Recreational Space Air Quality Real Estate Value 
Well-being & Health Noise Pollution Tourism Product 
Providing Social & Cultural Ecosystems & Biodiversity Commercial Value 
Relevance Water Management Productivity Value 
Fostering Relationships Food Production  

 



how they would like to see the open spaces transformed. This will also be based on their own 
experiences of living in the neighbourhood. 

You will be required to use all the information and insight you have gained to design a masterplan for 
the space. The design will need to illustrate how the following aspects have been considered / 
provided for: 

• Spatial Structure/Hierarchy of Space 
• Connectivity 
• Contextual Relationships 
• Cultural Factors 
• Character and Form 
• Activities and Functionality 
• Accessibility and Movement 
• Climate/microclimate conditioning 
• Use of Vegetation 
• Use and Management of Water 
• Waste Management 
• Community Involvement/Needs & Community Spaces 
• Maintenance Considerations as an Integral Aspect of the Masterplan 

Design Detailing 

Finally, you will need to develop your design ideas in detail, both in terms of aesthetics and 
functionality. Here you will be asked to explore and understand the materiality of what you are 
proposing and how different elements actually relate to each other and work together. How will your 
design ideas be translated into practical solutions? What will the elements be made of? How do 
different parts relate to each other aesthetically and functionally? How will the soft landscaping areas 
be detailed? How will your ideas for sustainable water management and drainage work in practice? 
Finally, it is important that aesthetics reflect the cultural factors of the area which may mitigate our 
climatic conditions. 



Work Program 
 

Community 
Participation Date Session Focus 

 
 
 

Community Session 
– Understanding 
(potentially 6th & 13th 

March) 

 
Week 1 – 26th Feb 

Project Launch / Lecture Intro to Value of 
Open Spaces / GI / Lecture Intro to 
Ethnographic Research 

Week 2 – 5th March Analysis/Research Tutorial 

Week 3 – 12th March Analysis/Research Tutorial 

Week 4 – 19th March 
Concluding the Issues/Opportunities Tutorial 
(Public Holiday – Alternative to be Determined - 
potentially 16th or 17th) 

Community Session – Presenting the Issues/Opportunities & 
Co-creation (potentially 20th March) 

 Week 5 – 26th March Developing the Vision/Objectives Tutorial 

EASTER BREAK 

Week 6 – 16th April Masterplan Concept Tutorial & Pin Up 

Week 7 – 23rd April Masterplan Design Development Tutorial 

Week 8 – 30th April Masterplan Design Development Tutorial 

Week 9 –7th May Design Detailing Tutorial 

Week 10 – 14th May Design Detailing Tutorial 

Week 11 – 21st May Design Detailing Tutorial 

Week 12 – 28th May Design Detailing & Presentation Tutorial 

Week 13 – 4th June Final Crit 

Learning Outcomes 
 

Through this workshop you can expect to: 

• Developing a deeper understanding of conducting urban design analysis 

• Developing an understanding of doing ethnographic research and its role as an integral part 
of the design process 

• Understanding the use of participatory GIS in citizen engagement through a digital mapping 
platform 

• Synthesizing the research finding outcomes into design proposals 

• Understanding the realities of citizen engagement and how to respond to and balance 
citizen requirements, local council vision, with social, environmental and economic 
objectives 

• Generating a master plan for the open spaces with a focus on creating urban green 
infrastructure 

• Develop an understanding in relation to the technical detailing of landscape and green 
infrastructure elements from an architectural and civil engineering perspective 
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