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[Collecting Systems]: [Learning Book #001]  is part of an ongoing discussion of 
how knowledge is distributed and produced. Unused materials are generated in 
enormous quanitites every day. In this specific discussion, Learning Group is curi-
ous about how unused materials are put to use in the local situations they chose 
to work in. These uses call attention to the factors that Learning Group learns from 
in order to initiate projects. Economics, environmental conditions, labor, property 
rights and many other issues are investigated in tandem to produce a variety of 
perspectives and possible courses of action.

This book shows four projects by Learning Group and the numerous people who 
worked with them: a house built of cardboard the construction of which was learned 
from that of the shells of sea urchins, a wearable walking city, and two hous-
es made of plastic bottles and other material gathered through Learning Groups’ 
[Collecting Systems]. 



[Learning Book #001] covers the period from September 2004 to September 
2005. 

Learning Group is comprised of Rikke Luther, Cecilia Wendt, Julio Castro and Brett 
Bloom, each of whom has worked with groups of artists prior to engaging in the
work contained in this book. The different backgrounds are the basis for expand-
ing the languages we built up through sharing and mixing. Learning Group pays 
attention to the local conditions it finds in the places where it chooses to work. 
In the past years Learning Group has mainly worked with unused materials and 
economics related to the specific situations where work has been carried out. 
Learning Group often does their praxis in dialog with other persons.

Rikke Luther and Cecilia Wendt are cofounders of the artists group N55. N55 
worked in relation to daily life, by putting in perspective: social conditions, condi-
tions of dwellings, the conditions for production of food and control of air, low 
economy, etcetera. As a collective, N55 shared work, economy, housing, and a 
workshop together in Denmark and Sweden.
 
Julio Castro works with two others in Tercerunquinto, a collaborative group that 
started working in 1996. Its members are Julio Castro, Gabriel Cázares and Ro-
lando Flores who all split their time between Monterrey and Mexico City. Terce-
runquinto has developed works that question the boundaries between private 
and public space addressing the social, cultural or political implications of archi-
tectonic or urban systems.

Brett Bloom is a cofounder of the artists group Temporary Services, which is 
based in Chicago, United States. Temporary Services’ name stems from the desire 
to provide art as a service to others. They focus on the social contexts that swirl 
around the production and reception of art. They make work that experiments 
with the social context and seeks to find new audiences and places for art to 
function.

Learning Group would like to thank the following people for making everything possible: Kazuya 
Nakamura (calculations and technical drawings), Mizuho Ishii, Noriko Ogura, Daisuke Watayo, Yasue 
Habara, Yasuyuki Fukuhara, Ryotaro Kitamura, Junichi Terada, Satoru Chikaoka, ARCUS: Aki, Yoko 
and Keiko, Sean Treadway, 78 persons from Goshu Elementary School, Eigo Komai (Japanese transla-
tion), Roger McDonnald, Arts Initiative Tokyo, Simona, Angélica, Maldonado, Erica, Anastasio, Jorge, 
José, Roberto, Alejandrina, Reinaldo, José Luis, José Hermenegildo, Don Mere, Aranzazu, Don Manu-
el, Luis and some other neighbors and friends. a special mention to Juan Carlos Granados Chapa and 
all the crew of Equipol for helping us and letting us use their time, the UANL, the Visual Arts School, 
tercerunquinto, Mike Lyon, Harold Jefferies, John King, Margo Rush, Rudy Bernal, David Ingenthron, 
Stephanie Smith, Lindsay Artwick, Ken Dunn, The Resource Center, Peter Hoffman, Michael Robert 
Pollard, the Smart Museum café customers who recycled bottles, University of Chicago employees 
who collected cardboard, Mary Jo Walters, and Alec Due. Support was provided by The Danish Arts 
Foundation, and FONCA.
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[Collecting System]:

The system gathers unused materials to be used again in the same local context. 
The unused materials accumulated by [Collecting System] are used for educa-
tion, research and other things.

The [Collecting System] was implemented in Moriya, Japan, 2004; Monterrey, 
Mexico, 2005; Chicago, United States, 2005.

Tool for [Collecting System], 2004

Unused materials
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Flyer distribution

Places producing unused materials

Donated paper being delivered

Place for storing unused materials

Information about [Collecting System] in Moriya, Japan:

In Japan, unused materials produced by households are state property and regu-
lated by the state. However, in many municipalities, the collection of unused 
materials is privatized, but even so information about the collecting system is still 
produced and managed by the municipalities. Parallel to this, pirate companies 
are collecting unused materials. This means that it is difficult for people to get 
access to the production of unused materials.

Most of the unused materials are named as “Valued Garbage”. They are being 
shipped to areas where it is inexpensive to have them transformed and sold as 
new products, containers, and other items.
 
The [Collecting System] was set up in Moriya, Japan, in 2004. It collected shred-
ded paper and cardboard for experiments, constructing [Paper Dwelling > Learn-
ing by Sea Urchin, Model 1:1], and making [Walking City]. The unused material 
came from households, offices, schools, stores and restaurants. It was either 
delivered to the school or was picked up. 
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[Cooking Glue] 

Rice is heated and poured through 
a sieve to retain the liquid, which is 
used as a glue. Boro salts are added 
to the glue in order to prevent decay, 
mold, and pests when mixed with 
shredded paper. When the glue is 
ready it is used for [Paper Brick].

The structure is based on the shell of a Sea Urchin. The final model was simpli-
fied from this model.

[Paper Brick] 

[Paper Brick] is constructed from rice 
glue and collected shredded paper. A 
tube is embedded in the paper brick 
so a wire can run through it and se-
curely connect bricks together.
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Blocks are made from technical drawings. Cardboard is cut and glued together.

Rendering of a 3D drawing of [Paper Dwelling > Learning by Sea Urchin, 1:1 
Mocel]. Diameter: 4 m. High: 4.15 m.
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Place producing unused materials for [Collecting System]

A workshop was done for collecting material and assembling the construction. 
Templates were made by cutting carbord for the construction units.

6



Construction at Arts Initiative Tokyo, which is a non-profit independent collective 
that offers educational programs.

Entrance
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For three months at Arts Initiative Tokyo, the dwelling housed classes, an archive, 
discussions, and film screenings. 

Interior view of the ceiling
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After being at Arts Initiative Tokyo, the dwelling was taken apart and became 
unused materials that entered the official state collecting system.

Students visiting [Learning by Sea Urchin > Paper Dwelling, 1:1 Model] 
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[Walking City] was built 
with materials from the 
[Collecting System]. 
We set up a workshop 
at Goshu Elementary 
School in Moriya to-
gether with 78 stu-
dents. We discussed  
the global and local 
economies in relation 
to living conditions, the 
production of dwell-
ings, unused materials, 
sustainability, and ur-
ban planning. The stu-
dents made drawings
and writings and began to build. After a few days of constructing wearable build-
ings, a city walked out of the school.

Additional texts and drawings are at: learningsite.info/drawingsandtexts.htm

[Walking City] walking in the city
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Milk house, recycling shop on a cloud, hospital in a tree, snail house, cat house. 
Observation of the park: “It was an explosion of houses.”

Kamegata no le “turtle’s shell” and a baseball stadium in Nagoyo-city, which has 
“Shachihoko” (imaginary sea with killer whales on top of the roof.)
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Mosaiq Family: “Daddy, I am home now”.

“I think we need a lonely place in a city.”
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Haunted Mansion, House-like Building, Ouchi Building: “This is a building that 
looks like a house, so we can go inside”, and Omoshiroi Ghost House.

Omoshiroi Ghost House, inside
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Omoshiroi Ghost House, dvd player

Future rockets: “These are rockets that allow anyone to go to space anytime.”
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Omoshiroi Ghost House: “This is a ghost house that is the worst in the history, 
but very fun and exciting.”

Snail House
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Ramen Shop from a TV soap opera: “There are all real devils in the world.”

“The shape is like a real spacestation. It has a solar power system. Inside there’s 
a football play ground for the aliens in zero gravity conditions.” 
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A house after the typhoon: “This is a house after the typhoon and is about to 
collapse.”

[Walking City] returns to elementary school.
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Game Tower V1, Game Tower JTD 2
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A restaurant like one in the story “Chumon no oi ryoriten” (The Restaurant of 
Many Others).

[Walking City] passing a building
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Fragments of descriptions made by the builders of [Walking City]:

Pages 11 and 20:
Space sport center.
There’s no gravity in space, […] as a part of the facilities there’s a soccer field, I 
thought about this thing about what kind of building I want, this was an interest-
ing experience and I think other people should do this too.
Aluminum foil, if you open it there’s people playing football.
Solar panels on the unit.

Pages 12 and 14: 
Trick clock tower.
“Refering to the Japanese Ninja stories ‘Inck’ I made a kinetic house. The ninjas 
inspired me to construct a house with a lot of posibilities for hiding.” 
Environmentally friendly conveniece store, which is gentle to the earth. The store 
has solar panels, windmills in the walls to generate electricity, an air filter system 
to clean the air, and a heliport. 

Page 13:
“The construction didn’t go as it should do. The first title was:  “The book tree 
7 (Hichihongi-Hills vs. Roppongi)” when we tried to build the 7 horns it crashed. 
Maybe it was to heavy. Based on this we decided to go wider. We tried aging the 
horn, but they were still too heavy. Instead of the horns we made a canon. The 
door can be open from inside/below, after this we still had problems with fixing 
the construction, so we ended up with the title: a house after the typhoon. It 
was fun.”
“Inside the building there’s a garbage place.”

Page 19: 
A hospital added at a tree. A room for patients sitting at the huge tree. Addition-
ally there are some ideas for environmental stuff: using the leafs of the tree to 
generate electricity, the decrease of the amount of carbon dioxide.
Experience of the park: the buildings were heavy, when the kids the end wore the 
buildings, thrilled, wises the these ideas will become through in the future.

Page 22: 
Super aquarium + super market.
“We don’t think it’s fun to go to the super market. The aquarium will be a safe 
and fun place to hang out while your mom is shopping. There’s a water tank, 
filtering system for the water, and solar panels. In the process of making it, there 
were parts that became difficult. To solve them you have to work in a team”.

Page 23:
Game Tower V1
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Pages 24 and 25:
Game Tower V1, Game Tower JTD2.
“Can we really do this in the short time of 3 days? It was cool, so we did it quickly. 
The game center is combined with a high rise tower.  I want to build it again, 
because I like the sense and idea about wearing the building. This time it should 
be with a different material.”

“I was very excited about building the building, but it turned into being very hard.  
The assembly of the different pieces of cardboard was difficult. Another thing 
was to shape the cardboard in to the shape you wanted it to be. The second day 
things were getting better, but the cutting was still difficult, but I finished the 
house”.

Page 26:
Cathouse.
“We did a drafting before we did the building, and based on this we did the 
model. Trademark, the windows are solarpanelized.” 

“This is a space station shaped like a jelly fish.”

29







Information about [Collecting System] in Monterrey, Mexico:

[Collecting System] utilizes resources and economic practices of the area in which 
it was established. This provided a way to research materials for building systems 
and making dwellings. Self-employment is typical in this area and often comes in 
the form of collecting unused materials and selling them. Construction materials 
also come from this activity. People use them for building temporary houses and 
other structures. One strategy for having your house be more secure, and not 
subject to demolition,  is to camouflage it and make it look like the official housing 
in the area. This is done by mimiciking the same architectural traits as legal dwell-
ings. Concrete is one of the main materials used to achieve this effect. Concrete 
production is an important local industry. 

Large companies are 
now acquiring unused 
material profit from 
recycling them. The 
machines for process-
ing materials are rarely 
available locally. They 
are mainly being sold 
and transported to oth-
er countries.

As factories for pro-
cessing plastic, paper 
and other unused ma-
terials are being built in 
the area, the economic 
value, and demand for 
access to, unused ma-
terials increases.
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Plastic bottles are discarded all over the city of Monterrey and constitute an un-
used material. [Collecting System] was set up and gathered bottles. Some were 
used to construct [Collected Material Dwelling, #002].

People gathered in a workshop to prepare the unused materials for construction. 
Material was classified by shape and size. Calculations were made to determine 
technical issues like width, resistance, and for the best additional methods to be 
used to make a low-cost construction. This part of the process was informed by 
the collected experience of different people who joined the workshop. 

[Collected Material Dwelling, #002] was designed to have six sides to give it the 
possibility to be built out in many directions should one want to expand it.  It 
was built in a peripheral zone of the city.  The land on  which [Collected Material 
Dwelling, #002] was constructed was occupied without permission. This land is 
now in the process of being brought under new regulations. 
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One can find and gather unused ma-
terials like plastic containers, bottles, 
and bags in the periphery of the city. 
Plastic takes approximately 450 years 
to decompose.

A satellite dish is used as a small roof. 
In the 1980s San Pedro, which at that 
time was separate from Monterrey, 
was the municipality with most satel-
lite dishes in the world. According to 
Forbes magazine San Pedro has the 
greatest concentration of wealth of 
any city in Latin America.

A dwelling made of unused materials 
is next to a concrete dwelling under 
construction. New neighborhoods are 
continuously being added expand-
ing the city to create a metropolis of 
eight municipalities.

The City’s planning will reach the 
informal urban planning sooner or 
later. A new neighborhood with a kin-
dergarden and a public school has 
reached the area occupied without 
permission. The occupiers of this area 
have to adapt to the City’s planning 
or leave for further terrain.
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The influence of economic inter-
ests on the urban planning results 
in changing Social Land into Private 
Land. It is common practice that the 
state hires private companies  to con-
struct dwellings and decide the aes-
thetics of the new neighborhoods. A 
percentage of the area is reserved for 
common use. Public institutions must 
be built by the state.

The economy of the city is based on 
concrete, glass, and steel industries. 
The raw materials are extracted from 
local sources. Monterrey is a valley 
surrounded by mountains. Almost all 
of the mountains are being used as 
sources of raw material. This results 
in major changes to the landscape. 

There are loopholes in Mexico’s land 
ownership laws, which are being used 
as substitutes for owning the land. 
After occupation of land for five to ten 
years, ownership can be proclaimed. 

A “Carreton” collecting unused mate-
rial.
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The [Collecting System] 
was set up and people 
gathered bottles made 
of PET plastic. PET is 
commonly used for soft 
drink containers. They 
cannot be returned to 
recoup a deposit like 
glass bottles.

The bottles were 
sorted by shape, and 
size. Calculations were 
made to determine 
technical issues like 
width, resistance, and

the best method of attaching the bottles together so that they could be used 
to make building blocks. Small bottles are sturdy. They can be woven together 
with wires. Big bottles are better when filled with sifted sand or water, which will 
makes the construction more stable. The result is similar to concrete in strength 
and resistance, but costs a lot less.

Plastic bottles are sewn together into construction units. Wires weave the bottles 
together in both vertical and horizontal directions. This fixes the bottles in eight 
positions and makes the construction more stable.
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Top row, from left to right: bottles woven together; bottles filled with compressed 
sand; bottles wrapped with a steel net and covered with concrete
Bottom row: technical drawing for a six-sided construction (side view)

Table for the most commonly collected PET bottles
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A workshop was set up where people with different backgrounds and diverse 
knowledge could interact for the common purpose of making a dwelling. 
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Woven strands of bottles are construction units that are stacked on top of each 
other and fastened to pillars. 

The dwelling has six sides. Each side can easily be replaced for redesigning the 
interior space. More modules can be added for exterior expansion.
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Concrete was added to the building’s exterior.

Bottles were stacked and make up part of the walls.
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By utilizing unused materials the cost of the dwelling is approximately one-tenth 
of that of an ordinary concrete dwelling.

The construction is covered with concrete in order to use the aesthetics of perma-
nent dwellings as camouflage to try to secure the dwelling from demolition.
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[Cooking Dwellings]

[Plastic Workshop]
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[Plastic Workshop]:

Unused materials from local sources are to be processed into a factory. The fac-
tory is for making construction materialsand other things. Discussions will be 
focused on how to make components for low-cost dwellings, and related topics. 
The plastic workshop can function in a manner similar to the depictions on the 
previous page.

We conducted experiments with melting and reforming plastic at a factory in 
Monterrey. The aim was to turn collected PET bottles into non-standard shapes,  
for a door or roof for the [Collecting Material Dwelling #003], and carrying out 
the experiments in domestic environment.

A popular recycling method is to grind  PET products and mix the resultant granu-
late with virgin PET resins, but the percentage of recycled granulate should be no 
more than 20%. High proportions of the ground granulate will cause variance in 
viscosity, color and odor. The experiments failed, in part due to the proportions 
used. There were other factors that made using the material complicated.

Failed experiment

Sorting bottle components

Adding grinded plastic  

Granulated plastic







Despite a moratorium, the Calumet Landfill, the last active landfill inside Chicago 
operated by the conglomerate Waste Management, is still in operation.

Information about [Collecting System] in Chicago, United States:

Collecting systems in the United States are as complex as the landfill they try to 
avoid. Each state and the cities or the counties in those states have different laws 
and programs in place. Large scale collection practices started with the passing 
of the Solid Waste Disposal Act. In 1965, the Clean Air Bill was enacted (made a 
law) and the Solid Waste Disposal Act is Title II of that Bill. The years 1965-1976 
were a period of research and development, states (with grant monies) created 
systems to process unused materials. The Resource Conservation and Recovery 
Act (RCRA) 1970 was an amendment to the Solid Waste Disposal Act. The RCRA 
is still the standard law that federal and state guidelines follow for unused mate-
rial management. In 1976 the energy crisis further motivated lawmakers to look 
at unused materials as an energy source and create laws that required percent-
ages of certain types of unused materials be used in new construction projects. 

The City of Chicago has a collecting system called The Blue Bag Program. It is 
run by the Department of Streets and Sanitation. The program is for residen-
tial buildings: single-family homes to four-unit apartment buildings, which totals 
approximately 650,000 household units. The unused materials from apartment 
complexes that are five units or larger are handled by private contractors. Resi-
dents put blue bags filled with unused materials in with the other unused materi-
als that will go to a landfill. The blue bags are separated from the other unused 
materials at one of four sorting centers in Chicago. 
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The claws of two large 
cranes lift salvaged metal 
scraps onto a conveyor 
belt to a large machine 
that pulverizes every-
thing. Scrappers take the 
metal they salvage to pri-
vate companies like this 
one. They are paid upon 
delivery of the material. 
This makes scrapping a 
desirable way for illegal 
immigrants to have an in-
come.

A large amount of Chi-
cago’s unused materials 
are processed through 
informal efforts. There 
are countless scrappers in 
Chicago. They collect un-
used  materials in trucks 
and shopping carts. Some 
of the materials are tak-
en to private scrapyards 
where they are ground 
down into smaller pieces 
and sold. Other items are 
taken to resale shops.

Households can separate 
unused materials into two 
categories: 1) paper and 
cardboard and 2) plastic 
(numbers 1 and 2), alu-
minum and glass. These 
materials can be put in 
blue bags. The blue bags 
are then placed in bins 
with the other unused 
materials, which will be 
sent to a landfill.
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[Collecting System] was set up at the Univer-
sity of Chicago in 2005. Unused material from 
the Smart Museum’s café and other campus 
locations were used to construct [Collected 
Material Dwelling #003].

The [Collecting System] implemented at the 
University of Chicago accumulated 20 oz. bot-
tles for use in the [Collected Material Dwell-
ing #003]. The [Collecting System] diverted 
bottles from a landfill.

The University of Chicago does not 
recycle plastic bottles. The University 
uses a private service to remove unused 
materials from campus.

The Resource Center will continue to pick up all the bottles that [Collecting Sys-
tem] gathers and take them to a processing facility.

[Collected Material Dwelling #003] is a six-sided building with a water collecting 
roof, storage tank, and shower.
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Interior view: the roof gathers and funnels water to the storage tank. The storage 
tank is connected to the shower. It also has a tap.
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Plastic bottles woven together with wires to give the structure more stability.
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