








In subsequent sessions, attendees traveled to the Guanacaste
Conservation Area in Costa Rica; worked on assignments for The
Women's Trust, AIGA and Family Life Center; converted a used
ambulance into a rolling design studio (Mbulance), in which they
delivered donated supplies to designers displaced by Hurricane
Katrina; and sparked an effort to build parks in abandoned urban
lots in East Baltimore.

“Every year it changes slightly,” Bielenberg says. “The whole
thing is a big experiment.”

The program has no schedule, curriculum or deadlines. Even the
itinerary is improvised. “I like to let the team define what to do and
how to do it,” Bielenberg says. “They are empowered that way, and
the group figures it out themselves. We give support with advisers
over the month, but they learn while struggling.”

The first year, participants came in with their own projects and
initially worked independently. Advisers quickly discovered it was
more interesting and useful for them to work as a group. So, every-
one abandoned their original ideas to create the Think Wrong book.

“Humans generally are programmed to pay attention to what's
different, so when there's a designed artifact that fits into everything
perfectly, they won't process the information inside,” he says.
“Hopefully, Project M’s creations are not just gimmicks but make the
cause stay in the memory longer. It's more than ‘just a crazy thing.’
There's a form that enhances the message.”

Think Wrong, for example, comes with its own instructions; the
first step: Fold over all the photo pages to reveal the hidden Project
M theme. The 2006 group’s direct-mail piece project, This is not
grass, features a collection of postcards; when they're removed,
the meaning is revealed in the perforation spine.

The end products aren’t the only outside-the-box elements at
Project M. In 2005, the team members showed up at AIGA chapter
functions in their Mbulance. Inside was an arts database. “We wanted
some character to it, and there’s no market for used ambulances, so
you can get them cheap. Plus, people notice them,” Bielenberg says.
It was after Project M members met hurricane-displaced designers
at a conference in Boston that they completely changed the project
to a rescue mission. “We really didn't buy the ambulance with that
in mind, but it was ironic.”

007 brought Project M back to where Bielenberg's—or,
really, Mockbee's—uvision had started: Hale County, Alabama.

"This county is struggling with a lot of issues: race issues never
resolved, segregation, one of the poorest areas in the state,”
Bielenberg says. “The fact that The Rural Studio is there was useful
because they are extremely creative and committed architects.

Our project didn't overlap but [theirs] informed what we did.”

The crew of eight set up in a rundown bunkhouse in the middle
of Greensboro and got to work. After a couple false starts, their
mission became clear. One in four households in Hale County is not
connected to a municipal water system. It costs $425 to set up a
meter and bring clean water to one house. Joining with the Hale
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Empowerment and Revitalization
Organization (HERQ), the team set out
to purchase 1,000 meters. But how?
They created a direct-mail “buy-a-
meter” tabloid, filling the pages with
moving photos and direct statements.
“Qprah has one. So does Paris Hilton.
Charles Manson uses one every day.”
At the end of the month, while
silk-screening T-shirts as commemorative
gifts, an adviser commented that it was
silly to make the shirts just for them-
selves. After some brainstorming, the
“425." project was set motion. “All
we put on them was ‘425-period,’ and
when people see it, they immediately
open up conversation, helping us get
the message out,” Bielenberg says.
Anyone who donates $425 to pay for
a meter for a Hale County home gets
a shirt. Even before they officially
launched the project, at the Denver
AIGA Design Conference in October,
the team already had raised $10,000.
Besides opening the minds of new
designers, helping worthy causes and
creating interesting mementos, Project
M sets up a valuable network for the
participants and advisers. Teams grow
close living together 24/7 in a new
environment for four straight weeks.

“You have a young person in school,

four years or more, and any one month
wasn't that significant,” says Bielenberg.
“We're trying to make an experience
that they’ll always remember and one
that will help them grow in the profes-
sion. They can look back and say that
something they designed really had
an effect.”

Project M also has inspired veterans
in the field to do more for the

community. Jim McNulty,
a longtime print producer
and consultant who has
helped Project M since its
inaugural year, is now
waorking with a rehabilita-
tion center for men.

Christopher Simmons,
an adviser for the pro-
gram and a designer
for the California-based
MINE, says, “2007 was
my first year with the
team, but it won't be
my last. It's completely
changed the way we
think about our practice.
We're just a small studio,
but we're hoping to make
this kind of service a third
of our practice.”

So, the next time
someone passes by
wearing a “425." shirt,
remember that a family
in Alabama now has fresh
running water, thanks
to designers making a
difference. meuw




