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Abstract

At this moment in history, a staggering 60 million refugees rely on international help - the highest number 

of displaced persons ever. A large variety of solutions have been developed that cater for primary needs. 

However, long-term public and community facilities have been neglected.

This project is addressing the necessity of dignifying community facilities in the context of permanent 

temporariness in refugee camps. Twelve plans for public buildings are developed, each with a different 

program. During the coming spring, certain parts of these projects will be built in scale 1:1, as part of the 

building exercises of the battalion of genie troops.

In order to develop these prototypes, a variety of camp types, public building types and techniques have 

been researched and analysed. All together these studies have been assembled in a catalogue, intended as a 

toolbox for designing public buildings for refugees.
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The permanency of these camps asks for 
long term solutions for community facilities, 
public space and public buildings.

Figure 1   

At this moment in history, due to war and conflict, drought or flooding caused by climate change, we are 

confronted with over 60 million refugees - the highest number of displaced persons ever. To house displaced 

persons a large variety of solutions have been developed that cater primary needs. However, long-term public and 

community facilities have been neglected as an important mean of creating an environment of hope and dignity.

With the graduation studio “Public Buildings for Refugees” we aim to develop designs and prototypes of 

public buildings that can empower the life of displaced persons. Although refugee-camps are envisioned to 

provide short-term accommodation, the reality shows that people tend to stay there for years. The average 

stay in refugee camps has been estimated by UNHCR on 17 years. The permanency of these camps asks 

for long term solutions with not only housing but adequate community facilities, public space and public 

buildings to empower personal socio-economical development and enforcement of communities. Within this 

Lighthouse grant we will design solutions for these public buildings. 

Currently, 12 plans for public buildings are being developed, each with a different program. During the coming 

spring, certain parts of these projects will be built in scale 1:1, as part of the building exercises of the battalion of 

genie troops. These will serve as prototype tests for the techniques and designs developed within this research.

In order to develop a prototype of a so-called “Public Building for refugees”, a thorough research and analysis 

of existing camps of different kinds around the world has been done; a spectrum of architectural typologies 

of public buildings that could empower the life of the inhabitants in camps has been analysed and 

coinciding building methods and building technologies of varying form, from temporal to semi-permanent 

till permanent buildings have been studied. All together these studies have been assembled in a catalogue 

book. With the catalogue we aim to give an overview and broader vision of different topics that are of 

relevance while designing public buildings for refugees. 
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This book will form a base for designers 
willing to dig into the issue of public 
buildings in refugee camps. 
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Figure 2   

The ambition of the book is to frame a base point for a designer that is willing to dig into the issue of 

public buildings in refugee camps. More specifically, this catalogue breaks the topic in three parts: Urban, 

Building and Detail. 

The Urban part provides an analysis of different camp typologies. Although other types of camps are 

included, the main focus is on refugee camps. More specific, the chapter offers insight in the structure of 

the camps and the way this typology has developed. The Building part provides information about different 

public buildings. Public functions discussed are health centres, community centres, schools, bus stops and 

market places. The main focus is on the influence of time on the specific typology. The Detail part provides 

an overview of seven different building materials - earth, cardboard, bamboo, wood, fabric, metal, plastic - 

with the analysis of built examples in different time spans. At this scale the aim is to clarify the properties 

and possibilities of each material in a range from temporal to permanent building. 

Finally, the goal of the catalogue is to serve as a toolbox, from which a designer can grab elements 

when for instance designing a hospital. Then the detail part can be used to explore the possibilities of 

different materials.
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Building Process

The building is delivered in by a single truck in two containers. Once unloaded, the dif-
ferent elements can be mounted on site. The different components are mostly prefabri-
cated. Once the different triangular components form an arch, they are tillted into place 
and mounted to eachother and to the floor. Once everything is in place, the building can 
be made completely watertight and the outer sound absorbing facade is added, as well 
as the interior.

The building is open during the day, but once the sun goes down the building is to be 
closed. The different fragments, such as the main entry door and the windows, can 
be closed in order to keep unwated guests out. The building is completely passive, 
which means that the sunlight is the only light that enters the building. Once the sun 
goes down, there is no more light inside the building.

The arches for the main supporting structure of the building. There are the elements 
that are first assembled on site. These arches are placed on the flooring system. The 
flooring system is made up out of triangular tiles that are connected on site and after-
wards filled with sand in order to give the floor mass. By connecting the tiles the outer 
forces are absorbd. After the arches are in place the building can be closed of and 
the interior can be added,

1. A truck delivers the two containers which
house the different components.

2. The two containers get unloaded. The differ
ent components are mostly prefabricated.

3. The components are assembled on site. 4. The assembled arches are tilted into place
and secured to the rest of the arches.

5. Once in place, the remaining elements are
attached to the volume and the building is
closed.

Door fragment
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Figure 5  Building process�
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Figure 6  Connectable floor tiles, door fragment & window fragment
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Figure 7  Facade built-up




