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General Description: 

As an award-winning design project by an invited international multidisciplinary team 
– which was led by an Italian architect, Luigi Centola, and an Italian academic, Maria-
giovanna Ritano of Salerno University, with firms like Miralles & Tagliabue also involved 
– this proposal looks into a number of crucial issues in energy conservation and architec-
tural sustainability. The refurbishment of disused industrial buildings in Italy was set as a 
competition brief, with individual areas then being assigned to teams as specific locales 
for investigation. For the design team which included UFO, their aim was to revitalise the 
run-down agricultural area of the Mulini Valley, a river which runs into Amalfi on Italy’s 
western coast. The elements of the multi-use project proposed by Urban Future Organi-
zation (UFO) for the reuse of an old paper mill, which were essentially for a youth hostel 
and paper-making facility - as well as a culinary school and spa - respond to the current 
trend of what is called agri-tourism. They also reinstate the original spaces of the old 
mill buildings by assigning them with new purposes and new relationships to the land-
scape. Much of the UFO construction would be submerged underground to improve 
energy performance and to integrate better with the beautiful natural surroundings. The 
scheme thus blends innovation with conservation and contextualism.

Urban Future Organization is an internationally networked architectural practice which is 
actively involved in advanced digital design and fabrication. Thus in terms of its design, 
the Mulini Valley proposal needs to be understood as part of a line of projects currently 
being carried out by UFO and by like-minded designers – such as UN Studio, Foreign 
Office Architects or Plasma Studio – which use free-form, fluid and linear architectural 
forms. This aim is being pushed forward by the search for new methods of digital design 
and manufacturing in architecture. UFO is also known for being a relatively loose col-
laborative practice that operates as a network in many countries across Europe, with 
both Martin and Yau deeply involved in all these fascinating initiatives. Indeed, Yau is one 
of the three founder members of UFO, which was first set up in 1996, while Martin joined 
the practice around five years ago.

Research Questions:

The primary research issues in the Mulini Valley Water Power Project include: 

(1) How to develop new models of sustainable architecture that can meet the most strin-
gent energy performance standards.

(2) How to find innovative uses for neglected industrial buildings in an otherwise highly 
developed country such as Italy.

Thus the core of the research work behind the Mulini Valley design is in how to create a 
fluid, open architectural form that can more easily adapt to ecological requirements, and 
at the same time make better use of the abandoned stock which blights so many de-
cayed areas of developed countries. The underground aspects of the scheme also seek a 
more sensitive and sustainable approach to design interventions in a semi-rural area.



Aims/Objectives:

(1) To pursue the idea of a fluid and flexible spatial design in architecture, so as to con-
ceive a new approach to topographically derived buildings.

In the case of UFO’s proposal within the overall Mulini Valley Water Power Project, their 
usual search for what they term as  ‘negotiable’ spatial structure was allied to another 
purpose: that of seeking a fusion of typology with topography, of building with land-
scape. Here the existing landscape conditions played an important physical-spatial role, 
as well as a diagrammatic and metaphorical one, in generating the new typology. The 
terrace-shaped configuration of the steep valley slope on which the old paper mill is 
sited prompted a non-hierarchical system of stepped, undulating volumes, allowing 
for a multiplicity of routes and also programmatic variation; its architecture is literally 
absorbed into its surroundings. In addition, the UFO scheme takes its place within the 
evolving nature of the architecture that is characteristic of the Mulin Valley, in that it aims 
at surface maximisation within a difficult terrain. The scheme in effect creates an artifi-
cal new terrain to supplant the natural one in the area beside the old mill, in the process 
making it visible as subtle undulations which emerge out of the landscape. 

(2) To investigate a new model of sustainable, energy-efficient design, as part of a wider 
research investigation by the whole team into the potential of water power.

Working closely with the other specialists in the Mulini Valley team, a range of alterna-
tive water-powered generators were investigated, from the most historic and primitive 
to the very latest equipment.  From this research, a complex circulation of pipework and 
water flows was incorporated into UFO’s proposed renovation and extension to the old 
paper mill, providing a viable strategy for minimal energy consumption in the building. 
The details of the water power strategy are discussed in the overall team report, which 
is appended to this document, so will not be gone through in detail here. But to note, in 
addition, the project envisaged by UFO suggested solar panels on its roof surfaces to top 
up the renewable energy provision for the building, further aiding its ‘green’ credentials.

(3) In ecological terms, the most important aim was to conceive new models for the 
intelligent re-use of industrial structures in a country like Italy.

As can also be read in the overall team report, the ongoing search for digitally-derived 
and fluid architectural forms that is pursued by UFO was strengthened within the Mulini 
Valley scheme by the need to address another, more ecologically orientated factor. It is 
undoubtedly a huge loss to society that potentially useful and beautiful structures such 
as this old paper mill are so neglected, and so as an instance of the renovation of the 
existing building stock, the opprtunity to update and transform the mill offers a power-
ful spur to architectural invention. By marrying the solidity of the old structure with the 
flowing forms that are favoured by UFO, a powerful design hybrid is created.

(4) To utilise the open network and collaborative approach of the UFO practice for re-
search into the Mulini Valley, as part of establishing a globalised architectural practice.

Again, the loose network approach of UFO allows it to engage in depth in an imprtant 
regeneration project such as was envisaged in the Mulini Valley Water Power Project. 
As such, it also furthers the UFO policy of a highly democratic structure, a collaborative 
approach, and the ready exploitation of digital networks to optimise the input of UFO’s 
individual members and provide each of them with mutual support. 



Context:

In its operations, the approach which is adopted by Urban Future Organisation can be 
seen as a rejection of the ‘star system’ and the overly visualised culture of current interna-
tional architecture, preferring instead to seek a degree of anonymity and a closer atten-
tion to whichever design project is in hand. It thus forms part of the growing sub-culture 
within globalisation that is trying to work against the dominance of big corporations, 
which in the architectural sphere are now typified by mega-commercial practices like 
Foster & Partners or Skidmore Owings & Meriill.  Again, in cultural terms, the design ideas 
of UFO seek to explore Deleuzian concepts as applied to architecture, primarily through 
a preference for smooth flowing spaces and folded structures, and an accompanying 
interest in the physics of complexity and current ecological paradigms.

As well as these more generalised design contexts, the scheme for the Mulini Valley 
Water Power Project can be seen as contributing to the pressing need for the creative 
reuse of old buildings, and of the idea of introducing new purposes, such as agri-tour-
ism, as a means to balance regeneration with a greater ecological awareness. In terms of 
being a project which seeks to achieve the highest possible ecological rating, it takes its 
place with the wider search today for a more sustainable approach to architecture. And 
in the pursuit of a design which blends landscape with building, the UFO project for the 
Mulini Valey can be linked directly to their unbuilt proposal for a hillside art museum in 
northern Sicily, also imagined in the form of undulating stepped terraces.  This cultural 
search for a fusion of landscape and building is a common enough trope among certain 
architects allied to the Deleuzian trend, such as Foreign Office Architects.

Research Methods:

As well as visiting the Mulini Valley site several times, and in collaboration with the other 
members of the enlarged team, UFO began to test out systematically the various pro-
grammatic solutions and layout permutations for their particular building. As in all their 
projects, the use of advanced and extensive 3D physical modelling and visualisations 
using Studio Max, Rhino and Maya, and their testing out against local conditions, formed 
the core of their research and design approaches.

Their wider goal, as noted, is to achieve the ‘creative efficiency’ demanded by cutting-
edge architectural practices. In this way, the philosophy of intensive collectivity and 
group collaboration extends itself into UFO’s research methods; in the same way as a 
wiki network, the multinational members of the practice help each other out with design 
solutions, and can also bring in experienced consultants like the water power specialists 
for the Mulini Valley project, helping thus to facilitate future developments in architec-
tural production and semi-rural development. In this way, the very nature of UFO seeks 
to provide sensitive design responses to both context and use, in that it consciously 
pursues an international agenda in its projects, yet by its dispersed organisation it also 
maintains the specific qualities of local diversity.

In the case of the Mulini Valley project, this involved UFO in an extremely detailed study 
of the existing social, economic and environmental characteristics of the agricultural 
region, again as part of the larger team which was studying the river valley as a whole 
and designing various interventions along its course. This led UFO to specific technologi-
cal concerns, whether in terms of how to utilise and design for water power, or how to 
tackle the wholesale reshaping of landscapes in hilly regions such as this.



Dissemination:

The team design for the Mulini Valley Water Power Project, although essentially a re-
search exercise, was exhibited initially alongside the event for the HOLCIM Foundation’s 
European Region Awards in Geneva in September 2005, and then at the same body’s 
global awards event in Bangkok a year later. The design has also been widely exhibited, 
along with other UFO projects, in such important events as the 2004 Venice Biennale and 
2006 Beijing Biennale, as well as in books and the architectural press. Indeed the work 
of Urban Future Organization has been published quite extensively on the international 
scene, including in journals such as Ottagono (Italy), Concept (Taiwan), Contemporary 
Architecture (Japan), World Architecture, as well as the Architects’ Journal and Building
Design in Britain. Perhaps the most useful commentaries on UFO’s output in general are 
contained in the following sources:

Forster, Kurt. Metamorph: 9th International Venice Architectural Exhibition, Projects.
New York: Rizzoli, 2004, p. 70.
Hadid, Zaha et al (eds.).10 x 10_2: 100 Architects, 10 Critics. London: Phaidon, 2005, pp. 
380-3.
Long, Kieran. ‘Digital Generation’, Building Design, 7 March 2003, pp. 12-15.
Puglisi, Luigi Prestinenza. Tre Parole per il prossimo futuro. Milan: Babel, 2002, pp. 20-1.
Thijssen, Wouter. ‘Negotiable, adaptive and non-hierarchical: The future according to 
Urban Future Organization’, Archis (Open Source), no.3, July 2003, unpaginated.

As key members of Urban Future Organization, Andrei Martin and Andrew Yau often get 
asked to talk about their work in architectural schools in Britain and abroad, and indeed 
they have been asked to run a number of workshops and seminars on digital design. 
These include those at the Architectural Association, University College London, London 
Metropolitan University, Royal College of Art - and, further afield, in places like Korea 
(July 2007) and in New York (November 2007).

Esteem Indicators:

Not only winning its section of the original competition in September 2005, the overall 
project was then awarded the HOLCIM Foundation’s European Gold Prize for Sustain-
ability and the following year was runner-up internationally in the HOLCIM Foundation’s 
Global Silver Prize for Sustainability. These prizes represent the highest worldwide stand-
ard of thinking in terms of environmentally sensitive architectural design. Furthermore, a 
number of other recent factors can be cited to indicate that UFO are indeed now engag-
ing on an internationally acclaimed level. These include: 

Runners-up in Building Design Young Architect of the Year Award (2003)
Won major international competition for Linguaglossa leisure resort, Amalfi (2003)
Exhibited at 2004 Venice Biennale and 2006 Beijing Architectural Biennale
Specially selected by Zaha Hadid for inclusion in 10 x 10_2 (2005), this being a survey 
of the world’s most promising architectural practices
Part of team that was awarded the HOLCIM Foundation’s European Gold Prize (2005) 
+ Global Silver Prize for Sustainability (2006)
Specially invited to run a digital workshop at the Korean National University of Art, 
Seoul (July 2007)
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