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Abstract

Currently, around 82 million people are 
displaced globally. Many of them are refugees 
who have been refused citizenship and have 
no access to fundamental human rights such 
as education, health care, work, freedom of 
movement, and freedom of expression. As 
we speak, refugees are among those who are 
vulnerable and in need of support. Through a 
comprehensive design approach and holistic 
solutions, architecture can help meet the 
needs of refugees.

Around 1.1 million refugees from Myanmar 
are situated in large refugee camps between 
Myanmar and its neighbouring countries, 
such as Thailand and Bangladesh. Some 
refugees have been living under these 
circumstances for over 30 years, which 
are still described as “temporary shelters” 
by the authorities. These camps are often 
isolated from the rest of the world, and 
refugees are required to live within restricted 
boundaries. Refugees are often left in the 
dark about when they will be resettled 
and where their future lives will occur. A 
small potion of refugees will be resettled to 
western countries with help from the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR). These include countries such as 
New Zealand, Australia, United States of  
America, Norway, Sweden, and more. Also, 
a significant problem lies within refugees’ 
transition phase after leaving the camp. 
This is caused by a lack of preparation and 
guidance when rebuilding their new lives in 
an entirely new place. However, out of 26.4 
million refugees worldwide in 2020, only 
34,400 refugees were resettled, and 251,000 
refugees were returned to their counties of 

origin. This means that a long-term solution 
is needed in solving the refugee crisis, and 
architecture has the solution for creating 
meaningful places for millions of refugees 
who are still trapped in these refugee camps. 

This research project aims to understand 
how architecture can promote hope and 
assist refugees’ within the refugee camp. 
The question for the research is: How can a 
community-based refugee camp experience 
that includes the building and occupation 
of vernacular architecture help address 
alienation and build resilience? The project 
will be approached with the mindset of 
refugees’ involvement and allowing them to 
create their own set of rules and use their 
own skill sets. Alongside this, a construction 
system will be developed that will be adaptable 
to those skill sets. Finally, the project will 
take full advantage of the limited natural 
resources available in their environment. It 
ensures their connectedness to the building 
and creates a sense of pride and ownership 
amongst the refugee community. The goal 
is to achieve an architecture that provides 
a safe space for refugees and a place where 
one feels a sense of belonging to motivate 
refugees to express, educate and prepare 
themselves for the upcoming future. 

Figure 2. Refugee tent 
Drawing by author



Preface

The inspiration for this study came from my 
desire to help others. I was born and grew 
up as a refugee. I arrived in New Zealand 
back in 2011; I was given an opportunity 
that many others would have given their 
lives to get. There are now approximately 
82 million individuals who have been 
forcefully displaced throughout the world, 
and I was one of the lucky ones to have this 
opportunity. I also feel that they all deserve 
the same chances that I have had. I feel it 
is our obligation to assist those in need. 
Having lived in various refugee camps 
and experienced the day-to-day life of the 
camp, my research study aimed to address 
alienation and build resilience inside refugee 
camps and aid in the global world refugee 
crisis. I was a Myanmar refugee born and 
raised in the Thailand/Myanmar border 
refugee camps, and this research will focus 
on Myanmar refugees, with the research 
project based in a refugee camp in Thailand. 
Myanmar is a large country situated in 
Southeast Asia, comprised of over 132 
separate ethnic groups. Unfortunately, 
political unrest has forced many of these 
people to leave their homes, and many of 
them are now refugees, and many others 
are displaced within the country. Around 
1.1 million of these individuals live in large 
refugee camps across the Myanmar border 
such as Thailand and Bangladesh.

I was one of those refugees who was 
born and spent 12 years of my life in three 
separate refugee camps on the Thai-
Myanmar border. Even though I was too 
young to witness the true struggle that my 
parents and others endured during their 

time in refugee camps, I recall vividly the 
day-to-day life routine in these camps, the 
lack of social and educational support, the 
lack of social infrastructure, and the lack of 
preparation for resettlement and repatriation 
for these refugees. The United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and 
the host countries define these camps as 
“temporary shelters,” emphasising the word 
“temporary.” Despite the fact that the camps 
are intended to be transitory, some refugees 
have been living in them for more than 30 
years. These camps are frequently cut off 
from the rest of the world, and refugees 
who live inside these camps are severely 
confined. Refugees are frequently subjected 
to discriminatory treatment. Having lived in 
refugee camps under these conditions, my 
impressions of refugee camps are similar to 
those of a large jail cell, controlled by other 
organisations that monitor all aspects of the 
refugees’ life. 

While the rest of the world continues to 
progress, refugee lives are frequently 
trapped in a realm where time does not exist. 
They are forced to stay in these camps for 
an unknown future over which they have no 
control.

Figure 3. Family photo inside the refugee camp  (Author’s own)

Figure 4. Early phase of Mae La Oon Refugee camp (Author’s own)

Figure 5. Refugees building their own shelters at Mae La Oon Refugee camp 
(Author’s own)
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Glossary

Built Environment: The physical structures 
constructed by humans to influence human 
activities.

Long-term refugee camp: For this research, 
it is defined as those that have been in 
operation for more than three years and 
house more than 5,000 refugees from 
‘protracted refugee situations,’ as defined 
by the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) in 2004.

ပ စ် တို င်းေ တာ င် ( P y i t -Ta i n g - H t a u n g ) : 
Translates as ‘when you throw it, each time it 
stands up.’ Pyit-Taing-Htaung is a traditional 
toy from Myanmar. The toy is egg-shaped 
with a brightly painted face representing 
just one type of Myanmar’s many traditional 
papier-mache toys.

Refugee: “A person who is owing to a well-
founded fear of being persecuted for reasons 
of race, religion, nationality, membership of 
a particular social group, or political opinion, 
is outside the country of his nationality…”1 

Refugee camp: “purpose-built, planned, 
and managed location or spontaneous 
settlement where refugees are 
accommodated and receive assistance and 
services from government and humanitarian 
agencies.”2  

1 “Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of 
Refugees,” The United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees, accessed May 1, 2021, https://www.unhcr.
org/3b66c2aa10.
2 “UNHCR Policy on Alternatives to Camps,” UNHCR, 
accessed May 1, 2021, http://www.unhcr.org/5422b8f09.
html.

Resettlement: Transfer of refugees from an 
asylum country to another state that has 
agreed to admit them and ultimately grants 
them permanent residence.3 

Self-Reliance: The social and economic 
ability of an individual, a household or 
a community to meet essential needs 
(including protection, food, water, shelter, 
personal safety, health, and education) in a 
sustainable manner and with dignity.4 

Vernacular Architecture: Dwellings that 
can be defined as buildings of the people. 
They are designed and built according to 
the environmental contexts and available 
resources; they are customarily owner- 
or community-built, utilizing traditional 
technologies. All forms of vernacular 
architecture are built to meet specific needs, 
accommodating the values, economies, and 
ways of living of the cultures that produce 
them.

The Fall of Konbaung Dynasty (1885)
British Burma (1885-1948) 
Myanmar Independence (1948-1962)
Military Rule (1962-2011) 
Myanmar Political Reforms (2011-2015)
Disciplined democracy (2015-2020)
Military Rule (2021)

3“Resettlement,” The United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees, accessed May 1, 2021, https://www.unhcr.org/
resettlement.html.
4United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Book 1: 
Why Self-Reliance?,” in Handbook for
Self-Reliance (Geneva: UNHCR, 2005) 1, https://www.unhcr.
org/44bf7b012.pdf.
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Introduction

Background

We are living in a pivotal period in 
history. Today’s world is witnessing an 
unprecedented number of people being 
forcibly displaced on a global scale. The 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) estimated that global 
forced displacement had surpassed 80 
million by mid-2020. There are nearly 26.3 
million refugees among them, with nearly 
half of them under the age of 18. Currently, 
Syria has 6.6 million refugees, Venezuela 
has 3.7 million, Afghanistan has 2.7 million, 
South Sudan has 2.2 million, and Myanmar 
has 1.1 million refugees.5  Many have been 
denied citizenship and do not have access to 
fundamental human rights. Since economic 
crises, labour demands, urbanisation, 
entrenched poverty, and political instability 
have forced people to seek refuge outside 
their home countries; providing essential 
social and educational services has become 
an urgent concern. Many of the refugees 
live in large humanitarian areas known 
as temporary shelters/refugee camps. 
Refugees are housed in over 1,000 separate 
camps globally, predominantly in Central and 
Eastern Africa, the Middle East, and Central 
Asia.6  These places are seen as where lives 
are saved and where other organisations 
oversee all aspects of the refugees’ lives. 
They are also portrayed as places of suffering 
and sorrow. These three representations of 
refugee camps are not mutually exclusive; 
instead, they often coexist or accompany 
one another.

5 “Refugee Data Finder,” The United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, updated June 18, https://www.
unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/.
6 “Refugee Camps” The United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees, accessed July 1, https://www.unrefugees.org/
refugee-facts/camps/.

The focus of this research will be on Myanmar 
refugees from Central Asia. Myanmar, 
formerly known as Burma, was not always 
in a state of political strife. Myanmar once 
had a perfect beginning with thousand 
years of monarchy with respected kings 
and queens with golden palaces. It came 
to an end in 1885 with the invasion of the 
British East India Company, which marked 
the end of monarchy and transformed the 
country into a British colony. Following a 
brief Japanese occupation during WWII, 
Myanmar was retaken by the Allies and 
granted independence in 1948. The period 
of freedom lasted from 1948 to 1962, when 
the military, led by General Ne Win, seized 
control of Myanmar in a coup.7  Till today the 
country has been subjected to the longest 
military dictatorship in modern history. With 
the ongoing violence, the recent military 
coup in 2021, and human rights violations, 
we can be sure that the number of evacuees 
within Myanmar will increase, and the 
number of refugees fleeing from Myanmar to 
neighbouring countries will keep increasing.

7 Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear, rev.ed. (London: 
Penguin Group, 1995), 55.

How can a community-based refugee camp experience that includes the building and 
occupation of vernacular architecture help address alienation and build resilience?

Research Question

Figure 6. Refugees building their own shelters at Mae La Oon Refugee camp (Author’s own)
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Refugees are among those who are 
vulnerable and in need of aid as we speak.  
This research intends to provide and support 
refugees’ needs through architecture, 
rather their acculturation in the refugee 
camp, and improve their prospects after 
leaving the refugee camp. In addition, the 
research will aim to promote self-reliance 
and a community-based approach, with 
a comprehensive understanding of the 
community, and examine the condition of 
various communities from the standpoints 
of ages, genders, cultures, and religions, as 
well as developing support and assistance 
responses to the population. The project 
will be located in Thailand Mae Chan Sub-
district, Umphang District, Tak Province. 
Conventional building methods and concepts 
learned from the vernacular architecture of 
Myanmar and Southeast Asian countries will 
be used to enhance cultural resilience and 
develop appropriate architectural designs 
for the refugee community.

Project Outline

Figure 7. Early refugees settlement in Mae La Oon Refugee 
camp (Author’s own)

Aim & Objective

The underlying aim for this project is to 
enhance prospects of refugees’ lives by re-
imagining current refugee camps to create 
a resilience and self-sufficiency community. 
The project also aims to promote the use of 
indigenous building techniques to produce 
vernacular architecture. Regenerative 
architecture and sustainability are also 
essential components of the study, assisting 
and unifying the local communities. As 
a result, the initiative aims to create an 
effective social support system.

The project aims to use the limited natural 
resources available in the provided setting 
and provide construction structures that 
consider the values and given skillsets and 
capabilities of refugees included in the 
building process, thereby ensuring their 
connectedness to the program and creating 
a sense of pride and ownership amongst 
the refugee community will be established. 
The need for an educational and community 
centre is unquestionably paramount. The 
aim would be to approach architecture as 
a holistic natural feature that coexists and 
harmonises with its surroundings. The 
given context will play a significant role as 
being a part of a genuine holistic piece. Via 
a systematic design strategy, the project 
will explore creating a better building 
methodology using natural materials such 
as bamboo, timber, and earth brick.  

Key Design Objectives:

• To investigate traditional Myanmar and 
Southeast Asia architecture

• To better understand and provide 
regenerative architecture through 
sustainability architecture principles

• To advocate for culturally and 
contextually sensitive architecture that 
sustains the refugee communities

• To explore the relationship between 
architecture and people

• To achieve productive and social mixing 
of the communities within the refugee 
camp

• To achieve self-reliance and a 
community-based architecture
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This research revolves around the concept of 
a society that is guided by connectedness and 
interdependence. As a result, this would be 
a community-focused initiative. This study 
intends to be contextually aware and engage 
in conversation with the current informal 
settlement, which will be discussed using 
local materials and familiar architectural 
styles. Simply designing a house would 
not solve any of society’s problems. To 
address these issues, one must collaborate 
with the local communities, governments, 
social workers, and research practitioners. 
The definition that must be developed has 
several layers. The architecture serves as 
a great starting point for resolving specific 
problems and a steppingstone for the future.

Scope & Limitations

The topic has received considerable 
attention, and the literary research spans 
guidelines produced by international 
organisations, and more erudite overviews 
by theoreticians, which are interrogated 
and discussed to inform solutions for self-
sufficient refugee camps for Myanmar 
refugees. Design approaches focusing on 
humanitarian design concerns such as self-
reliance, refugee integration, and alternatives 
to camp are analysed and explored to inform 
ideas for a self-sufficient refugee camp. 
Furthermore, the concepts of providing 
more than just the basic needs for refugees 
and the notions of social infrastructure and 
spaces for empowerment through research 
into vernacular architecture are interrogated 
and discussed to inform solutions for a way 
in which architecture can empower and 
enhance the prospect of refugee life. 

In Handbook for Emergencies, the 
emergency preparedness and response 
section, the UNHCR states that refugees 
are often seen as vulnerable and helpless 
recipients of foreign assistance in times of 
crisis. In the immediate future, aid workers’ 
strategy establishes a trend of dependency.8  
Therefore, the UNHCR began encouraging 
a self-reliance model and the notion that 
refugees should be involved from the start of 
an emergency. Refugees should be motivated 
to support themselves by using their 
expertise and tools. It states the importance 
of having a clear view of the population, 
assessing the various communities’ 

8 UNHCR, Handbook for Emergencies. (Geneva: United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2007), 8, http://
www.ifrc.org/PageFiles/95884/D.01.03. Handbook for 
Emergencies_UNHCR.pdf.

conditions from age, gender, and cultural 
standpoints, and coordinating security and 
assistance responses for the community as 
a critical element in an adequate response. 
It also states the importance of working 
with refugees through a community-based 
approach that promotes self-reliance from 
the start will have better effectiveness and 
will be significantly enhanced. Such an 
approach will allow the refugees to maintain 
their sense of dignity and purpose, encourage 
self-reliance and help avoid dependency.9 

Many of the professional and research 
literature on refugee camps emphasises 
the influence of power and dependence. In 
From Camp To City: Refugee Camps of the 
Western Sahara, the editor Manuel Herz, 
an architect and an urban researcher on 
humanitarian architecture, introduces the 
notion of the refugee camp in the context of 
urbanism and architecture. Herz expresses 
how refugee camps are creating normality 
within the abnormal situation of “refugee-
ness.” Herz points out that a plethora 
of scientific and technological literature 
demonstrates that camps are often sites 
of danger and risk, where relief is seen as 
dangerous, and refugees are trapped in an 
infinite loop of waiting. Herz argues that 
it is necessary to rethink this simplistic 
relationship of diametrical opposites, the city 
as a place of transparency and opportunity. 
The camp as a location of utter power needs 
to be reviewed.10  If we consider the starting 
point and prevailing view of the relationship 

9 UNHCR, Handbook for Emergencies. 8.
10 Manuel Herz eds, From Camp to City: Refugee Camps of 
the Western Sahara (Baden,Switzerland: Lars Muller Pulisers, 
2013), 490.

State of Knowledge
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between the city and camp as one antithesis, 
we will approach this question from two 
perspectives. Is the city a place of openness? 
Moreover, can the camp only be seen as a 
site of dependency?11 

Dr Bernard Rudofsky, an architect, engineer, 
and critic, examines the discipline that 
has dominated our understanding of 
architectural heritage and discusses 
architecture as a fundamental practice. In 
Architecture without Architects: A Short 
Introduction to Non- Pedigreed Architecture, 
he investigates the culture, architecture, 
and engineering of the vernacular, making 
his case “Vernacular architecture does 
not go through fashion cycles. It is nearly 
immutable, indeed, unimprovable, since it 
serves its purpose to perfection.”12  Rudofsky 
provides glimpses into previously unseen 
and unanticipated universes. He presents 
the concept that architecture is created not 
by experts but by the genuine and ongoing 
effort of people with a shared history, working 
within a culture of experience. This gives 
rise to the self-resilience model of refugees 
creating their own way of life and their unique 
architecture as time pass. 

11 Herz, From Camp to City, 490.
12 Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture without Architects: A 
Short Introduction to Non-Pedigreed Architecture (New York: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1990), 1.

Methodology

Research through Literature 
Literature reviews have helped develop a 
strong understanding of Myanmar refugees 
and community-based solutions. The need 
for spaces of empowerment in refugee camps 
was an important discovery. Regenerative 
architecture and environmental principles 
methods have also been thoroughly 
researched to establish the best approaches. 

Architecture and Precedents 
Comprehensive knowledge of the 
conventional vernacular has been acquired 
to help understand the refugee context, local 
building materials, and traditional practices. 
The vernacular architectures of Myanmar, 
Thailand, and Southeast Asia have been 
closely observed alongside other vernacular 
architectures. In addition, an examination 
of selected precedents that incorporate 
community/context-based architecture, 
humanitarian architecture, and regenerative 
architecture also aims to contribute to a 
greater understanding of how architecture 
can empower and enhance the prospect of 
camp life.

Research through Experience  
Personal experience and familiarity 
with the camp aids in understanding 
the research’s cultural, historical, and 
contextual relationships. Due to the inability 
to access the site, the project relies on 
internet resources, personal photographs, 
and camp memories. Experience-based 
research is a valuable resource for gaining a 
better understanding of the project’s design 
specifications.

Research through Design
The design process begins with the design 
intent while still referring to literature 
research and contextual criteria. Drawing and 
model-making experiments are then used 
to investigate architectural relationships. 
These divisions work together to obtain the 
best possible result.
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Pyit-Taing-Htaung (ပစ်တိုင်းေတာင် in 
Burmese) refers to an egg-shaped toy with 
a brightly painted face that represents just 
one type of the many traditional papier-
mache toys made in Myanmar. Pyit Taing 
Htaung is most commonly associated with 
children playing in the countryside, where 
they would toss them on the table at home 
for amusement. The toy’s name reflected 
its significance: pyit (to throw) taing (each 
time) htaung (upright), which approximately 
translates as “every time you toss it, it stands 
up.” This is because Pyit Taing Htaung 
have a weight at the bottom of their bodies 
that allows them to stand erect after being 
struck down constantly. As a result, the toys 
symbolise resilience, persistence, and the 
capacity to pick oneself up or never give up, 
all of which are essential characteristics in 
Myanmar people cultures. 

ပစ်တိုင်းေတာင်

Figure 9. Pyit Taing Htaung toy being used in the protest 
against the military coup (Iamge by @Aung Myint Myat / 
Twitter)

water, shelter, and medical assistance 
through implementation partners. It aims 
to help refugees by assisting involuntary 
repatriation to their original home country, 
supporting local integration in their present 
place of asylum, or attempting relocation in 
a new nation.15 

The 1951 Convention relating to the Status 
of Refugees is the UNHCR’s founding 
document. It helps establish who is eligible 
for refugee status and the rights that a 
refugee has. Under the UNHCR Convention 
of 1951, a refugee Is a person who, “owing 
to a well-founded fear of being persecuted 
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group, or 
political opinion, is outside the country of his 
nationality...”16 

15 UNHCR, Handbook for Emergencies. 5.
16 The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
“Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of 
Refugees.”.

Existing Knowledge 

People have been fleeing war, natural 
disasters, famine, and other factors from 
the beginning of time and traveling across 
borders to more attractive areas. It was 
always a complex operation, with misery 
during the flight and tension in the new 
host territories. The late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries saw a significant 
increase in the number of refugees in 
Europe.  The continent of Europe was seen 
to be crawling with displaced persons after 
World War One (1914-1918). As a result of the 
lessons learned from this war, there was a 
worldwide anti-war feeling, which led to the 
formation of the League of Nations in 1919 to 
prevent future wars.13  What resulted was the 
establishment of an institution charged with 
the duty of protecting and resettling migrant 
populations and determining who qualifies 
as a refugee. Its Commission for Refugees 
was established on June 27, 1921, and was led 
by Fridtjof Nansen, a Norwegian scientist, 
explorer, diplomat, and Nobel laureate.14  The 
Second World War (1939-1945)  displaced 
many people across Europe, Asia, and Africa, 
which resulted in the founding of The United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR).

In late 1950, the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees was established. 
Its mission is to protect and assist refugees, 
apart from giving or coordinating food, 

13 Herz, From Camp to City, 36. 
14 Herz, From Camp to City, 38. 

UNHCR

A Brief History of Refugees

Definition of the Term Refugee

UNHCR
Coordination, Registration, Planning

Implementation Partners
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Nongovernmental
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Pyit-Taing-Htaung
“Every time you too it, it stands up”
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1914 - 1918
WW1 

Estimated that the 
war displaced more 

than 10 million people.

1939 - 1945
WW2 

 A total of about 60 
million Europeans 
became refugees 

during the entire World 
War II period.

1947
The partition of India and 

Pakistan displaced 14 
million Indians and 

Pakistanis.

1971
The Bangladesh war of 

independence displaced 10 
million Bengalis from East 

Pakistan to India.

1979
Soviet invasion of Afghani-
stan displaced 6.3 million 

Afghans to Iran and 
Pakistan.

1992
Civil war in Mozambique 

displaced 5.7 million 
Mozambicans internally and 
to Malawi between 1979 and 

1992.

1994
Rwanda genocide displaced 

3.5 million Rwandans (2 
million refugees and 1.5 

million internally 
displaced).

2011 - 2015
War in Syria has displaced 

12 millions Syrians (7.6 
million internally and 4.1 

million refugees).

2000 - 2015
6 million people are 

internally displaced in 2015 
because of a long-running 
fight between the govern-

ment and rebel forces.

2017 - 2021
1.1 million Rohingya 

refugees fled violence in 
Myanmar at a staggering 

rate in 2017  and the 
numbers keep growing.

2021
5.4 million Venezuelans 

leave Venezuela to escape 
violence, insecurity and 
threats as well as lack of 

food, medicine and essen-
tial services.

Figure 9. World refugee timeline 
By author



30 31

students enrolled, and 13,000 people have 
work permits that allow them to work full-
time in the community. The prospect of 
a better future is made possible by work 
permits and education for the refugees.18 

18 USA for UNHCR, “Inside the world’s five largest refugee 
camps.”.

There are currently over 1,000 refugee 
camps across the world. Some are in cities, 
while others are in rural locations distant 
from society. Some camps house a few 
thousand refugees, while others house close 
to a million. The following are the world’s 
largest refugee
camps (as of now): 

Kutupalong Refugee Camp in Cox’s Bazar 
region of Bangladesh houses over 800,000 
Rohingya refugees, migrants, and stateless 
personals and is currently the largest 
temporary shelter.  Kutupalong Refugees 
were forced to escape their homes in August 
2017 after violent attacks in Rakhine State, 
Myanmar. Kutupalong Refugee Camp was 
established in Bangladesh as a result of the 
flight of many people. Kutupalong became 
the world’s biggest refugee camp. 

Dadaab Refugee Complex is another refugee 
camp located in the southeast of Kakuma 
in Kenya. Dadaab is home to over 200,000 
refugees and asylum seekers. Numerous 
long-term issues have forced refugees to 
flee Dadaab. Thus, many individuals have 
grown up in the Camp or lived there their 
whole lives.17 

Za’atari refugee camp in Syria is also one of 
the large camps with over 76,000 residents. 
Over the years, the Camp has made 
excellent strides in empowering refugees via 
education and employment opportunities. 
The educational system has almost 18,000 

17 USA for UNHCR, “Inside the world’s five largest refugee 
camps.”.

World's Largest Refugee Camps

Figures 11: UNHCR Tent
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph from IRENA. 

S o u r c e : h t t p s : // w w w . i r e n a . o r g / n e w s r o o m 
pressreleases/2019/Dec/New-Report-Shows-Potential-
of-Renewables-as-Reliable-Power-Source-for-Refugee-

Settlements

Figure 12. Kutupalong refugee camp in Cox’s Bazar, 
Bangladesh (Image by @antonioguterres / Twitter)

Figure 13. Dadaab refugee complex (Image by NetHope.org)

Figure 14. Za’atari refugee camp in Syrian (Image by Reuters)
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Currently, there are millions of people who 
live in refugee camps. Refugee camps are 
also often defined as temporary shelters. 
The camps are created to respond to specific 
emergencies. Due to long-term conflicts and 
geopolitical factors, there is a lack of plausible 
durable solutions for refugees. Most refugee 
camps become long term despite their 
temporary solutions.19  Many refugees find 
themselves staying in refugee camps for 
years, if not decades. As refugee camps 
continue to grow in size, they represent a 
hazard to refugees and the people around 
them. It is a reality that the humanitarian 
system/host government assemblage is 
still based on this paradigm, partly owing to 
global politics and socio-economic reasons 
and partly due to assumptions based on 
inadequate and biased information.20 

These camps are sites of humanitarian 
assistance, conflict, political action, 
and everyday life. These camps are a 
transitional solution turned long-term 
problem. These camps suffer from limited, 
biased (geographically and disciplinary)
and inconsistent information, insufficient to 
build sturdy and contextualised frameworks 
to develop appropriate policies. Being under 
studied affects the lesser-known camps, 
such as those in the Thia-Myanmar border 
and the Bangladesh- Myanmar border. 

19 N.A Elorduy, “The long-term camp and the nascence of the 
urban turn,” in Architecture as a Way of Seeing and Learning: 
The built environment as an added educator in East African 
refugee camps (London, UCL Press,2021), 13, https://doi.
org/10.14324/111.9781800080119.
20 Elorduy, Architecture as a Way of Seeing and Learning, 13.

Current refugee camp models around the world

For decades, refugee camps have been 
examined from either a structuralist or a 
humanitarian perspective. Both narratives 
have generalised and simplified the ‘camp,’ 
the ‘refugee,’ and ‘education’ into easily 
managed concepts. As a result, the camps 
are envisioned as efficient strategies 
for movement management, epidemic 
prevention, food distribution, and temporary 
shelter. Furthermore, camp spaces have 
been regarded as non-places, limbo, and 
transitory, while the built environment and 
issues such as child development and day to 
day life, are being overlooked.21  

In terms of child development, humanitarian 
and educational programs are underfunded, 
and they advocate a limited approach to 
education, emphasising formal schooling 
with Geneva-developed criteria while 
ignoring learning that occurs outside of the 
school setting.22 

Regarding refugees’ rights, refugees are not 
granted civil rights, nor are they allowed to 
own real estate. The host nation provides the 
refugee camps privileges that are generally 
associated with public places, the freedom 
of assembly, free expression, or political 
agency. Refugees are given temporary 
shelter and safety from harm, but they are 
denied the same rights as the host nation 
civilian population. As non-state actors, 
humanitarian organisations such as the 
UNHCR and NGOs cannot guarantee the 
rights of refugees as well.23 

21 Elorduy, Architecture as a Way of Seeing and Learning, 3.
22 Elorduy, Architecture as a Way of Seeing and Learning, 4.
23 Herz, From Camp to City, 488.

Temporary shelters/camps are viewed as the 
opposite of urban living. Many academics and 
institutions characterised the camps as sites 
of isolation and total control. Some people 
think of them as locations where others are 
in charge of the situation and where refugees 
are all alike, and they cannot make decisions 
about their own lives. Instead of empowering 
and exchanging ideas, camps are viewed as 
dependency and confinement.24 

24 Herz, From Camp to City, 490. 

Figure 15. Researcher memories of a refugee camp 
Drawing by author
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Myanmar has a land area of 676,552 square 
kilometres and is situated in Southeast Asia. 
China lies to the north, India and Bangladesh 
to the west and Thailand and Laos to the 
east. Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, is 
a breathtakingly beautiful country inhabited 
by many different ethnicities. Burma gets 
its name from the Burmese people, who are 
the largest ethnic group.  There are many 
different languages spoken in Myanmar. 
There are seven main ethnic groups, the 
Burmese, Chins, Kachins, Karens, Kayahs, 
Mons, Arakanese (Rakhines), and Shans, 
but historically, each of these peoples 
belongs to one of three main ethnic groups: 
the Mon-Khmers, the Tiberto-Burmans, and 
the Thai-Shans. Apart from the Burmese, 
the Chins, Kachins, Karens, Kayahs, Mons, 
Arakanese (Rakhines), and Shans are the 
seven peoples who have administration 
states in the country.25  

Each of these seven ethnic groups has 
its traditions, beliefs, languages, dress 
styles, culture, food, arts and crafts, values, 
and governance structures. Apart from 
Myanmar’s many indigenous ethnic groups, 
Indian and Chinese immigrants must be 
mentioned as minority groups. Many Indians 
and Chinese have lived side by side with 
the locals; Myanmar is their only home, and 
they love it as their country. The Burmese 
make up the majority of them, and it is their 
practices and traditions that have come to 
be most closely identified with Myanmar.26  
This history is what makes Myanmar such 
a fascinating country, full of variation and 
tradition.
25 Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear, 57.
26 Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear, 57.

Myanmar At A Glance

Figure 16: Rice farmers 
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph by Alamy

S o u r c e : h t t p s : / / w w w . g o o g l e . c o m 
i m g r e s ? i m g u r l = h t t p s % 3 A % 2 F % 2 F c 8 . a l a m y .
com%2Fcomp%2FER9F72%2Fa-farmer-har vesting-
rice-by-hand-in-a-field-in-northern-burma-myanmar-
ER9F72.jpg&imgrefurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.alamy.
c o m % 2 Fs to c k- p h o to % 2 F h a r ve s t i n g - r i c e - by- h a n d .
html&tbnid=gie5-YTHVHHqaM&vet=12ahUKEwiCkLacxsv0
AhVekUsFHQ6JBioQMyg0egQIARAv..i&docid=Xp6a4xrauL

hnHM&w=1300&h=8

Figure 17. Myanmar map
Drawing by author

Source : https://www.pngegg.com/en/png-xkman

Population: 55 million

Ethnic Groups: There are officially more than 
135 major ethnic groups and seven ethnic 
minority states.

Main Ethnic Groups: Mon, Burma, Rakhine, 
Shan, Chin, Kachin and Kayah.

Languages: Burmese. Minorities have their 
own language.

Religion: 87% Buddhism, 6% Christianity, 
4% Muslims, 2% other

Area: 676, 552 sq kms

Climate: Tropical monsoon climate with 
three seasons.

Cool season (late October to mid-February)
Hot season (mid-February to mid-May)
Rainy season (mid-May to late October)
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In 1885, British troops marched on Mandalay 
and captured the Burmese royal family. King 
Thibaw (1859-1916), the last Konbaung 
King, was then taken away to India. Burma, 
now known as Myanmar, was made a part of 
the British Colony. 

Myanmar was governed as a British Indian 
colony. In addition, British policies attracted 
a considerable number of Indian and Chinese 
immigrants. They were hardworking 
and business-savvy. Instead of going to 
Myanmar’s people, the country’s new wealth 
ended up in their hands and the hands of 
British firms.27  
 
After Mandalay fell, pockets of Burmese 
resistance erupted in various places of the 
country. This would continue for several 
years. The start of World War II in 1939 
marked a watershed moment in the Burmese 
independence movement. A group of young 
men left the nation secretly to Japan for 
military training. The ‘Thirty Comrades’ 
became their title.28 

Burmese citizens hoped that the 
Japanese will assist them in regaining 
their independence. With the help of the 
Japanese, the Burma Independence Army 
marched into Myanmar in 1941.29  The British 
were driven out of the country. Myanmar 
was declared independent. Even though 
Myanmar people held positions of power and 
administration, the Japanese held absolute 
control. In reality, the country had just 
changed one foreign ruler for a new one.

27  Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear, 53. 
28  Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear, 54.
29  Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear, 55.

A Turbulent History 

Figure 18. Lion Throne
Drawing by author

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
Category:Lion_Throne_of_Myanmar#/media/

File:Lion_throne,_Mandalay_Palace.jpg

Figure 19. King Thibaw Min arrested and sent 
off to exile by British Soldiers

Drawing by author, taken from an image in the 
Universal History Archive

S o u r c e : h t t p s : //w w w. t e l e g r a p h .c o. u k /
news/2017/11/02/one-mans-mission-track-

royal-ruby-burma-stolen-ancestors-british

General Aung San (1915-1947), a student 
leader, and commander-in-chief launched an 
anti-Japanese resistance campaign. As the 
Burmese army rose against the Japanese, 
British troops returned to Myanmar. Against 
the Japanese, the Burmese army and the 
British fought side by side. The Japanese 
were defeated at the end of 1945, and the war 
in Myanmar came to an end.30 
 
General Aung San was regarded as 
Myanmar’s national hero and the country’s 
father. Aung San and six of his ministers 
were assassinated at a cabinet meeting by a 
gunman sent by a political opponent before 
Myanmar became independent on January 
4, 1948.31 
 
The young nation was immediately faced 
with grave problems. In 1962 a group of 
army officers led by Ne Win (1911-2002), the 
commander-in-chief, overthrew the elected 
government of U Nu (1907-1995) who was 
the first prime minister of Myanmar after the 
1948 independence. Since the 1962 coup, 
Myanmar has been under military rule.32 
 
The peaceful struggle for human rights led to 
mass demonstrations that began in August 
1988. The military government swiftly 
adopted methods of exceptional brutality 
in order to silence opposition. Troops were 
instructed to break up mass demonstrations 
by firing directly and repeatedly into crowds 
with intent to kill, leaving thousands of 
casualties.33 

30 Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear, 55.  
31 Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear, 55. 
32 Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear, 56. 
33 Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear, 319.

Figure 20. General Aung San 
(1915-1947)   

Drawing by author
Source : https://platform.
keesingtechnologies.com/

myanmar-banknote/

Figure 21. Ne Win (1911-2002)
Drawing by author

Source : https://www.
irrawaddy.com/specials/
on-this-day/day-ne-win-

handed-power.html

Figure 22. 8.8.1988 Uprising 
Drawing by author

Source : https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/analysis-
myanmar-still-living-legacy-1988-military-coup.html
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In the 8888 Uprising of August 8, 1988, 
Aung San Suu Kyi rose to prominence as the 
General Secretary of the National League for 
Democracy, which she had founded with the 
help of numerous former army personnel who 
were against the military dictatorship. She 
later became a Nobel Peace Prize laureate 
and a symbol of peace. In the 1990 elections, 
the NLD won 81 percent of the seats in 
Parliament, but the results were overruled 
after the military authority intervened. She 
was then jailed prior to the elections and 
spent nearly 15 of the 21 years from 1989 to 
2010 under house arrest. She re-joined the 
NLD after her release, and her party won 
a crushing victory in the 2016 Myanmar 
general election, and she now serves as 
Myanmar’s state counsellor. Even though 
she had won the elections, the Military 
Government retained final authority. 

For the people of Myanmar, the battle for 
democracy will last for many years, with 
countless casualties, displaced people, 
and refugees crossing the border owing to 
military force.

In 2019 it was estimated that over 9000 
Rohingya had been killed, and close to one 
million Rohingya had fled to Bangladesh 
due to clashes between Buddhist and 
Muslim communities, which led to a military 
crackdown on the Rohingya population.34 
 
A coup was staged in Myanmar on February 
1, 2021, by an army officer and chairman of 
the state administration council Min Aung 
Hlaing. Aung San Suu Kyi and her National 
League for Democracy (NLD) ministers were 
arrested and detained. Hundreds of people 
have been killed, many have been displaced, 
and many have fled to neighbouring nations 
as a result of the ongoing violence around 
the country.
34 “Burma’s Path To Genocide,” United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum,  Accessed June 5, 2021, https://
exhibitions.ushmm.org/burmas-path-to-genocide/timeline.

Figure 23. Aung San Suu Kyi
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph by Claude 

Truong-Ngoc
Source:https://thediplomat.com/2018/01/who-comes-

after-aung-san-suu-kyi

Figure 25. 1988 Uprising
Drawing by author

Source: https://i.pinimg.com/originals/77/99/6e/77996ec6867d1ded9674ca6488d0d032.jpg 

Figure 24. 2021 Uprising
Drawing by author

Source: https://www.mtv.com.lb/AMP/Details/1153526
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Refugee Settlements Between Thai-Myanmar Borders

People from Myanmar have been fleeing 
from war and violence to seek asylum in 
Thailand and neighbouring countries since 
the 1960s. As a result, Myanmar has the 
world’s fifth-highest number of refugees. It 
is also home to the most significant number 
of displaced and non-displaced stateless 
people in Southeast Asia. According to the 
United Nations, the number of Myanmar who 
have been forcefully displaced or rendered 
stateless has gradually increased from 
900,000 in 2014 to 1.96 million in 2020.35 
There are currently nine official refugee 
camps spread along the Thai Myanmar 
border, housing over 92,000 refugees in 
April 2021.36 In addition, 900,000 Rohingya 
refugees have fled into Bangladesh’s refugee 
camp, which has grown to become the 
world’s largest refugee camp.37  Some of the 
Thai Myanmar border camps are more than 
30 to 40 years old, with most refugees never 
leaving the settlements. These camps are cut 
off from society due to government controls, 
inaccessible terrine, language barriers, and 
political power.38 

35 UNHCR, Asia & The Pacific Regional Population Trends 
Analysis - Forced Displacement 2020, July 2021, 21, https://
data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/87834. 
36 “Protection Sector Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh: Rohingya 
Refugee Response - Protection Partner Presence,” OCHA 
Services, Reliefweb, updated June 16, 2021, https://reliefweb.
int/report/bangladesh/protection-sector-coxs-bazar-
bangladesh-rohingya-refugee-response-protection-3.
37 OCHA Services, “Protection Sector Cox’s Bazar, 
Bangladesh: Rohingya Refugee Response - Protection 
Partner Presence.”.
38 Colin Brock and Lala Demirdjianeds, Education, Refugees 
and Asylum Seekers (Bloomsbury Publishing Plc: ISBN, 
2012), 70, ProQuest Ebook Central Ebook.

Figure 26. A young girl washes clothes for her family in a Bangladesh refugee camp. Without access to 
education and other opportunities, girls are at greater risk of child marriage. (Image by Annila Harris )
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Figure 27. Timeline of 2021 Military Coup and its effect on the Myanmar civilians 
Drawing by author

Image Source: https://www.hiclipart.com/free-transparent-background-png-clipart-mtnwu
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There are three main prevalent ideas of 
refugee camps in today’s time. Refugee 
camps are viewed as humanitarian 
sanctuaries where lives are saved. It is also 
a place of control where other institutions 
supervise all elements of the refugees’ 
lives. As a final note, they are portrayed 
as places of poverty and suffering. These 
three perspectives of refugee camps do not 
exclude one another.39 Spatial and temporal 
disjunction define refugee situations. As 
a result, refugee camps inhabit various 
uncertain political, social, legal, economic, 
and emotional situations. In terms of 
geography, they do not exist. They are only 
a stone’s throw from the border, but they 
are entirely cut off from their homeland, and 
they are far from home. Fences, inaccessible 
land, linguistic barriers, political boundaries, 
and government limitations separate them 
from the host society.

In most cases, camps are viewed as places 
of despair and hopelessness. There is a 
tendency to portray camps in the media as 
places where people are queuing for water 
under the hot sun, children are covered 
in flies, or shelters are nothing more than 
rags that give no shade. A well-known 
example is the work of a social documentary 
photographer Sebastiao Salgado. His works 
represent the refugee as a suffering being. He 
consistently portrays them as the unnamed 
victim, nor do we believe they have neither a 
past nor a future. As a result, they have no 
biography and are represented as a symbol of 
pain. People in refugee camps are reduced to 
miserable beings without claiming identity or 

39 Herz, From Camp to City, 10. 

Current Refugee Typology 

uniqueness in their social dimension. These 
perceptions could reveal specific features of 
a refugee camp.

Nevertheless, they are all formulated 
from the outside-in. It does not reveal the 
refugee’s point of view and comprehends 
their environment, which is crucial. Instead, 
it is how (primarily Western) researchers, 
aid workers, and artists perceive the camps 
and what they have learned about them as 
a result.40  It is critical to understand that 
refugee camp time does not exist in real-time. 
Refugees live in a ‘present’ that continues to 
stretch from year to year while they imagine a 
future that is always beyond their reach. This 
relates to the notion of reinventing camps as 
alternate types of camps inspired by refugee 
perspectives. 

To seek genuine alternatives to camps, 
practitioners must offer genuine alternatives 
to camps that do not rely on isolating 

40 Herz, From Camp to City, 10. 

Figure 28. A refugee camp in Benako, Tanzania swells with 
Rwandan refugees in 1994, but amid the desolation and 
despair, the shining face of a child gazes adoringly at her 

mother. ( Image by Sebastiao Salgado)

and physically confining migrants. Nerea 
Amorós Elorduy, an architect and researcher, 
assisting refugees with expertise in East 
Africa, urges the humanitarian system/host 
government coalition to consider prohibiting 
the physical confinement of refugees in 
enclosed and isolated places, planned camps, 
settlements, and special economic zones. 
Elorduy also urges the need to approach 
these camps as a long-term strategy. In her 
research Architecture as a Way of Seeing and 
Learning, she provides evidence that long-
term camps could work as alternative urban 
centres in terms of architectural and urban 
growth, with a body in charge of its urban and 
architectural development, with a holistic 
perspective as a whole. Elorduy’s finding 
shows that this could be done by sharing 
power and responsibilities among refugees 
and their immediate local hosts and local 
authorities.41  However, this does not mean 
help to the vulnerable or foreign assistance 
should be stopped. Instead, power relations 
should shift, as they do in urban settlements 
across the world.

41 Elorduy, Architecture as a Way of Seeing and Learning, 13.

Figure 29. A drawing capturing Rohingya refugees fleeing from Myanmar
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph by Nyein Chan Naing

Source : https://www.euractiv.com/section/development-policy/news/
eu-considers-trade-sanctions-on-myanmar-over-rohingya-crisis/
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Figure 30. Refugee Camps around Thai-Myanmar Border
Image by author 

Map Source : https://www.pngegg.com/en/png-xkman
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This project’s literature review focuses 
on aspects of the refugee experience and 
the capacity for vernacular architecture 
to meet their requirements. The refugee 
experience is broken down into pathways to 
self-reliance, alternatives to camp, and the 
need for integration. The research around 
the associate design practice focuses on 
humanitarian design concerns, the human 
need for more than the basics, and the 
necessity for social infrastructure. Finally, 
the project’s architectural study focuses on 
vernacular architecture.

Literature Review

Pathway to Self-Reliance 

Being able to rely on your own abilities to 
achieve self-reliance is a massive task for all 
people, and this is even greater for people 
in crises such as refugees. Self-reliance is a 
vital tool for everyone, especially as a durable 
solution for refugees. Since the founding of 
the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees in 1950, UNHCR has advocated 
for refugee self-sufficiency. It defined self-
reliance as “the social and economic ability of 
an individual, a household or a community to 
meet essential needs (including protection, 
food, water, shelter, personal safety, health, 
and education) in a sustainable manner 
and with dignity.”42 Self-reliance methods 
are also used to reduce the vulnerability 
of refugees and their long-term need for 
humanitarian/external aid.43  It is critical to 
recognise that many people find it difficult to 
adjust to change. As a result, self-reliance is 
encouraged at all stages of operations, from 
42 UNHCR, “Book 1: Why Self-Reliance?,” 1. 
43 UNHCR, “Book 1: Why Self-Reliance?,” 1. 

the emergency phase through long-term 
solutions. UNHCR employs a community 
development model, which includes 
community participation in decision making 
and planning, and views refugees as active 
participants in aid and protection operations 
rather than passive beneficiaries.44 

The community development method is also 
utilised as an empowerment tool that can 
enable refugees and returnees to create their 
futures, enhance their surroundings, and 
overcome service provision restrictions.45 
Refugees are frequently viewed as helpless 
and passive receivers of outside assistance. 
In this regard, it is essential to recognise 
that refugees bring personal qualities and 
benefits and the attributes of perseverance, 
flexibility, and adaptation that they have 
shown throughout their escape and survival. 
If future problems arise, refugees who have 
maintained their independence, maintained 
their skills and built a secure livelihood will be 
better prepared than those who have relied 
on emergency aid for a prolonged period, 
regardless of the solutions ultimately put in 
place. As more refugees become self-reliant 
and capable of meeting their own essential 
requirements, direct humanitarian aid will 
be reduced, and a long-term sustainable 
strategy will be possible.

44 UNHCR, “Book 1: Why Self-Reliance?,” 8. 
45 UNHCR, “Book 1: Why Self-Reliance?,” 1. 

UNHCR defined a camp as a “purpose-
built, planned, and managed location or 
spontaneous settlement where refugees are 
accommodated and receive assistance and 
services from government and humanitarian 
agencies.”46 Camps often have restrictions 
on refugees’ liberties, such as the freedom to 
travel, choose where to live, work, establish 
a trade, farm, or get protection and services. 
While camps are an essential tool for UNHCR 
to provide protection and safety, they also 
limit the rights and freedoms of refugees. 
These makeshift settlements continue to 
persist even after the immediate danger has 
gone. The operating costs of these camps 
are likewise enormous, and they are typically 
perpetuated for many years, if not decades. 
These expenditures are usually lost when 
refugees return home or resettle to another 
location, mainly when camps are in remote 
regions far from local populations, making it 
impossible to transfer over infrastructure to 
them.47 

According to UNHCR’s experience, camps 
can have substantial detrimental long-term 
consequences for all parties involved. This 
is because the camp model may encourage 
dependency while undermining refugees’ 
abilities to manage their own lives. As the 
camp grows, it has the potential to disrupt 
local businesses and development plans 
and negatively damage the environment 

46 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
“UNHCR Policy on Alternatives to Camps,” UNHCR, accessed 
September 9, 2021, https://www.unhcr.org/5422b8f09.html.
47 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “UNHCR 
Policy on Alternatives to Camps.”.

Alternatives to the Camp

in the surrounding region. Camps may also 
provide significant protection risks in some 
settings, such as sexual and gender-based 
violence (SGBV), child protection concerns, 
and people trafficking.48  Faced with these 
dangers and difficulties, many refugees 
opt to live outside of designated refugee 
camps or regions because of the dangers 
and challenges they face. Refugees may face 
severe repercussions, such as incarceration 
or seizure and destruction of property or 
businesses if their actions conflict with host 
national laws and regulations. Refugees in 
these circumstances may avoid registering 
with UNHCR or even interacting with them, 
making UNHCR protection ineffective.

In crises, the camps are designed and 
structured to handle a large and variable 
population over short periods. However, 
according to the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees, the increasing number of long-
term refugees (those displaced for more 
than five years), the average time spent in 
“temporary” refugee camps has risen to 
almost 20 years.49  The policy report on 
alternatives to camps by UNHCR states that 
“millions of refugees have peacefully lived 
outside of refugee camps in rural and urban 
regions, living on the property or in homes 
that they rent, own, or occupy informally, or 
in hosting agreements within communities 
or families.”50 
48 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “UNHCR 
Policy on Alternatives to Camps.”.
49 Michaela Hynie, “Refugee Integration: Research and 
Policy,” Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology 
(August 2018), https://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pac0000326 
50 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
“UNHCR Policy on Alternatives to Camps.” 4. 
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Refugee camps, however continue to be an 
essential element of the humanitarian scene. 
Approximately 40% of all refugees live in 
camps due to not having other alternatives.51 
On the other hand, alternatives to camps 
can be defined in two perspectives: the 
UNHCR’s and refugees. The UNHCR states, 
“alternatives to camps are achieved when 
the UNHCR can ensure that refugees are 
protected and assisted effectively and are 
able to achieve solutions without resorting 
to the establishment of camps and when 
existing camps are phased out or transformed 
into sustainable settlements.”52 From the 
perspectives of refugees, “alternatives 
to camps means being able to exercise 
rights and freedoms, make meaningful 
choices regarding their lives and having 
the possibility to live with greater dignity, 
independence, and normality as members of 
communities.” 

The UNHCR has devised a framework that 
allows refugees to settle in communities 
lawfully and peacefully. “It is comprised of 
the following:”53

• Consulting with refugees and host 
communities

• Promoting an enabling protection 
environment 

• Developing advocacy strategies

• Reinforcing contingency planning and 
emergency preparedness

51 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “UNHCR 
Policy on Alternatives to Camps.” 4.
52 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “UNHCR 
Policy on Alternatives to Camps.” 12.
53 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
“UNHCR Policy on Alternatives to Camps.” 9-11.

• Achieving synergies with national 
development planning

• Planning on the basis of data, information, 
and analysis

• Updating protection and program 
management

• Strengthening community-based 
protection

• Adapting service delivery

• Developing settlement and shelter 
responses

• Enabling refugees to build sustainable 
livelihoods

• Maximizing mobility

• Engaging with national authorities

• Creating adapted partnership models

In urban or rural areas, these frameworks 
allow refugees to settle legally, peacefully, 
and without harassment and enhance their 
capacity to take responsibility for themselves, 
their families, and the communities in which 
they live.

Figure 31. Outdoor question and answer session in Umpiem 
Camp  (Image by International Organization for Migration)

Issues with Humanitarian Design

The number of displaced persons globally is 
projected to exceed 82.4 million by 2021.54 
This has generated a tremendous focus 
for architects, planners, legislators, and 
humanitarian groups on finding answers to 
the world’s shelter crises.

Architects have been relied upon for 
decades to find answers to the world’s 
housing challenges. Over time, the worlds of 
relief and development have divorced from 
architecture and design due to the utopian 
ideas offered by designers, which are heavily 
driven by the increasing technology of the 
idealism machine age. In contrast, this offer 
has lacked resonance for aid workers and 
refugees grappling with the day-to-day 
reality of providing shelter, clean water, and 
sanitation to people in need.55  This then 
leads to questions such as: what role should 
design play in providing basic shelter? 
How may architects better meet the needs 
of the disenfranchised and displaced? 
Furthermore, at the heart of these problems 
is whether the design is a luxury or a 
need. These concerns would be a source 
of consternation for architects, planners, 
legislators, and relief groups attempting to 
reconcile the practicality of providing shelter 
with the human desire for a place to call 
home.

54 The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
“Refugee Data Finder.”.
55 Murphy, Diana eds, “100 Years of Humanitarian Design,” 
In Design Like You Give A Damn: Architectural Responses to 
Humanitarian Crises, ed. Kate Stohr (New York: Matropolis 
Books, 2006), 34.

To provide a supportive and empowering 
environment for refugees during their 
placement in camps and to ensure a 
successful new start in a foreign country, 
there needs to be significant attention on the 
need for adequate integration.  

Integration must play a part in a refugee’s 
deployment in a new country and as soon as 
they arrive in a camp. Due to different cultural 
and ethnic communities and generations 
in camps, there might be language barriers 
and other obstacles to overcome to create a 
sense of community.

The wellbeing of refugees and the effects 
of prior trauma will increasingly improve if 
integration processes are implemented early 
on. Successful integration can generally 
be defined by access to opportunities, 
resources, participation in the community 
and society, and feelings of security and 
belonging in their new homes and new 
community.

The Need for Integration

Figure 32. Adult CO class on healthy living 
(Image by International Organization for Migration)
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The Need for More than Just the Basics 

The common mistake with architects, 
planners, and legislators in the humanitarian 
design of refugee camps is often an exclusive 
focus on accommodating many displaced 
people using a temporary shelter. These 
camps are also seen as an efficient tool 
for movement control, solving the mass 
production of temporary shelter, epidemic 
prevention, and food distribution.56  People’s 
day-to-day life in these camps and a 
long-term solution are often overlooked. 
Humanitarian design should also cater to 
psychological, educational, healthcare, and 
infrastructural needs if it wants to be more 
than just providing shelters and catering to 
the wellbeing of the people. For example, 
the article “Long-term mental health of war-
refugees” from BMC International Health 
and Human Rights states resettled refugees 
have higher rates of psychological disorders 
such as depression, PTSD, and other anxiety 
disorders. If not treated, those mental health 
issues increase over time due to inadequate 
post-migration conditions.57  The article 
also suggests a need for guidance of health 
policies of recipient countries and treatment 
services for affected refugees. Architects, 
planners, and legislators in humanitarian 
design need to accumulate intimate 
knowledge about occupants and incorporate 
their specific needs in the design process.

56 Elorduy, Architecture as a Way of Seeing and Learning, 3.
57 Marija Bogic, Anthony Njoku and Stefan Priebe, “Long-
term mental health of war-refugees: a systematic literature 
review,” BMC Int Health Hum Rights 15, no. 29 (2015): 3, 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12914-015-0064-9.

Figure 33. Common housing in Mae La Camp 
(Image by International Organization for Migration)

Figure 34. Question and answer session for blind refugees
(Image by International Organization for Migration)

The article “Empowering through 
design: a case of becoming” written by 
researchers from Curtin University suggests 
essential points to consider. When creating 
architecture for the most vulnerable, non-
design voices need to be enabled, and a 
quality outcome considering the needs 
and demands of future dwellers need to 
be ensured. All potential residents’ needs 
should be addressed equally, and there 
should be opportunities for consensual 
decision making and communication during 
the design and construction processes. 
There is a link between involvement in design 
processes and community engagement that  
Implicates users’ sense of who they are. This 
shows how immensely important it is to listen 
to the many voices of refugees who have 
been mentally impacted before and during 
their resettlement. As designers, we can find 
ways to create spaces of empowerment that 
will heal and strengthen those in need.58

Furthermore, it is essential to acknowledge 
that resilience and self-reliance can 
foster individuals who will endure and, in 
some cases, even embrace situations of 
uncertainty and risk in temporary spaces 
such as refugee camps. However, some 
argue that the only thing remaining of that 
resilience and self-reliance of refugees is 
individuals who “become accustomed to a 
future without substantial progress, or to be 

58 Churchill, Lynn and Smith, Dianne and Lommerse, Marina. 
“Empoering through design: a case of becoming,” Curtin 
University, last modified April 4, 2013, https://hdl.handle.
net/20.500.11937/12205.

The Need for More Social Infrastructure and Spaces of Empowerment

ready to play the game of chance.”59  
In order to prevent this from happening, 
we must ensure that resilience in those 
temporary spaces does not rely on 
individuals’ efforts exclusively because it 
is not disconnected from the constraints 
on a refugee’s life and the power structures 
that disempower the refugee. Besides, self-
reliance is not equivalent to a reduction 
in support. More social and economic 
resources and assistance should be made 
available to accomplish the resilience and 
self-reliance approach.

It is essential to acknowledge that the 
duration of a refugee’s stay is only 
dependent on circumstances outside their 
control. Refugees’ behaviours or actions do 
not play a role in this. Refugees are often 
confined to camps for decades, spending 
extended periods in situations they cannot 
escape. This may spark a violent insurgency. 
Research from a refugee camp in Kenya, on 
the other hand, found that refugee camps are 
among the most socially stable organisations 
in the world. Researchers discover that 
stability is primarily achieved through 
two mechanisms: ‘respected space’ and 
‘listening posts.’60  Respected space is the 
concept that camp organisers and refugees 
distance themselves rather than the more 
typical corporate style of bridging. Refugees 
acknowledge that only camp employees can 

59  Churchill, Smith, and Lommerse, “Empoering through 
design: a case of becoming.”.
60 DE LA CHAUX, M.; HAUGH, H.; GREENWOOD, R. 
Organizing Refugee Camps: “Respected Space” and 
“Listening Posts”. Academy of Management Discoveries, [s. 
l.], v. 4, n. 2, p. 155–179, 2018. DOI 10.5465/amd.2017.0040.
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find themselves reliant or dependent on the 
UN. However, the mentoring of young people 
within the UN system and organisations 
such as the UNHCR should be of greater 
importance to teach valuable skills. She also 
states, listening to refugees’ experiences, it 
becomes clear how many feel that leaving 
their histories, cultural guidelines, and 
human relationships behind is the only way 
not to remain encapsulated within the UN 
and refugeehood.61 There is a great need for 
mentoring in refugee camps that explicitly 
focuses on ‘being people’ rather than ‘being 
refugees.’  

The loss of independence of refugees 
during the relocation phase must be fully 
understood to accomplish successful social 
and economic integration procedures. 
We must also understand that Individual 
refugee experiences are influenced 
mainly by the host country’s “opportunity 
structure.” Individuals who work, learn, 
and play together, according to research, 
are better equipped to resolve problems 
and live happily. This may be done through 
community-based protection and livelihood 
initiatives and educational programs that 
engage local residents. These activities 
and programs can help to strengthen social 
cohesion, reduce xenophobic attitudes, 
and create a more protected resilient 
environment.

61 Jess Auerbach, “Incapsulating hands: on the (in)
dependence of young adults in the UNHCR’s Maratane 
Refugee Camp,” Social Dynamics 36, no. 2 (2010): xx, https://
doi.org/10.1080/02533952.2010.483827. 

give external assistance and humanitarian 
aid, while camp workers recognise that 
only refugees can end the insurgency. 
Both parties recognise that each other’s 
contribution necessitates tolerance for one 
another’s cultural standards. A listening 
post or council allowed campers to express 
their concerns and be heard by camp staff. 
These councils act as a collective release 
valve, relieving tensions that may arise 
due to food or living circumstances. These 
processes have allowed numerous migrants 
to coexist for decades, demonstrating that 
social stability can be established in the 
most unexpected settings.

Studies have shown that social stability in 
an organization similar to refugee camps is 
brought forth by mutual dependence of both 
organization parties. Thus, there is a need 
for “respected spaces.” There is a minimal 
intrusion of camp officials into the refuges’ 
world and “listening posts” that uphold the 
power balance. Other ways that architecture 
will help create independence amongst 
refugees 
and maintain social stability involve the 
creation of “trading zones” and “boundary-
spanning structures” that connect groups or 
individuals, enabling them to work together 
successfully.

Furthermore, Jess Auerbach, a researcher 
and senior lecturer on the fields of social 
sciences from North-West University 
in  South Africa, argues in her artical 
“Incapsulating hands: on the (in)dependence 
of young adults in the UNHCR’s Maratane 
Refugee Camp” that many young refugees Figure 35. Crowd of refugees in Umpiem Camp 

(Image by International Organization for Migration)
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Figure 36. Vernacular Architecture of Southeast Asia
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph by Deidi Von Schaewen 

Source: https://interiordesign.net/designwire/exhibit-tours-vernacular-architecture-in-40-models/

Vernacular Architecture as a Tool

The term vernacular architecture first 
appeared in 1964 in Bernard Rudofsky’s 
(1905-1988) book Architecture without 
Architects. An Austrian American writer and 
architect, Rudofsky describes it as “so little 
known that we don’t even have a name for 
it. For want of a generic label, we shall call 
it vernacular, anonymous, spontaneous, 
indigenous, rural, as the case may be. 
Unfortunately, our view of the total picture 
of anonymous architecture is distorted 
by a shortage of documents, visual and 
otherwise”.62  Later, Paul Oliver (1927-2017), 
who was an architectural historian, revisited 
the term. He described in his book Built to 
Meet Needs: Cultural Issues in Vernacular 
Architecture, he writes, “Vernacular 
architecture comprises the dwellings and 
all other buildings of the people. Related to 
their environmental contexts and available 
resources, they are customarily owner- 
or community-built, utilising traditional 
technologies. All forms of vernacular 
architecture are built to meet specific needs, 
accommodating the values, economies, 
and ways of living of the cultures that 
produce them.”63 For this research project, 
vernacular architecture will be described as 
Oliver description. This section will go into 
the significance of vernacular architecture 
in the context. It will lay the groundwork 
for a refugee’s way of life, as well as the 
institutions on which they will rely to create 
communities.
62 Rudofsky, Architecture without Architects, 1.
63 Paul Oliver, Built to Meet Needs: Cultural Issues in 
Vernacular Architecture, (Oxford: ISBN, 2006),30, ProQuest 
Ebook Central, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/
unitec/detail.action?docID=294018.

In 1964, Rudofsky published Architecture 
Without Architect: an introduction to 
non-pedigreed architecture, a base 
ground coverage and its first exhibition 
for vernacular architecture on the global 
stage. He outlines numerous aspects that 
can be learned from traditional buildings, 
their method of construction, and their 
settlements formation. It can be concluded 
that the findings he presented, from the first 
example of a typical Mediterranean house 
to the last primaeval vault, were all carefully 
placed into their natural environment without 
disturbing the ecosystem. The settlements 
and building structures were tailored to 
respond well to their local climates and the 
chosen topography.64 

Learning from vernacular architecture is 
critical because it may serve as a new way of 
thinking, focused on creating a better living 
environment that benefits both people and 
the planet. It has the capability to envision 
an open-source development paradigm 
that allows for a new holistic approach to 
sustainable building that takes into account 
the whole lifecycle. Vernacular architecture 
acts as an inspiration and source of 
information for modern culture. It enables 
us to hold crucial discussions and a fresh 
way of thinking about creating a better living 
environment. 

The natural environment is the driving force 
for vernacular architecture. It is critical for 
designers first to understand the meaning of 

64 Rudofsky, Architecture without Architects, 5.
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the environment. To develop an ecologically 
sensitive and ethical design, we must 
use comprehensive and well-considered 
approaches to building design. For example, 
the ecologist’s notion of the environment is 
very different from the designer’s concept of 
the environment. In the book Designing with 
Nature, Ken Yeang, an architect, ecologist, 
and planner, writes about the need for 
designers to appreciate the ecologist’s 
concept of the environment. Designers often 
mistakenly see the environment as a physical 
and spatial zone (i.e. a site and geographical 
location) on which the planned systems are 
built. At the same time, the ecologist sees 
building in the context of the ecosystem 
concept. Yeang writes, “Architecture in 
which architecture cannot be regarded as 
completed once it is erected on site. In the 
ecological approach, it must be considered 
in the context of its entire life cycle.”65  An 
ecosystem approach is needed to evaluate 
and understand the built environment, 
including biotic and abiotic elements and 
how they interact with one another, along 
with how energy and materials flow through 
it. The central premise of vernacular 
architecture is that it uses local materials and 
resources, responds to the climate, culture, 
and environment, and serves its purpose 
to perfection.66  This is a characteristic that 
is absent in many contemporary buildings 
and our currently built environments are 
dominated by abiotic components.

65 Ken Yeang, Designing With Nature: the ecological basis 
for architectural design (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1995), 45.
66 “For the People, by The People,” Architecture Now, 
accessed July 18, 2021, https://architecturenow.co.nz/
ar ticles/for-the-people-by-the-people-vernacular-
architecture/.

When it comes to architectural styles created 
by ordinary people, vernacular architecture 
is defined as buildings constructed by 
ordinary people to meet their needs, fit their 
ideas, and represent their economies and 
lifestyles.67  Southeast Asia is a vastly varied 
region with several cultures and languages. 
It has recently emerged as one of the most 
important sites for studying vernacular 
architecture, particularly that of ethnic 
groups living in tropical temperature zones. 
Southeast Asia vernacular architecture will 
be an essential element of this research since 
it will determine the underlying principles 
of Southeast Asia vernacular architecture 
where the research project is located.  
Furthermore, vernacular architecture is 
an important tool for refugees since it is 
accessible, affordable, and identifiable 
(which is very comforting) for refugees.

Vernacular architecture has grown in 
popularity as architects and designers use 
its core principles as a guideline to create 
a more inclusive, meaningful, impactful, 
and practical building. The fundamental 
principles are as follows:68

• Climate Responsive

• Local source materials and resources 

• Context-driven design

• Coexist with its social, cultural, and 
environmental essence.

• Utilize the traditional method of 
construction. 

67 Seo Ryeung Ju, Southeast Asian Houses: Expanding 
Tradition (Seoul Selection: 2017), 1, ProQuest Ebook Central.
68 Muskan Khan, “9 Things Architects Should Learn From 
Vernacular Architecture,” Rethinking The Future, accessed 
January 31, 2022, https://www.re-thinkingthefuture.com/
rtf-fresh-perspectives/a900-9-things-architects-should-
learn-from-vernacular-architecture/.

Climate responsiveness is a critical element 
of vernacular architecture. As a result, 
while constructing a house or a structure, 
it is essential to comprehend different 
climates. The sun, rain, and wind are three 
characteristics of the environment that 
must be addressed. The quantity of sun, 
rain, and wind that enters the constructed 
environment is determined by five climatic 
categories. There are five types of climates: 
humid tropical climate, dry tropical climate, 
temperate climate, continental climate, and 
polar climate.69 

• The humid tropical climate: Humid 
tropical climates have warm 
temperatures and do not vary much 
between day and night, with heavy 
precipitation and rich vegetation. A 
year-round average temperature of 18°C 
and more than 150 cm of precipitation 
are typical in this hot and humid region.

• The dry tropical climate: The dry tropical 
climate is hot but has a significant 
temperature difference between day 
and night, with moisture from the air 
evaporating quickly in these climatic 
zones, resulting in very little precipitation 
and an arid environment.

• The temperate climate: The temperate 
climate has a cold season and cold 
nights. In this region, summers are hot 
and humid, with thunderstorms, while 
winters are moderate.

• The continental climate: Summers are 
mild to moderate, and winters are bitterly 

69 “What Are the Different Climate Types?,” NOAA SciJinks 
– All About Weather, accessed October 7, 2021, https://
scijinks.gov/climate-zones/. 

cold in certain areas. Cold temperatures 
occasionally as low as -22°F (-30°C) 
are common in this area throughout the 
winter.

• The polar climate: Climate zones with 
polar climates are exceedingly cold and 
icy. Even in the summer, the temperature 
never rises over 50°F (10°C) in this area.

In the case of this research project, the focus 
is on a humid tropical climate. Each climate 
requires unique design strategies regarding 
building techniques, setting up settlements, 
and people’s day-to-day activities. The 
appropriate design strategies for humid 
tropical climates are as follows:70 

• Build near hills or high places with good 
air circulation

• Build thin walls to prevent humidity from 
accumulating

• Construct sloping roofs to drain rainfall

• Use locally available materials such as 
bamboo, wood, and reeds

• Install large windows or openings to 
improve ventilation

• Separate dwellings to allow for the 
circulation of cool breezes

• Construct verandas around the home to 
shield it from rain

• Elevate the ground floor to avoid the 
earth’s damp atmosphere.

70 Johan Van Lengen, The Barefoot Architect: A Handbook 
for Green Building, (California: Shelter Publications, 2008), 
141-201.
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Materials and Resources

When creating emergency shelters or 
refugee camps, it is critical to consider the 
availability of materials within the specific 
environment to minimise relying on others, 
fabrication conditions, or transportation. 
When utilising fabrication materials, one 
must examine if the location has the facilities 
or technology to transform raw resources, 
such as mud, into building materials, such as 
bricks.71

When choosing the suitable material for a 
project, it is important to keep three things 
in mind. For example, keep a close eye on 
the effects of temperature on materials, 
and adjust accordingly. Be aware of how the 
materials react to heat or cold and whether 
they contribute to a safer and more habitable 
home or building. Another critical factor to 
examine is can skilled craftspeople handle 
the chosen materials. For example, rather 
than employing steel without an ironworker, 
use a local carpenter expert in bamboo. 
Lastly, consider how long the materials will 
last and if the chosen materials are suitable 
for the geographical climate. Keep in mind 
the material’s lifespan and building stages, 
and consider how the new material will 
replace the old one in the long run.

71 Lengen, The Barefoot Architect, 298.
Figure 37. Bamboo abilities 

Drawing by author
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This portion of the research aims to introduce 
the significant challenges and critical factors 
of employing bamboo in post-disaster 
humanitarian shelter programming and 
bringing together humanitarian workers and 
the affected communities’ understanding 
of emergency response and bamboo 
construction.

Bamboo is an excellent resource for 
humanitarian shelter programming owing to 
its high strength, low cost, quick growth, and 
widespread availability in disaster-prone 
areas. However, when determining whether 
to utilise bamboo, various variables should 
be examined, including the availability of 
skills and resources and the community’s 
acceptance of bamboo. 

Introduction to Bamboo

Figure 38. Bamboo growth 
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph by Bamboo Botanicals. 

Source:https://www.bamboobotanicals.ca/html/about-bamboo/bamboo-growth-habits.html

Bamboo the Plant

Bamboo is primarily found in the tropics, 
with Southeast Asia accounting for 64% 
of all species. It is a kind of woody, fast-
growing grass that is extremely important 
in the development of many societies. It is 
edible to both animals and humans. It is used 
to produce anything from household goods 
to musical instruments, weaponry, art, and 
building materials.72

Historically, bamboo has been connected 
with rural construction in nations throughout 
South and East Asia, the South Pacific, and 
Latin America. As a result, it is regarded as 
a poor man’s building material. However, 
in recent years, this viewpoint has been 
called into question. Climate change and 
contemporary-day concerns bring increased 
attention to traditional construction 
materials throughout the world. At the 
same time, a better understanding of the 
mechanics of working with bamboo has aided 
its adoption as a viable alternative to more 
normally modern materials. For example, it 
is an integral part of daily life in Myanmar; 
homes are made from it, and floors and walls 
are covered with it.

72 Eduard Broto, Bamboo: Architecture & Design (Barcelona: 
Linksbooks, 2014),6.

Figure 39. Bamboo Seat 
Drawing by author

Figure 40. Bamboo Cup
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph by Coconutsy. 

Source: https://coconutsy.com.au/products/afterpay-day-
sale-bamboo-cup-set

Figure 41. Bamboo basket 
Drawing by author
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Growing Bamboo 

Bamboo is a renewable resource. Therefore 
it has a significant role in the fight against 
climate change. It needs less land and 
resources to be cultivated than traditional 
wood sources as a fast-growing renewable 
resource. An example from Costa Rica 
demonstrates that 1,000 homes come 
from 60 hectares of bamboo per year. Five 
hundred hectares of threatened tropical 
rainforest would be needed for good timber 
to build the same homes.73 

Bamboo also can repair and return greenery 
to barren land due to its fast-growing ability. 
Its roots and rhizomes interconnecting 
networks and dense litter offer excellent 
erosion control to reduce runoff and store 
water in the soil.74  Because bamboo 
harvesting does not disrupt the topsoil, its 
topsoil remains, and new bamboo can be 
quickly regrown. 

73 Broto, Bamboo, 19.

74 Broto, Bamboo, 12. 

Bamboo Cultivation and Harvesting

Bamboo can be grown straight from seed, by 
cuttings, or through clump division. Before 
the start of the rainy season, horizontally 
burying cuttings of 3 to 4 nodes in length 
about six inches below the earth is a typical 
commercial way of propagating bamboo 
species. Holes are cut halfway between 
nodes, and each section is filled with water 
before burial. The nodal joints then produce 
new shoots.

Bamboo can grow from sea level to 3,800 
meters in elevation. In moist weather 
between 28 degrees Celsius and more 
than 50 degrees Celsius, bamboo grows in 
well-drenched sandy and creamy clay soil. 
Bamboo trunks reach their maximum height 
in three or four months, following which 
their walls thicken and strengthen. The 
trunks achieve their full strength in three 
to five years, depending on the variety of 
bamboo. They are then ready to be utilized 
in the building. Bamboo should be harvested 
at a low level of sap sugar within the culm 
because the probability of an insect infection 
increases with the high sap sugar levels in 
the rainy season. Dry season harvesting is 
preferable as a minor infestation of the bug 
and the sugar content of the wet seasons is 
the maximum.75 

75 Broto, Bamboo, 16.

Preservation of Bamboo

Preservation of bamboo can significantly 
influence their usable construction life and 
extends them to around 10 years from 2.5 
for non-preserved bamboo. There are three 
primary stages of preservation after bamboo 
is being cut. 
The first is to cure bamboo. This can be done 
by air or water, 
• Air: stand the trunks upright inside an 

enclosure and let them dry with all their 
leaves. They must be protected from 
the sun to make sure they do not dry too 
quickly. This would take up to 4-8 weeks 

• Water: soak the trunks without leaves in 
any stream for at least four weeks 

• The second stage would be to dry the 
trunks thoroughly. There are three 
options, 

• Air-dried: Stack the trunks in a well-
ventilated area while protected from the 
sun and rain for two months

• Heat dried using fire

• Hot air drying is the quickest method to 
dry bamboo 

The final step prevents damage to the trunks 
by insects. It is preferable to avoid using 
hazardous chemicals by making smart 
design choices, such as preventing moisture 
and soil contact and providing adequate 
ventilation. For treatment, non-toxic 
substances like dung, creosote, or borax are 
advised. It is necessary to safeguard the base 
of the subsurface post during construction 
to blacken its exterior surface in a mild fire 
until it is blacked.

Figure 42. Stacked bamboo for air-dry 
Drawing by author
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Bamboo in Humanitarian Construction 

Because of its great tensile strength and low 
weight, bamboo is a suitable material for 
the fast building of emergency or temporary 
housing. Bamboo shelters are resistant 
to damage from severe winds, floods, and 
earthquakes when well-constructed due to 
their great tensile strength and flexibility. 
These features, along with bamboo’s low 
cost and widespread availability in most 
disaster-prone tropical locations, make 
bamboo a suitable material for use in a wide 
range of humanitarian initiatives. Cultivating 
and harvesting bamboo inside the micro 
context as a self-reliant method of producing 
their own resources is an excellent method 
to maintain community resilience and 
independence for the refugee population.

Figure 43. Refugee carrying materials for home repair 
(Image by International Organization for Migration)
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Using adobe bricks in humanitarian 
construction is a fantastic option since it 
can be produced by the local community 
using readily available local materials. It is 
inexpensive, durable yet biodegradable, 
fireproof, and a non-toxic building material. 
Other advantages include reduced sound 
transmission and a general sense of solidity 
and security. It is also extremely long-lasting. 
Adobe bricks are excellent water-resistant 
building material, but it is vital to provide 
enough weather protection to preserve the 
earth walls’ longevity. Making adobe bricks 
is as easy as making a wooden mould and 
shovelling the clay, sand, and water mixture 
into it, then removing the wooden mould and 
letting the bricks dry for 1 or 2 days, then 
hardening for around 20 days before using 
them. Also, to make lighter adobe bricks, 
it may be made by inserting waste objects 
such as cans and bottles into the bricks. 
This means that it is not only beneficial to 
employ adobe bricks, but it is also beneficial 
to recycle other materials.

Figure 44. Adobe bricks house in Dzaleka refugee camp 
Malawi (Image by UNHCR)

Figure 45. Adobe brick construction 
Drawing by author

Adobe Bricks in  Humanitarian Construction

Figure 46. Adobe brick construction 
Drawing by author



70 71

Figure 47. Bamboo connections 
Invented by  author

Figure 48. Bamboo connections 
Invented by  author
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The following architectural precedents 
focus on the cultural characteristics of local 
vernacular architecture, which drive the 
design of social and spatial components—
followed by investigating simple-to-
assemble architecture and dwellings that can 
resist extreme weather conditions. Further 
research focuses on community spaces that 
promote art and culture, architecture that 
lives in an ethical alliance with the land, and 
highly climate-responsive design. Finally, 
the precedents research investigated self-
help housing models that enabled new 
owners to extend their homes as time and 
money permit and decorate them according 
to their tastes.

Precedents

Figure 49. Memories of a bamboo house in the refugee camp
Drawing by author
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Southeast Asian architecture has advanced 
over time; however, there are still gaps 
in contemporary discussion regarding 
Southeast Asian regional studies. The 
work of Southeast Asian architects has a 
tendency to emphasise spatial features while 
ignoring the link between cultural landscape 
and vernacular architecture, notably the 
interaction between social and spatial 
components of built forms. Southeast Asian 
houses have three formal characteristics: 
piles, walls, and roofs. Another distinguishing 
feature is the indigenous beliefs of the 
Southeast Asian people in the practices 
of magic and spirit worship. People from 
these regions worship natural spirits who 
live in rivers, forests, and mountains, and 
this tradition extends to dwellings. A house 
can be split into three sections: the roof, the 
living space, and the foundations. This divide 
is thought to encapsulate and represent the 
theological hierarchy of the gods, people 
(who live under the gods), and animals (who 
live beneath the humans).76  There are over 
350 ethnic groups around Southeast Asia, 
and most with their language, culture, and 
religious beliefs. 

76 Seo Ryeung Ju, Southeast Asian Houses: Expanding 
Tradition (Seoul Selection: 2017), 2, ProQuest Ebook Central.

Vernacular Architecture of Myanmar and Southeast Asia 

Figure 50. Exploded view of typical Southeast Asian bamboo house 
Drawing by author
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Figure 51. Southeast Asia Architecture 
Drawing by author, taken inspiration from a drawing by Rawiwan Oranratmanee 

Source: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03055477.2018.1524217?needAccess=true&journalCode=yvea20
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This portion of the research will examine 
the spatial and social features of Burmese 
vernacular architecture using the Burma 
house in Myanmar as a case study.

The analysis of Burmese houses can be 
divided into five main components:

• House compounds

• Developments of house forms

• Characteristics of the house 

• Building structures, rituals, and 
construction

• Cultural beliefs

Cultural and religious values heavily 
influence Burmese house design. Houses 
are frequently divided into four distinct 
zones. The first comprises a stair entry and 
veranda, followed by the living room and 
Buddha shrine, then bedroom, followed by 
the kitchen and dining at the end of the house. 
Some houses have separated bathrooms 
detached from the main house. Some are 
attached and often located opposite the 
kitchen area.

In addition to the main home, there are 
gardens and animals on the property and 
various storage areas. When these functions 
are combined, they are usually located in the 
cleared area surrounded by lush greenery. 
Foregrounding the main house is a well-
kept yard, which serves as a welcoming 
area between guests and the owner before 
entering the home.

Burmese House

According to rules and beliefs, the house’s 
orientation is critical when planning and 
constructing the house. The front of the 
house, which usually faces south, is where 
the veranda is located. A Buddha shrine is 
located on the eastern side and faces east. 
The bedrooms are primarily located on the 
eastern end, while the kitchen and other 
associated functions are on the western and 
southern ends of the house.

Religious beliefs also dictate spatial 
arrangements. The Buddha shrine, which 
always faces east, is the heart of the building. 
This element dictates sleeping positions. 
For example, people should sleep with their 
heads pointing to the east and their feet to the 
west in a Buddhist household. Orientation to 
the north or west is bad for sleeping because 
the north recalls the death of Buddha, as 
his head was pointed in this direction when 
he died. The west, on the other hand, is 
associated with sunset and the direction in 
which a dead body is laid during a funeral.77 

Floor levels are another essential component 
of vernacular design. Because the hierarchy 
of rooms promotes solitude and cleanliness, 
the houses are designed with distinct levels 
for different spaces. The Buddha shrine is 
higher than all the other spaces around the 
house. The hierarchy of rooms goes from 
Buddha shrine (if the household is Buddhist), 
bedroom, living area, kitchen, lastly, washing 
area and toilet as a note, and dining occurs in 
the living area and not in the kitchen.

77  Rawiwan Oranratmanee, “Vernacular Houses of the 
Shan In Myanmar In the South-East Asian Context,” 
Vernacular Architecture 49, no. 1 (2018): 112, DOI: 
10.1080/03055477.2018.1524217.

Key findings:

• Cultural and religious beliefs are an 
essential part of vernacular architecture, 
which help drive the planning of the 
house/buildings

• The Buddha shrine must always face 
east.

• Must always approach a house frontally 
and never from the side.

• The veranda must only be at the front 
of the house and never to the side. The 
same applies to the kitchen deck. 

• A house must have an entry at the front 
and an exit at the back.

• The entry door must never be in line with 
the back entry door of the house. 

• Head position while sleeping must 
always face toward where the Buddha 
shrine is (east). 

• No one should sleep under the principal 
rafter (centre of the house).

• A house can be split into three sections: 
the roof, the living space, and the 
foundations

• Depending on the hierarchy of different 
rooms, floor levels are adjusted to fit 
each room function

Figure 52. Bamboo house 
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph by Manuel Jobi.
Source : https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thai_highlands#/

media/File:Akha_Hut.JPG
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Figure 53. The Buddha Shrine 
Drawing by author

Figure 54. The Budda Shrine and living room 
Drawing by author

Figure 55. Kitchen 
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph by Rob Collins

Source: https://i.redd.it/5b22yondske11.jpg
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Figure 56. Myanamr Vernacular Architecture 
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph by Eric Lafforgue 

Source: https://www.flickr.com/photos/mytripsmypics/16760268489

Figure 57. Myanamr Vernacular Architecture 
Drawing by author, taken from a photograph by Willem Van Zanten 

Source: https://500px.com/photo/60405860/Myanmar-Inle-Lake-Stilt-House-by-Willem-Van-Zanten
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Place: Hoan Kiem District, Hanoi, Vietnam
Built: 2013
Architect: H&P Architects 
Climate:  Tropical climate

This precedent is in Vietnam. Due to the harsh 
climate, which results in damage caused by 
floods, drought, landslides, and storms, the 
region demands an inexpensive and quickly 
built housing option. The Blooming Bamboo 
project aims to offer simple-to-assemble 
dwellings that can resist extreme weather 
conditions such as a one-and-a-half-metre 
flood.78 The multifunctional module spaces 
can be utilised as a residence, a classroom, 
a medical facility, or a community centre. 
The easy module system allows the user to 
develop a complete module in as little as 25 
days without any need for expert assistance.79 
The project’s materials include a fixed frame 
made of 80mm-100mm diameter bamboo to 
produce vernacular architecture. According 
to its local environment and regional 
materials (40mm-50mm tiny diameter 
bamboo, bamboo wattle, fibreboard, coconut 
leaf, thatch).80 

This precedent demonstrates a valuable 
strategy for building self-resilience 
using modular architecture. The module 
construction process provides ownership 
and program manipulation, which link a 
vernacular culture that an individual is 
proud to represent and the architecture they 
exhibit.
Place: Suoi Re, Luong Son, Hoa Binh 
78 Chris van Uffelen, Bamboo: Architecture & Design. 
(Deutsche Nationalbibliografie: Braun Publishing AG, 2015), 
168.

79 Uffelen, Bamboo, 168. 
80 “Bb Home / H&P Architects,” ArchDaily, last modified 
September 26, 2013, https://www.archdaily.com/431271/bb-
home-h-and-p-architects?ad_medium=office_landing&ad_
name=article. 

Blooming Bamboo House

Figure 58. Bb Home (Image  by Doan Thanh Ha)

Figure 59. Bb Home Detail (Image  by H&P Architect) Figure 61. Bb Home (Image  by Doan Thanh Ha) Figure 62. Bb Home (Image  by Doan Thanh Ha)

Figure 60. Bb Home Floor Plan (Image  by H&P Architect)
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Place: Ha Tinh, Vietnam
Built: 2013
Architect: H&P Architects 
Climate:  Tropical climate

The BES pavilion is another example of how 
architecture can help to promote art and 
culture. Located in the centre of Ha Tinh City, 
it is built from local materials, constructed 
using traditional building methods. The 
cluster comprises various separated areas, 
which are arranged freely around a central 
courtyard. The building functions as a 
communal, cultural space, bringing people 
together and promoting dialogue.

Key findings:

• Modular construction is a critical 
instrument for creating faster, simpler, 
and more versatile places in humanitarian 
design

• Modular design, utilises resources and 
materials that are both sustainable, 
locally sourced and easy to handle

• Bamboo is an excellent material well 
suited to modular construction for both 
housing and infrastructure design

The Bamboo Earth and Stone (BES) Pavilion

Figure 63. BES Pavilion (Image by H&P Architect)

Figure 64. BES Pavilion (Image by H&P Architect)

Figure 65. BES Pavilion Floor Plan (Image  by H&P Architect)

Figure 66. BES Pavilion (Image  by H&P Architect) Figure 67. BES Pavilion (Image  by H&P Architect)
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Province, Vietnam
Built: 2010
Architect: 1+1>2 Architects 
Climate:  Tropical Climate

This is another precedent that is also located 
in Vietnam. The Suoi Re Village Community 
Centre focuses on community spaces that 
promote arts and culture, and the building 
is used to promote local people’s traditions 
and their way of life. The project also focuses 
on the cultural characteristics of local 
vernacular architecture, which drive the 
design of social and spatial components.

In recent decades, the advent of urbanisation 
and economic development has widened 
the divide between urban and rural living 
worldwide, weakening social bonds and 
bringing them dangerously near to collapse. 
In rural areas, the quest for a better living is a 
never-ending conflict. Community activities, 
kindergartens, clinics, post offices, and 
libraries are seen as a luxury in isolated 
communities. If such facilities exist, they 
are almost always transitory and devoid of 
personality.81  To solve this issue, the Suoi 
Re Village multifunctional community centre 
was built.

The community centre was constructed using 
Feng Shui principles and is located deep into 
the mountainside, looking outwards towards 
the valley. The centre’s design represents 
the cultural variety of the area, where the 
Kinh and Muong peoples have coexisted for 
many years, incorporating features from the 
construction of Kinh five-room traditional 

81 Broto, Bamboo,62.

Suoi Re Village Community Centre

houses and Moung stilt dwellings.82 

The building’s layout has been designed 
in layers to create multifunctional spaces. 
First is the open courtyard, which is used 
for outdoor activities. The middle two floors 
are designed with an open floor concept that 
allows for a large gathering and multipurpose 
use for the main spaces. The upper level is 
designed to host a kindergarten, a library, and 
a conference space with variable interwoven 
purposes. The construction was designed 
to endure storms and keep people safe in 
the case of flash floods. Due to the tropical 
climate of the environment, the structure 
is designed to suit the concave slopes, 
employing geothermal. This avoids the 
northeastern monsoon (which is extremely 
dry and chilly in the winter) and collects the 
southeasten monsoon (making the house 
warm in winter and cool in summer).83 

The construction was designed to endure 
storms and keep people safe in the case of 
flash floods. The ground level is built of stone, 
with bamboo doors and a bamboo ceiling to 
keep people warm and comfortable. Rammed 
earth walls, bamboo rafters, and a palm 
thatch roof were also used. The structure 
concept is simplistic and cost-effective, 
relying on locally available materials and a 
local skill set. The structure also contains a 
solar cell system and filter water collection 
tanks.  This project was a true example of 
how architecture can empower people while 

82 Broto, Bamboo,62.
83 “Suoi Re Village Community House / 1+1>2 Architects,” 
ArchDaily, last modified January 11, 2011, https://www.
archdaily.com/102639/suoi-re-village-community-house-
ki-percent-e1-percent-ba-percent-bfn-vi-percent-e1-
percent-bb-percent-87t. 

simultaneously serving as a model for green 
architecture.

Key findings:

• Understand the context and acknowledge 
and work alongside the shareholders

• Multifunction spaces are vital in 
community building design

• Including local people in the building 
process could help create empower, 
pride, and a feeling of ownership to the 
whole community

• Relying on locally available resources 
and local skilled people is a sustainable 
approach for future development

Figure 68. Suoi Re Village Community House 
(Image  by 1+1 > 2 Architects)

Figure 70. Suoi Re Village Community House Section (Image  by 1+1 > 2 Architects)

Figure 69. Suoi Re Village Community House 
(Image  by 1+1 > 2 Architects)
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Place: Eastern Arnhem Land, Australia 
Built: 1991-1994
Architect: Glenn Murcutt 
Climate:  Tropical Monsoon Climate

Glen Murcutt’s design technique is guided 
by an ideological commitment to minimize 
site exploitation and maximum return on 
natural and manmade resources. He is an 
environmentalist and a keen observer who 
finds inspiration in nature. His structures live 
in an ethical alliance with the land, designed 
to preserve the site’s integrity rather than 
to absorb its evident characteristics. The 
Marika-Alderton house in the Northern 
Territory is the pinnacle of Murcutt’s concept 
and approach, encompassing all strands 
of his experiments and extensive personal 
research into indigenous culture and way of 
life.
The house is strongly inspired by an 
Aboriginal client whose culture dates 
back 40,000 to 60,000 years, and their 
traditional way of constructing shelters 
features elongated rounded bark-roofed 
raised shelters. The organisation of the 
programs is driven by Aboriginal cultural 
beliefs and their concept of living. This is 
because the Aboriginal concept of space 
differs significantly from that of the Western 
tradition. As an example, we should not 
enter a building or a space frontally. But 
from the sides. Murcutt acknowledges the 
cultural values and tradition in the making of 
this building, but he also creates aesthetics 
simplifying and conveying the practicalities 
and processes of building, allowing them to 
be viewed in their order like how we would 
view the bark shelters.84 
84 Beck, Haig and Jackie Cooper, Glen Murcutt: A Singular 
Architectural Practice (Victoria: The Images Publishing 
Group Pty Ltd, 2002), 133. 

Marika-Alderton House 

Like the bark shelter, this house is highly 
climate-responsive and is open at each end 
and orientated to the prevailing summer 
and winter breezes. In addition, the long 
facades face north and south, minimising 
sun entrance. A stylish plywood and wooden 
slatted flap system allow the home to be 
completely or partially opened, adjusting 
ventilation according to the weather. The 
floor is open to allow dirt and sand to fall 
through, while cold air from below is pulled 
up into the home by exhaust fans on the 
top. Practicality is essential in this building. 
The roofs do not simply provide cover and 
protection from sun and rain. They are 
designed and intended to function as active 
agents in ventilation and evaporative cooling 
techniques, and the shading is carefully 
calibrated to provide the optimum balance of 
summer and winter requirements.85

Murcutt makes use of every chance to 
transform the structure into an architectural 
expression that reduces the material. He 
deconstructs the structure, using the least 
amount of steel possible, and transforms it 
into an aesthetic of structural minimalism, 
with fine columns, triangular mild steel 
gussets, and mild steel bar tie rods. The 
housing acts as a machine and uses the 
principle that relies on logical observation 
of natural processes and occurrences, not 
lyrical metaphors, organic suggestions, but 
clear problem-solving principles.86 

85 Beck and Cooper, Glen Murcutt: A Singular Architectural 
133. 
86 Beck and Cooper, Glen Murcutt: A Singular Architectural 

11.  

Figure 71. Marika-Alderton House (Image  source: The Architecture Foundation Australia)

Figure 72. Marika-Alderton House (Drawing by Glen Murcutt)

Figure 73. Marika-Alderton House Interior 
(Image  source: The Architecture Foundation 
Australia)

Figure 74. Marika-Alderton House Interior 
(Image  source: The Architecture Foundation 
Australia)
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Aranya Low-Cost Housing

Place: Indore, India 
Built: 1989
Architect: Balkrishna Doshi, Vastu-Shilpa 
Foundation 
Climate:  Tropical savanna climate

In Indore, India, architect Balkrishna Doshi 
set the groundwork for a dynamic, mixed-
income neighbourhood in 1983 by blending 
the best of site-and-service and self-help 
housing models with a more elevated design 
sensibility. A mixed-income township in 
Aranya, India, was planned by the Vastu-
Shilpa Foundation, which also built 80 
demonstration residences in the area 

The architect used World Bank financing to 
redesign the traditional sites-and-services 
layout into a cluster-based plan.87 The 
houses’ design model was designed around 
an essential service core, which includes 
balconies, patios, and other coordinating 
features. The goal was to encourage new 
homeowners to gradually expand their new 
homes as time and money allow and decorate 
them to their liking.88 

The project was very effective in solving the 
issues of density and belonging. Issues of 
density were solved through the model of 
flexible layout and planning, which enable 
the spaces to contract and swell. Issues with 
belonging and identity were solved through 
the encouragement of the project to allow 
people to take charge of their way of life. 

87 Architecture for Humanity, Design Like You Give A Damn: 
Architectural Responses to Humanitarian Crises (New York: 

Matropolis Books, 2006), 50. 
88 Architecture for Humanity, Design Like You Give A Damn, 
50.

In a testament, Doshi’s demonstration homes 
were selling for ten times their price by 1989, 
demonstrating the project’s effectiveness.89

89 Architecture for Humanity, Design Like You Give A Damn, 

50. 

Figure 75. Aranya Low-Cost Housing (Image  source: Vastu Shilpa Foundation)

Figure 77. Aranya Low Cost Housing 
(Image  source: Vastu Shilpa Foundation)

Figure 78. Aranya Low Cost Housing 
(Image  source: Vastu Shilpa Foundation)

Figure 76. Aranya 
Low Cost Housing 
Sketch (Image  
source: Vastu 
Shilpa Foundation)
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Quinta Monroy Housing Project

Place: Iquique, Chile
Built: 2003
Architect: Alejandor Aravena, Elemental 
Climate:  An Arid Climate

The program of the project was known 
to be “Dynamic Social Housing Without 
Debt.” The project aimed to be “low cost, 
[have] flexibility for growth and protect the 
quality of urban spaces.” Also, to put roofs 
over the heads of individuals displaced by 
the earthquake, the architect developed 
a duplex solution.90 The two-story half 
homes, with the other half left to be built 
by the people based on their requirements, 
gives the residents a feeling of pride and 
ownership. This establishment allows people 
to establish appropriate environments for 
themselves rather than being forced by 
corporate designers. To densify without 
overcrowding, the design team allowed the 
duplex to alter between single and double 
story units, and the scheme allowed families 
to expand vertically rather than horizontally. 
In addition, the project abolishes the single-
family per lot system and increases the 
density and efficiency by introducing the 
parallel house scheme.91 To assure flexibility 
for growth and orderly expansion, the 
team developed a u-shaped site plan with 
carefully defined common areas and allowed 
for parking, roads, and pathways between 
residential complexes.92  

90 Architecture for Humanity. Design Like You Give a 
Damn,167. 
91 Architecture for Humanity. Design Like You Give a 
Damn,166. 
92 Architecture for Humanity. Design Like You Give a 

Damn,167.  

Strategies:

Abolish the single-family per lot system
Increase the density and efficient use of land 
Maintain the possibility for growth

Key findings:
 
• Allow for control spaces for residents to 

expand depending on their desire

• To avoid overcrowding development, 
expend vertically rather than horizontally

• Provide common areas between 
residential complexes that allow for 
different activities such as pathways and 
gardens

Summary

Each of the chosen precedents for this project 
have informed and influenced the design 
process. The refugee experience, with its 
emphasis on self-reliance, integration, and 
alternatives to camp, combines with the 
research into associated design practices and 
vernacular architectural practice to create 
a framework by which the project outcome 
can be understood and realised. While this 
research is integral to understanding the 
project, the study of architecture precedents 
that relate to this research will help drive the 
project. 

Figure 79. Quinta Monroy Housing 
(Image  by Cristobal palma / Elemental Palma)

Figure 80. Quinta Monroy Housing 
(Image  by Elemental)

Figure 81. Quinta Monroy Housing 
(Image  by Cristobal palma / Elemental Palma)

Figure 82. Quinta Monroy Housing 
(Image  by Elemental)
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Site Analysis 

The Nupo Temporary Shelter is situated 
in Umphang District, approximately 10 
kilometres from the Thai-Myanmar border 
and 228 kilometres from Mae Sot, the closest 
major city from Nupo Temporary Shelter. It 
has a land area of 158 acres (0.64 sq. km). 
The temporary shelter was built in 1997 to 
house refugees fleeing offensive attacks in 
Myanmar. It is Tak Province’s smallest and 
most remote temporary shelter. Because it 
is a remote location, the design will adapt 
to the requirements of refugees in a self-
sufficient manner. Nupo has 9,462 verified 
people of concern to UNHCR as of the end of 
June 2021.93  The camp consists of around 
82 per cent ethnic Karen/Kayin and around 
6 per cent Burman, and a significant Muslim 
community. 

93 “Thailand: Refugee Camp Population (June 2021) - 
Thailand,” ReliefWeb, accessed October 7, 2021, https://
reliefweb.int/report/thailand/thailand-refugee-camp-
population-june-2021.

Figure 83. Nupo Temporary Shelter Layout 
Drawing by Author

Figure 84. Nupo Temporary Shelter 
Drawing by Author
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• All year round public car transport is 
available 

• No mobile phone coverage, although 
landline is available at MOI office

• Private landline and internet services are 
also available

• Approximately 10 km to the border 
village of Perng Klerng

• Approximately 68 km from Umphang 

• Approximately 232 km from the city of 
Mae Sot

The camp is off the main electricity grid due 
to its remote location; however, facilities such 
as the camp office, hospital, education, and 
social service centres have access to power 
from generating units, and hydroelectricity 
is widely generated to recharge vehicle 
batteries and power household lighting 
primarily.

Accessibility 

Figure 85. Thai Myanmar Border and Accessibility of Nupo Temporary Shelter 
Drawing by Author

Nupo is inside the humid tropical climate 
zone. Therefore, the area has warm 
temperatures, which do not vary much 
between day and night, heavy precipitation 
and rich vegetation. In the dry season, the 
temperature in the region can exceed 30 
degrees Celsius, with an average low of 26 
degrees Celsius. In the cool season, the 
temperature in the region has an average 
low of 17 and a high of 30 degrees celsius. A 
year-round average temperature of 18°C and 
more than 180 cm of precipitation are typical 
in this hot and humid region.

Climate

Figure 86. A village in the tropical climate 
Drawing by Author
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The Nupo Temporary Shelter is located in 
the countryside, surrounded by lush tropical 
rainforest and farmlands. Because of the 
good soil in the region, refugees were able 
to grow their own food and harvest food from 
the nearby forests. The camp itself has 16 
distinct districts, which are typically split by 
their ethnicities or a group of migrants that 
came at the same time. The camp is vibrant 
and varied, with numerous distinct cultures. 

There are primary schools and high schools 
within the camp. The refugees themselves 
often set these up. Also, the refugees set 
up monasteries, temples, churches, and 
mosques in the camp. They are frequently the 
principal venues for social and public events 
due to a shortage of spaces and buildings 
dedicated to social and public usages. The 
camp also offers a variety of marketplaces 
for food, clothes, and goods. However, these 
market locations are frequently storefront 
markets, where refugees have converted 
their house front into a shop. 

There are also areas for livestock, such 
as pigs and cows in the camp. However, 
livestock such as chickens, ducks, and goats 
are frequently housed beneath the house.

Significant Places

Figure 87. Security Gate of Nupo Temporary Shelter 
(Image  from Google Map)

Figure 89. Main Highway of Nupo Temporary Shelter 
(Image  from Google Map)

Figure 90. Buddha Wiharya Monastery 
(Image  from Google Map)

Figure 88. Dhammara Khitta Monastery 
(Image  from Google Map)
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Figure 94. Refugees looking at the resettlement picture board
(Image  from International Organization for Migration)

Figure 91. Small market in Mae La camp
(Image by Oil Jiraporn)

Figure 92. The Main Gate of Nupo Temporary Shelter
(Image  from Google Map)

Figure 95. The business district in Nupo  Camp
(Image  from International Organization for Migration)

Figure 96. Mae La Zone C after the fire on December 27, 2013 
(Image by Eugene)

Figure 93. Houses in Mae La Zone C  are built right next to each 
other due to space restrictions (Image by Ariana Zarleen)
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Nupo Refugees Lifestyle

Refugee Homes

Houses are built on stilts and are composed 
of bamboo, wood, and thatch roofs, with 
areas below for livestock, firewood, and 
building materials storage. Most houses 
include a front covered porch for socialising, 
usually with an open platform. The interior 
plans are similar to Myanmar houses, with 
a wide-open concept with a single bedroom 
and a kitchen and bathroom at the back of 
the house. 

Nupo Camp Refugee Family Roles

The immediate nuclear family is the central 
social unit for many refugees because many
refugees’ extended families were separated 
during the conflict or are not in the same 
refugee camp. As a result, their neighbours 
and acquaintances in the refugee camp 
become extended families, relying on 
one another’s support to get through the 
hardship.  In a refugee family, husband 
and wife are generally close partners, with 
women doing the majority of the housework, 
child care, collecting and cutting firewood, 
fetching water, and cooking. Ploughing, 
cultivating vegetables, feeding animals, and 
building and maintaining the family house 
are all tasks performed by men. Children 
would also help collect firewood, grow 
vegetables, feed animals, collect water and 
do other labour around the house.

Figure 97. Typical bamboo house
Drawing by author

Figure 98. Myanmar woman carrying firewood
Drawing by author

Daily Life In The Camp

Food must be prepared for monks who come 
by foot on daily alms rounds. Thus the day 
at the camp might begin as early as 4:00 
a.m. On the family shrine for Buddha, a token 
amount of food is also presented. Breakfast is 
served from 6:00 am to 7:00 am, after which 
children go to school, while those with jobs 
and livestock take their animals for grazing, 
open shops, and others go to work at the 
hospital, school, refugee administration, 
camp security, and volunteer at forthcoming 
local events. Lunch is served between 11:00 
a.m. and 12:00 p.m., and the students will 
return home for lunch before returning to 
school from 1:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. Dinner is 
served between 5:30 and 6:30 p.m, following 
a few hours of relaxation with friends and 
neighbours. People frequently congregate 
to share stories and plan gatherings for 
ceremonies, social celebrations, and other 
activities. This would occur in conjunction 
with tea drinking and customary food 
snacking. Bedtimes are at about 10:00 pm.

Figure 99. Sourcing bamboo for house repair
Drawing by author

Figure 100. Students on their way to school
Drawing by author

Figure 101. Gardening 
Drawing by author
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Brief and Programmes

The brief and programmes for this research 
are driven by the guidelines provided by 
UNHCR for planning and designing refugee 
camps and the research findings from 
literature and precedent research and 
researcher resident experience in the Nupo 
Temporary Shelter. The long-term strategies 
and the urgent need to consider refugees’ 
daily experience were discovered within the 
literary research to promote self-sustaining 
living-working village (alternative to camp) 
with the involvement of all parties. 

This research project proposes a self-
sustainable alternative to a camp model, 
that utilises community involvement to 
create architecture that can meet the needs 
of refugees. This comprehensive design 
approach, which utilises holistic strategies, 
has been informed and driven by the 
investigation into theory and precedent.

In emergency response, UNHCR and 
other NGOs coordinate with government 
authorities and create and provide “safe 
humanitarian space” that ensures the 
safety and wellbeing of  those compelled to 
escape.94  The criteria for a safe humanitarian 
space includes the following:

Security: 

• A safe distance from the border, but no 
more than a day’s walk where possible

• Average living space of 45 square meters 
per person

94 “What is a Refugee Camp? Definition and Statistics,” 
USA for UNHCR, accessed October 7, 2021, https://www.
unrefugees.org/refugee-facts/camps/.

Geography:

• Safe geographical features (e.g., stable 
ground soil, the slope of 2-4% for easy 
drainage)

• Easy access to water supplies and waste 
management

Accessibility:

• Adequate and reliable access to roads to 
ensure logistics and supplies

UNHCR Services:

• Shelter

• Emergency relief items

• Water and sanitation 

• Food

• Healthcare and counselling 

• Registration and legal aid

Brief:

• Encourage community involvement and 
self-built

• Housing

• Natural farming/community gardens

• Bamboo farming 

• Education (school/classrooms)

• Community centre

• Wellness centre

• Social infrastructures

Programmes

Community requirements:

• Community hall 

• Community kitchen 

• Classrooms 

• Workshops 

• Wellness centre

• Community gardens 

• Recreational field

• Warehouses/storage units

Housing requirements:

• 100 households 

• Modular bamboo building system

• Sleeping space

• Cooking 

• Washing

• Storage 

• Living

• Flexible spaces for expansion, which 
can be used for housing, gardens and 
housing animals
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Environmental, Socio-Cultural and Socio-Economic 
Sustainable Principles

When developing a new form of the built 
environment, one must consider the impact 
on natural surroundings, how it may impact 
people’s personal relationship to the 
built environment, and how it will impact 
and improve social and economic needs. 
VERSUS: Vernacular Heritage Sustainable 
Architecture developed the following 
three principles to gain knowledge from 
the fundamental lessons and principles of 
the vernacular architecture and explore 
new ways to apply those principles into 
contemporary sustainable architecture.95

Environmental: “This scope addresses the 
human capacity of intervention, in order to 
decrease and even avoid negative impacts 
on the environment.”96

Socio-cultural: “This scope should be 
considered as a milestone of relations, 
sense of belonging, identity, personal and 
communitarian development.”97  

Socio-economy: “This scope constitutes the 
most quantitative scope of the sustainable 
sphere, conventionally adopting financial 
and monetary values as basic indicators. Due 
to the vernacular conceptual implications, 
the idea of cost is related to the concept of 
effort, which can be more adequate, when 
applied to circumstances, where no capital-

95 “Versus - Vernacular Heritage Sustainable Architecture,” 
Versus, accessed September 15, 2021, http://digital.casalini.
it/9788866557425.
96 Mariana Correia, Letizia Dipasquale and Saverio Mecca, 
VERSUS: HERITAGE FOR TOMORROW : vernacular 
Knowledge for Sustainable Architecture. (Firenze: 
Firenze University Press, 2014), 26, http://digital.casalini.
it/9788866557425.
97 Correia, Dipasquale and Mecca, VERSUS: HERITAGE FOR 
TOMORROW, 26.

intensive system exists.”98

As design tools for programme organisation, 
these principles can help to raise awareness 
of vernacular habitats’ values and traits, 
concentrating on both the historical 
element and what they might provide in 
terms of sustainable development. The 
socio-cultural principle will also help create 
context driven architecture, which will help 
bring a sense of belonging, identity, and a 
personal relationship for residents to the 
development. 

98 Correia, Dipasquale and Mecca, VERSUS: HERITAGE FOR 
TOMORROW, 26.

Figure 102. Wheel of enviromental, socio-cultural and socio economic sustainable principles 
(Image  from Versus Heritage for Tomorrow)
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Site Selection

The initial approach in selecting the most 
feasible site was to find a location with 
specific attributes such as a water source and 
easy accessibility - a site with the potential to 
expand and reconnect with the surrounding 
environment and its neighbourhoods, that 
could benefit the livelihoods of new and 
existing communities.

The chosen site is a suitable location for this 
research project. The site is near a stream, 
which would be used as a water supply. 
The land area is level, with just two to three 
degrees of gradient, making it ideal for easy 
access during the rainy season. It is adjacent 
to the major highway and a short walk from 
the local Thai small village located outside of 
the Nupo Temporary Shelter. It is also close 
to the office of the camp territorial defence 
volunteers, who provide internal security. 
The chosen location can also expand and 
link to existing communities.

Another positive attribute is the scarcity of 
vegetation at the designated site. This would 
be perfect for the construction of this project 
since no deforestation would be required, 
and the new settlement would have a low 
environmental effect. Planting bamboo, 
native plants, and native trees, on the other 
hand, will assist improve the soil quality and 
fertility of the vacant area.

Figure 103. Chosen site on the left next to the main highway looking toward the west
(Image  from Google Map)

Figure 105. View of chosen site looking toward the south
(Image  from Google Map)

Figure 106. View of the chosen site next to the stream 
looking toward the south

(Image  from Google Map)

Figure 104. View of chosen site looking toward the south
(Image  from Google Map)
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A varied group of refugees will visit 
the community centre from numerous 
backgrounds and ethnicities. As a result, 
the facility must be able to address a 
diverse range of demands and desires. 
An assortment of separate facilities and 
accompanying programs is a logical and 
viable strategy to meet this demand.

Diverse Users

Figure 107. Diverse people at Nupo Temporary Shelter 
Drawing by author
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Master Planning 

The first step in the master planning process 
was adherence to UNHCR standards for 
camp layout. Security, geography, and 
accessibility were all factors considered. 
These were combined with findings from 
the literature and precedents reviews. The 
project’s chosen location is adjacent to a 
major highway, next to a small creek, and 
not far from the camp territory defence 
volunteer’s office.

All sectors, including the community centre, 
wellness centre, school, and infrastructure for 
workshop spaces, are placed adjacent to the 
main road, and all housing units are set back 
from the main highway and are connected 
back to the existing refugees housing units. 
The presence of an active community centre 
near the main road will provide foot traffic 
and economic opportunities for the camp 
and encourage the local Thai community 
and pass by travellers to participate and 
involve in the community activities. This 
design decision derives from the literature 
research of alternatives to camp and 
the need for integration with the outside 
community of the camp, which would bring 
new opportunities, employment, economic 
exchange between the outside community 
and refugee community. It would also provide 
a sense of belonging to a larger community.

Figure 108. First proposed master plan 
Invented by  author

Figure 109. Developed proposed master plan 
Invented by  author

Chosen SiteChosen Site
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A new set of buildings have been designed 
to satisfy the demands and desires of users. 
The new structures are site-specific in terms 
of climatic design, size, and multipurpose 
use.

Diverse Community Houses

WELLNESS CENTRE

SCHOOL ADULT EDUCATION 

COMMUNITY KITCHEN

COMMUNITY HUTCOMMUNITY HALL

The community centre is intended to 
be utilised and accessible by as many 
individuals as possible, regardless of age, 
gender, or ethnicity. Residents have different 
desires and wants, but they all have one thing 
in common: they are all refugees and going 
through the same hardship – this binds them 
together.

Spaces for Everyone

Figure 110. Building typologies
Invented by  author

PAVILLION

BAMBOO HOUSE

MEETING HOUSE / LIBRARY
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Spaces for Everyone

WELLNESS CENTRE

COMMUNITY  HALL

SCHOOL

PAVILLION

BAMBOO HOUSE

MEETING HOUSE / LIBRARY

ADULT EDUCATION 

COMMUNITY KITCHEN

MULTI-PURPOSE 
COMMUNITY HUT

Figure 111. Spaces for everyone
 Invented by  author
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The Layout of the Community Centre

Instead of one large community facility that 
houses all of the various programs, the 
development plan is to divide the facilities 
and construct their distinct complex with 
their own space and programme while 
keeping all of the facilities within walking 
distance of each other. Having all the 
amenities designed to provide a platform 
for refugees would assist in establishing a 
unique environment of optimism, creativity, 
and opportunities and a safe zone in one 
common location.

The community centre is separated into three 
zones. The main town hall, villa, pavilion, and 
library/meeting house are all central areas. 
These are spaces for celebration, relaxation, 
conversation, creativity, casual mingling, 
cooking, knowledge sharing, and expressing 
oneself.

Next to the stream is where adult 
multifunctional educational centre, wellness 
centre, skill workshop facilities, and 
extensive community gardens are located. 
These are also places for creating better 
livelihood, wellbeing, gardening, workshop, 
meditation, seminars, courses, chat, 
movement, creativity, informal socializing, 
and preparation for the future. 

The last section is where the school, 
playground, warehouses and open areas 
are located. These are places of knowledge, 
education, creativity, play, and storage. 

WELLNESS
 CENTRE

MULTI-PURPOSE 
STORAGE  UNITS

ADULT 
EDUCATION 
WORKSHOP

TOWN HALL

COMMUNITY 
PAVILION

MEETING HOUSE
LIBRARY

SCHOOL

BAMBOO FARMS
C O M M U N I T Y 
GARDENS

MARKET

Figure 112. Developed proposed master plan of community houses
Invented by  author
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Housing Cluster Master Plan Design Concepts 

Grid: Refugee camps worldwide are 
designed to house as many displaced people 
as possible in a convenient location. This 
design concept generated a vast grid system, 
frequently perceived as unnatural and 
working against a natural setting, resulting in 
the loss of the village community’s features.

Natural: In Myanmar, communities are 
frequently built along the main road, 
resulting in a long, narrow village that often 
only extends two ways. This can lead to 
a loss of belonging to a group as well as a 
decline in trust and a sense of both natural 
and perceived security among households.

Natural and Cluster: Following the flow 
of the street and forming cluster micro-
communities would aid in the creation 
of a resilient community whose success 
is measured collectively rather than 
individually. These microclusters would 
have areas to invest in based on their own 
requirements and the needs of the whole 
cluster community. 

The cluster form also allows incorporated 
organizations to administer private 
commons, resulting in a stronger sense of 
belonging and security within the cluster. This 
design was influenced by the Aranya Low-
Cost Housing and Quinta Monroy Housing 
project schemes, in which gaps/open spaces 
between dwellings are purposely left. This 
concept allows inhabitants to create their 
own one-of-a-kind places based on their 
budget and preferences.

Figure 113. Grid layout
Invented by  author

Figure 114. Cluster layout
Invented by  author

Figure 115. Cluster layout following the natural terrain
Invented by  author
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Figure 116. Proposed master plan layout using the grid system
 Invented by  author

Figure 117. Proposed master plan layout using the cluster system
 Invented by  author
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Housing Typology Brief

• Facilitate the future growth of the 
housing unit (modular)

• Possibility to add extra modules to the 
house (bathroom, kitchen or others)

• Provide flexible spaces between houses 

• Minimise fire outbreak 

• Provide a sense of belonging and security

There are two possible housing typologies, 
grid system and cluster system. The following 
section will examine the appropriate solution 
of the chosen site.

Figure 119. Housing layout using the cluster system
Invented by  author

Figure 118. Housing layout using the grid system
Invented by  author
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Figure 120. Housing layout using the grid system
Invented by  author

Grid Housing Typology System 

Figure 121. The grid system exploration
 Invented by  author

The grid method is excellent for establishing 
a simple and ordered structure. It is also ideal 
for building dense housing topologies on 
small sites. The method is also excellent for 
accommodating a great number of people. 

However, the system is usually viewed as 
unnatural and working against the natural 
environment, resulting in the loss of the 
village community’s characteristics and 
lifestyle.

A lack of connection and belonging to a 
group is also lost due to a never-ending, 
straight two-way grid system, as does the 
relationship of trust and felt security between 
the homes. 

In situations like refugee camps, the grid 
structure eliminates chances for creativity 
and innovation. In refugee camps, the 
grid typology is frequently set, with no 
gaps between each home, implying that 
individuals have no opportunity to construct 
their own distinctive spaces or the spaces 
they require for living. They are frequently 
limited to what the grid system provides, 
with only minor adjustments possible. 

Furthermore, the grid system is extremely 
vulnerable to fire outbreaks because the 
dwellings are often built so close together. 
These are all issues we must avoid when 
considering a long-term stay for refugees.



130 131

Figure 122. Housing layout using the cluster system
Invented by  author

Cluster Housing Typology System 

Figure 123. The cluster system exploration
 Invented by  author

The cluster structure would aid in creating a 
sense of belonging to its small miro cluster 
and a wider community with a strong identity 
that promotes social cohesion and mental 
and physical well-being. Monotonous 
regularity is seen as unnatural, guaranteeing 
that each cluster type is distinct from the 
others. 

The cluster structure of the dwelling 
typologies provides for a significant 
distance between each home, ensuring 
seclusion between each household. The 
space between the houses also serves as a 
firebreak, making it easier to live safely and 
providing multiply thresholds in the cluster.

Creating a closer living environment will also 
assist in building trust and enhancing the 
sense of both experienced and perceived 
security between the households. The in-
between spaces can also be used for growing 
veggies, housing animals, and extending 
their homes.

The cluster form also takes inspiration from 
the Quinta Monroy housing project and the 
Aranya Low-Cost Housing project, where 
the flexible gaps between the household 
allow the tenant to construct the places they 
wish. When people are actively engaged in 
designing the spaces they occupy, a more 
excellent feeling of place and community 
emerges.
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Figure 124. The isometric view angle of the cluster system 
Invented by  author

The cluster housing design idea was developed 
to ensure that individuals may easily change to a 
dynamic daily living environment depending on 
their cultural values and requirements in order to 
meet rising individual, social, and environmental 
demands.

Figure 125. The isometric view angle of the cluster system which involves the development of in-between spaces
Invented by  author

The goal is to provide people with the flexibility to 
change their homes, environment, and community 
to fit their everyday needs.
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The cluster housing typology system has 
been selected for this research project. Of 
the various options, it is best aligned with 
the developed brief, particularly the needs of 
refugees.

Benefits:

• Additional modules to the house, such 
as a bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, and 
others, can be installed

• Spaces such as vegetable gardens, 
livestock housing, patios, and water 
sources can be set up between the 
houses as well as in the common 
courtyard of the cluster 

• Minimises fire outbreaks

• A sense of belonging and security within 
the cluster can be achieved 

• It allows individuals or families to have 
control over their living environment 

• Can have several thresholds between 
houses but can regulate which thresholds 
are for private use and public use.

• Great for air ventilation between the 
houses

• It is also possible to plant trees between 
housing developments and clusters in 
order to rehabilitate degraded land.

• A healthier way of living for both people 
and the planet

Figure 126. The cluster system exploration
 Invented by  author

Chosen Master Plan

Figure 127. Chosen master plan layout using the cluster system
Invented by  author
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The houses are totally constructed of 
natural materials such as bamboo, sticks, 
leaves, and thatch roofs. The use of natural 
materials decreases the structure’s carbon 
footprint, which enhances the well-being of 
the occupants. Furthermore, towards the 
end of their lifetimes, these materials are 
easily disassembled and recyclable.

The Bamboo Modular House

Bamboo plantations will be the primary 
source of building material for the various 
components. This is because it is a flexible, 
readily available, low-cost, durable, 
renewable, and sustainable resource. 
Bamboo is also an excellent material for 
designing a system that can be disassembled 
and reused. The combination of bamboo 
construction and vernacular building design 
guarantees that the beauty of the local 
setting is balanced.

Figure 129. The isometric view angle of the bamboo house building stages
Invented by  author

Figure 128. The isometric view angle of the completed bamboo house
Invented by  author
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The homes are also intended to provide 
optimum ventilation capacity through stack 
effect and appropriate window placement, 
assuring occupant comfort. A bamboo 
wall would not offer soundproof walls; 
nevertheless, the cluster structure of the 
dwelling typologies provides for a significant 
distance between each home, ensuring 
seclusion between each household.

The Bamboo Modular House
Floor Plan

As refugees go through various phases of life, 
a culturally appropriate floor arrangement 
with a flexible interior will help to meet their 
needs. The floor plan may alter throughout 
time to meet the needs of the homeowner. 
Flexible shared spaces provide for a variety 
of activities for various users throughout 
the day. Because of the simplicity in design, 
various modular building typologies that 
best meet unique user requirements can be 
easily established.

LIVING / DINNING / 
SLEEPING

SLEEPING

COOKING

WASHING 

WASHING / TOILET

Figure 130. The bamboo house floor plan
 Invented by  author

Figure 131. The isometric view angle of the spaces within the bamboo house
 Invented by  author
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Front elevation of the bamboo house 

Right side elevation of the bamboo house 

Floor plan of the bamboo house 

Figure 132. Bamboo house floor plan, elevations and section
 Invented by  author

Back elevation of the bamboo house 

Section cut of the bamboo house 

Left side elevation of the bamboo house 
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Figure 133. Bamboo connections
Invented by  author

Figure 134. Stages of the bamboo house construction
Invented by  author
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Figure 135. Adult Education Centre 
Drawing by author

Adult Education Centre

Adult education is about more than just 
getting a job. Adult education contributes 
significantly to personal growth, social 
inclusion, being an active citizen of the 
community, and a variety of other outcomes. 
Adult education may play an essential role 
in welcoming and integrating newcomers 
and promoting ideas such as tolerance and 
solidarity.99

Bamboo was identified as a crucial 
structural aspect within the project through 
the architectural investigation into the 
vernacular of Myanmar and Southeast Asian 
architecture. The study also discovered that 
the function of multiple hierarchies within a 
building level is highly essential to Myanmar 
people’s culture. As a result, the architecture 
is split into two levels. 

The ground floor is meant to host events 
where one does not need to remove their 
shoes in order to access the spaces and 
hold activities that may result in a mess. The 
ground level is intended to conduct open 
class lectures and courses for refugees. 
These activities might include bamboo 
weaving and gardening. The ground level 
is intended to foster casual socialization 
by allowing as much access to the outdoor 
elements as possible since the building will 
be surrounded by vegetable gardens and will 
openly welcome everyone into the space. 
Also, because of the openness of the facility, 
lectures and workshopping may be seen by 
any onlooker and may entice individuals to 
participate in the classes.

99 “What Role Does Adult Education Play in the Refugee 
Crisis?,” EPALE - European Commission, accessed October 
7, 2021, https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/what-role-does-
adult-education-play-refugee-crisis.

Figure 136. Adult Education Centre development sketches
 Drawing by author
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The upper level provides a place for people 
to congregate and share ideas. The top floor 
is a location where visitors must remove 
their shoes to enter, show respect, and offer 
themselves to the space.  Here they will be 
taught numerous skills and in time depart 
as a better and more educated person than 
when they entered.

The facility is intended for lectures and 
courses. Other activities, such as cultural 
events, can also be held in the facility. In 
Myanmar cultures there is profound intent, 
instilled in tradition, to follow and respect 
the elderly or anybody older than oneself.
There is also a reverence for education 
and knowledge, which should not be 
underestimated. With this in mind, the focus 
for this space is on knowledge, education, 
and skills being passed down by the elderly or 
teachers. This approach also resonates with 
the cultural manner of functioning, in which 
cultural values and other skillsets are passed 
down from the elderly from generation to 
generation, preserving cultural identity.

As a result, raised bamboo seating is 
positioned on all corners of the space for 
formal and informal usage. In most Myanmar 
cultural events, elderly and knowledgeable 
individuals can utilize the bamboo seating 
and surround the young, while young people 
sit on the bamboo floor in the centre of the 
space and listen to advice and teachings 
from the elderly and teachers. This was 
accomplished through three primary roles. 
The first is a seating design in the shape of an 
open classroom. Next to it is a workshop area 
where users can attend skill workshopssuch 
as weave bamboo and hold educational 
seminars. 

Figure 137. Adult Education Centre development sketches
 Drawing by author

A bamboo floor is installed in this area. 
Traditional Myanmar people do not use 
chairs, and meetings and gatherings are 
held by sitting or lying on the building floor.
The architecture is intended to support as 
many functions as feasible.

The visual aesthetics of the architecture 
takes elements such as a gable roof and 
three formal characteristics of piles, walls 
and roof from that of a typical Myanmar 
house and Southeast Asian residences, 
which will resonate with the refugees and 
Thai communities. It is beautiful in itself, 
with its expressive gable roof and expressive 
bamboo traditional connections and pattern 
of bamboo walls and floor, which may 
be considered a form of ornament while 
delivering what is genuinely required for the 
refugee population. With its basic design 
and easy-to-understand construction 
procedure, the facility would also be perfect 
for refugees to construct and make it into 
their own as time goes on.

Figure 138. Adult Education Centre development sketches
Drawing by autho
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Top floor seating area Top floor open plan area 

Ground floor open class room area Ground floor entry under the stairs 

Figure 139. Adult Education Centre interior sketches
Drawing by author

Ground floor

Top floor

Figure 140. Adult Education Centre floor plans
Drawing by author
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North elevation 

South elevation

Figure 141. North and South elevations of Adult Education Centre
Drawing by author

West elevation

East elevation

Figure 142. East and West  elevations of Adult Education Centre
Drawing by author



152 153

Figure 143. Eastside perspective of Adult Education Centre
Drawing by author

Figure 144. Northside perspective of Adult Education Centre
Drawing by author
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Wellness Centre 

Figure 145. Wellness Centre 
Drawing by author

While living in their home country of 
Myanmar, refugees frequently experience 
traumatic events and adverse conditions 
such as torture, political persecution, sexual 
violence, and witnessing live executions. 
Furthermore, when refugees arrive at the 
camps, they are confronted with ongoing 
traumatic emotions and stress, which 
substantially impact their mental health. 
Poor housing quality, restricted economic 
possibilities, and uncertainty regarding 
food and water supplies, for example, are all 
significant psychological stresses.

The proposed centre intends to provide free 
practical emotional and social support to 
refugees with mental health issues due to 
traumatic experiences. Vegetable gardens 
surround the centre, which houses two 
counselling rooms and informal seating 
areas.  Visitors are encouraged to participate 
in the therapeutic activity of gardening, 
which provides an opportunity for people 
affected by traumatic events to gather as a 
community and begin the process of healing 
through conversation and involvement in 
community activities. The centre allows 
visitors to find a peaceful place to think or 
work with their hands in the gardens.

Figure 146. Wellness Centre development sketches 
 Drawing by author
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A stack effect technique was employed to 
keep the building cool in the tropical heat, 
providing a high ceiling that allows hot air 
to ascend and escape freely via the top roof 
gap.

The architecture is intended to be as open 
to the natural elements as possible, and 
all liminal spaces are well lit by natural 
sunlight. The building is organised around 
programmes: public and intimate places. It 
contains two private areas (counsel rooms) 
in the heart of the building and is surrounded 
by informal general seating, a lounge, and a 
communal area.

The building also has decking/verandas 
to protect it from rain and create protected 
areas for circulation outside the structure.

Figure 147. Wellness Centre development sketches 
 Drawing by author

The design aim is to create connections to the 
vegetable gardens and the whole community 
centre. As a result, there is a bamboo-made 
windows system on all four sides of the 
building. This approach allowed various 
building parts to be open or closed based on 
user needs and weather conditions, allowing 
the facility to cool down or give privacy and 
comfort.

Adobe brick is also introduced for the two 
intimate areas (counsel rooms) to create 
extra privacy while also acting as robust 
features that ground the structure and 
support the building weight. The outer 
wall of the building comprises open weave 
bamboo panels, which are light and provide 
some privacy but allow breezes through.

Figure 148. Wellness Centre development sketches 
 Drawing by author
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Interior seating plan near the entrance Decking / Outdoor Circulation Area

Hallway with seating plan Looking through interior building circulation

Figure 149. Wellness Centre interior and exterior sketches
Drawing by author

Figure 150. Wellness Centre floor plan 
Drawing by author
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Section

East elevation

Figure 151. East and West elevations and section cut of Wellness Centre
Drawing by author

West elevation South elevation

Section

North elevation

Figure 152. North and South elevations and section cut of Wellness Centre
Drawing by author
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Figure 153. Eastside perspective of Wellness Centre
Drawing by author

Figure 154. Northside perspective of wellness centre
Drawing by author



164 165

Community Hall

Figure 155. Community  Hall 
Drawing by author

The community hall aspires to contribute to 
community empowerment through a shared, 
repeatable, and sustainable initiative that 
develops and protects their environment 
and culture, benefiting their communal and 
social well-being.

The building is inspired by a blend of 
indigenous architecture styles from South-
East Asia. It combines traditional and local 
structural systems with basic approaches 
to shorten construction time and increase 
building quality. The principal material 
used in the structure’s construction is 
bamboo. The use of bamboo forges a 
functional, symbolic, and aesthetic link with 
traditional Myanmar buildings, creating a 
sense of belonging, which is strengthened 
by community participation in the building 
process. The facility’s roof is made of thatch 
supported by structural bamboo members, 
which have a metal base connecting to a 
concrete foundation. The walls comprise 
woven bamboo.

The strong symmetry of the building adds 
gravitas and meaning to the self-evident 
gathering place. The building is divided into 
three programs. The first part of the building 
is where cultural activities, religious events, 
formal gatherings, or informal gatherings 
can occur. The second part is the storage 
space and food preparation area. The third 
part end with a communal kitchen area. 

Figure 156. Community  hall development sketches 
Drawing by author
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The floor layout for the design is intended to 
be as versatile as feasible to accommodate a 
variety of activities, including food service. As 
a result, the seating plans are not permanent. 
Instead, the chairs and benches are made of 
bamboo and can be moved around or stored 
when not required. The entrances are places 
thoughtfully to keep the symmetry of the 
architecture. The multiple openings also 
help with exits in case of a fire emergency. 

For ventilation, the building is designed 
for both cross ventilation and stack effect 
natural ventilation. 

Figure 157. Community  hall development sketches 
Drawing by author

The community kitchen attached to the end 
of the building has a distinct gable roof form 
to distinguish it from the community hall. 
In Myanmar’s traditions, cooking and food 
preparations pass down cultural knowledge 
and celebrate cultural heritage. Often, each 
cultural celebration has a special dish to 
accompany it. These culinary events are 
frequently held outside, where everyone 
prepares and cooks the food in large pots 
and pans. As a result, the kitchen is intended 
to be as flexible and open as possible. In 
addition, the bamboo patio is located near 
the communal kitchen, where it will provide 
shade and space for outdoor culinary 
activities.

Figure 158. Community  hall development sketches 
Drawing by author
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Interior facing to the kitchenInterior facing the front

Side entry Open Kitchen

Figure 159. Community hall interior and exterior sketches
Drawing by author

Figure 160. Community hall floor plan
Drawing by author
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South elevation

Figure 161. North and South elevations and section cut of  Community Hall
Drawing by author

North elevation East elevation

Section

West elevation

Figure 162. East and West elevations and section cut of  Community Hall
Drawing by author
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Figure 163. Southside perspective of  Community Hall
Drawing by author

Figure 164. Northside perspective of Community Hall
Drawing by author
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School Centre

Figure 163. School
Drawing by author

Refugees in camps have limited access to 
educational and training opportunities. 
While education in the camps is significantly 
superior to that accessible to civilians within 
Myanmar, prospects for higher education 
are limited. Myanmar people have always 
prioritised education, and many have crossed 
the border to Thailand to attend camp 
school. However, having lived in a refugee 
camp and studied in the camp school, the 
problem discovered was that the schools are 
frequently unfit for use, hazardous, especially 
during the monsoon season when rain often 
leaks from the roofs and floods the school 
grounds and classrooms. Furthermore, 
the students do not have a space to play or 
congregate during their free time. These 
issues are the result of a lack of funds to repair 
or restore the old buildings. These aspects 
generate distractions to learning over time. 
This research investigation provides an 
opportunity to revisit the architecture and 
propose a viable method for building a more 
inspirational setting for study.

Figure 164. School design development sketches
Drawing by author
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The building is designed to distinguish it from 
the usual grid-like classroom arrangement. 
The core concept includes numerous 
classrooms, rest areas, play areas, and a 
prominent gathering place all under one roof. 
In-between classroom spaces are proposed 
to reduce noise between classrooms, 
separated from lively places where students 
can play and rest during their leisure time. 
The building has four classrooms and one 
ample flexible open space that might be 
utilised for assemblies and other events.

The classrooms will be built with adobe 
bricks. A concave adobe brick wall is utilised 
to give a flexible space in the teaching area. As 
a result, a suitable open site can be created. 
This place can be used for experimentation 
and knowledge sharing between teachers 
and students. The concave and convex areas 
also provide the user with a dynamic and 
engaging environment conducive to hosting 
various activities and allowing for simple 
circulation between classes. Skylights 
are also installed where the classrooms 
are located to provide natural light to the 
learning areas.

To integrate with the outdoor environment, 
an inner courtyard space is formed by 
wrapping the courtyard with a concave adobe 
brick wall, providing a more private, flexible 
area for the school while still connecting to 
the natural elements.

Small apertures in the adobe brick walls 
are also provided, allowing natural cross 
ventilation throughout the classrooms.

Figure 165. School design development sketches 
Drawing by author

The form of the structure was influenced by 
vernacular precedents such as Myanmar 
bamboo huts, the Bamboo Earth and Stone 
Pavilion, and many more. Local, traditional 
skills and context-based materials would be 
used in the building. Classroom walls will be 
constructed using adobe bricks handmade 
on-site. The building’s framework would 
be made of bamboo, while the roof would 
be made of thatch. A gable roof design is 
used in the plan to produce a culturally and 
contextually acceptable form. Not only 
does the visual appearance blend with the 
surroundings, but the roof form is also ideal 
for its climate.

Figure 166. School design development sketches 
Drawing by author
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Figure 167. School interior and exterior sketches
Drawing by author

Figure 168. School floor plan
Drawing by author
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East elevation

Figure 169. East and West elevations and section cut of the School
Drawing by author

West elevation

Figure 170. North and South elevations and section cut of the School
Drawing by author
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North elevation
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Figure 171. Eastside perspective of the School
Drawing by author

Figure 172. Southside perspective of the School
Drawing by author
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Multi-Purpose Community houses

Figure 173. Multi-Purpose Community House 
Drawing by author

These multi-purpose community houses 
aim to give the community a shelter facility 
with an open plan that the refugees may 
change to establish their preferred activities. 
They may, for example, install bamboo walls 
to wrap the structure to make a more private 
programme.

These structures are intended to be as easy 
to build and open as feasible to accommodate 
the community’s multi-purpose use. They 
can be utilised for a pop-up health clinic, 
offices, seminars, workshops, casual 
socialising, relaxing, and other purposes.

Bamboo and thatch roofs will be used to 
construct the buildings. More bamboo would 
be required to repair or remodel the structure 
in the future; hence, a bamboo cultivation 
programme to meet material demands over 
time for the community centre and housing 
cluster.

Because of the simplicity of the design, which 
is aimed towards refugees and local skill sets, 
this structure may be simply expanded if 
needed. The multi-purpose community huts 
are intended to demonstrate advances in the 
conventional construction process and act 
as examples for future building projects.

Figure 174. Multi-purpose community house  design development sketches
Drawing by author
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Decking area
Expresses the simple construction techniques 

Seating area Showcasing the roof overhang 

Figure 175. Multi-purpose community house  interior and exterior sketches
Drawing by author

Figure 176. Multi-purpose community house floor plan 
Drawing by author
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Figure 177. Front and back elevations and section cut of Multi-Purpose Community House 
Drawing by author

Front elevation

Figure 178. Side elevations and section cut of Multi-Purpose Community House 
Drawing by author

Section

Side elevation

Side elevation 
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Figure 179. The front perspective of Multi-Purpose Community House
Drawing by author

Figure 180. The side perspective of wellness centre
Drawing by author
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Community Pavilion

Figure 181. Community Pavilion
Drawing by author

The pavilion serves as the community 
centre’s focal point. The pavilion’s goal 
was to establish an autonomous multi-
purpose communal public space. The form 
of the pavilion is inspired by vernacular 
architecture from Southeast Asia. The 
layout was designed in a circular shape to 
provide 360-degree access to the area with 
an open circulation system, allowing people 
to freely enter and use the space. A circular 
sitting layout with a fireplace in the middle is 
provided in the pavilion’s core. This concept 
was inspired by people’s instinctive desire 
to gather around the fire, and it so became 
the central location for community and 
gathering.

Providing only a fireplace, which offers 
thermal protection, is insufficient to provide 
complete comfort. As a result, the fire and 
the people needed extra layers of security, 
which were given by creating the pavilion 
shelter, which became architecture. 

The seating arrangement will be constructed 
into the earth, as will the fireplace itself. 
As a result, it provides a feeling of safety, 
secureness and also offers wind protection 
for the fire.

Fire is a powerful force that shapes our 
environments, and it is a vital component 
of architectural design. We use it to 
keep ourselves warm and safe, and it is 
a fundamental aspect of cooking in the 
domestic setting. Fire is a significant feature 
in many of Myanmar’s diverse traditional 
dwellings, and it is a place where tales and 
wisdom are exchanged.

Figure 182. Community Pavilion design development sketches 
Drawing by author
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CirculationView towards the central fire fireplace 

The heart of the Community Pavilion 

Figure 183. Community Pavilion  interior sketches
Drawing by author

Figure 184. The Community Pavilion floor plan
Drawing by author



196 197

Section

Figure 185. Section cut of Community Pavilion
Drawing by author

Section

Figure 186. Side elevations of Community Pavilion
Drawing by author

Side elevation

Side elevation 
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Figure 186. The perspective of Community Pavilion
Drawing by author

Figure 187. Interior perspective of Community Pavilion
Drawing by author
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Meeting House and Library

Figure 188. Meeting House / Library 
Drawing by author

This design’s architecture is organised into 
two major programmes, each with its own 
distinct wings. The first is a meeting and 
lecture space, and the second is a library 
space. The plan is to integrate these two 
programmes and create more communal 
areas within the building. As a result, a 
meeting house space is created, which is 
divided into two library wings. 

The meeting house part was elevated to 
demonstrate the importance of the hierarchy 
from the two library wings. It is a location 
where knowledge, opinions, and discussions 
will solve issues and provide better solutions 
for the lives of refugees in the future. 

The meeting house entry and the two 
library entries are the only ways to enter 
the building. To facilitate maintenance, the 
two library sections will be constructed on 
a concrete floor slab. Furthermore, a raised 
bamboo floor in the library environment 
would not be suitable for everyday use when 
furnished with chairs and tables.

Figure 189. Meeting House and Library design development sketches 
Drawing by author
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The library portion being lower than the 
meeting house generates dynamic internal 
spaces between the two and acknowledges 
the separation of the two programmes.

Natural cross ventilation and stack effect 
ventilation are used to keep the building 
cool during the summer season. To make 
the stack effect more effective, a high ceiling 
design is also implemented. Large overhang 
roofs were also designed to stop rain from 
entering the building. 

The structure is made of bamboo and uses a 
traditional form of construction. As a result, 
refugees themselves may contribute to 
the project’s development. The materials 
chosen for this facility are primarily bamboo, 
concrete for the library flooring and thatch 
for the roof.

Figure 190. Meeting House and Library design development sketches 
Drawing by author

The meetinghouse and library serve as 
a platform to boost refugees’ spirits and 
ambitions by educating, enlightening, and 
entertaining audiences to foster individual 
learning and improve society as a whole.

Figure 191. Meeting House and Library design development sketches 
Drawing by author
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View from meeting house looking towards the library sectionLibrary interior

Library interior Library entry

Figure 192. Meeting House and Library  interior sketches
Drawing by author

Figure 193. Meeting House and Library floor plan
Drawing by author
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North elevation

Figure 194. North and South elevations and section cut of Meeting House and Library
Drawing by author

South elevation

Figure 195. East and West elevations and section cut of Meeting House and Library
Drawing by author
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West elevation
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Figure 196. Northside perspective of the Meeting House and Library
Drawing by Author

Figure 197. Southside perspective of the Meeting House and Library
Drawing by Author
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Storage House 

Figure 198. Storage House
Drawing by author

These storage buildings are intended to keep 
harvested bamboos from the bamboo farm 
and other building supplies and food donated 
by NGOs and the UNHCR. The construction 
of these structures is identical to that of the 
multi-purpose community buildings, with 
the critical difference being that the bamboo 
floor is not included.

Figure 199. Storage House design development sketches 
Drawing by author
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Figure 200. Storage House interior and exterior sketches
Drawing by author

Figure 201. Storage House floor plan 
Drawing by Author
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Figure 202. Front and back elevations and section cut of the Storage House
Drawing by Author

Front elevation

Figure 203. Side elevations and section cut of the Storage House
Drawing by Author
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Side elevation
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Figure 204. The front perspective of the Storage House
Drawing by Author

Figure 205. The Side perspective of the Storage House
Drawing by Author
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Open Market 

Figure 206. Open Market 
Drawing by author

An open market is a site where refugees 
may shop and sell items to the whole 
community and pass tourists and the local 
Thai population. It is a new economic zone 
that will entice tourists to come and visit the 
community centre. The market structure 
would be the same architectural style as 
the storage house model structure. As a 
result, the construction procedures may be 
adapted for the refugees constructing these 
structures. Only the floor plan would alter 
for the market, a threshold put in the middle 
of the building to create the impression of 
an open market. Bamboo tables might be 
created and adjusted around to match the 
demands of the market stall.

Figure 207. Open Market design development sketches 
Drawing by author
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Figure 208. Front and back elevations and section cut of Market place
Drawing by author

Front elevation

Figure 209. Side elevations and section cut of Market place
Drawing by author
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Side elevation 
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Figure 210. Market place interior and exterior sketches
Drawing by author

Figure 211. Market building floor plan
Drawing by author
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Figure 212. The Front perspective of Market place
Drawing by author

Figure 213. The side perspective of Market place
Drawing by author
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Public Toilet

Figure 214. Public Toilet
Drawing by author

According to the researcher’s experiences 
at the camp, there is a deficiency of sanitary 
public restrooms. The new public restrooms 
meet fundamental necessities such as toilets 
with maximum privacy, personal hygiene, and 
laundry. The bathrooms are divided into two 
sections by adobe brick walls,  which provide 
maximum privacy. The bathing and laundry 
space is in the centre, with partially private 
bamboo cladding. The walkway in the centre 
links the functions. Gravel and hardwood 
floors will ensure the facility remains clean 
and dry. Because of the harsh climate in the 
region, basic personal hygiene is vital for 
illness prevention. Its simple concept, well-
functioning layout, and maximum privacy 
design are excellent design outcomes that 
would meet the demands of the refugee 
population.

Figure 215. Public Toilet development sketches 
Drawing by author
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Elevated timber deck walkway Interior view

Entry Interior

Figure 216. Public Toilet interior and exterior sketches
Drawing by author

Figure 217. Public  Toilet floor plan
Drawing by author
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Figure 218. Front and back elevations and section cut of Public Toilet
Drawing by author

Front elevation 

Figure 219. Side elevations and section cut of Public Toilet
Drawing by author
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Figure 220. The front perspective of Public Toilet
Drawing by author

Figure 221. The Side perspective of Public Toilet
Drawing by author
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Conclusion

Due to violence and conflicts, over 1.1 
million Myanmar refugees are being 
housed in massive refugee camps between 
Myanmar and its neighbouring countries. 
As we speak, refugees are vulnerable 
and in need of assistance. In order to 
understand the situation better and propose 
potential solutions, a literature review was 
undertaken, a particular focus on Thailand-
Burma Border: History and Current Issues by 
Ariana Zarleen, Handbook for Emergencies 
by The United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees, From Camp to City by Manuel 
Herz, Architecture as a Way of Seeing 
and Learning by Elorduy, Nerea Amorós, 
Architecture without Architects by Bernard 
Rudofsky, and many others are among the 
key texts. 

Because of the unknown element of how 
long refugees may have to stay in these 
camps, the concepts deemed pertinent 
to this enquiry include the necessity to 
address refugee camps as a long-term 
reality. Other relevant principles included 
prohibiting refugees’ physical confinement 
in enclosed and isolated places, planning 
for a more integrated environment with 
access to education for all ages, providing 
eco-economic and work opportunities, and 
employing a self-resilience model that is 
involving refugees from the beginning and 
allowing refugees to take charge of their 
livelihood. 

Self-resilience measures can lessen 
refugees’ vulnerability and their long-
term need for humanitarian assistance. 
Furthermore, vernacular architecture may 

be employed to produce a self-sufficient 
model while also connecting individuals to a 
location and fostering a feeling of pride and 
ownership within the refugee population. 
This investigation aimed to respond to the 
refugees on the Thai-Malaysian border. 
The architectural interventions aimed to lift 
refugee spirits and determination through 
a community-based approach with a self-
sufficient framework to overcome alienation 
and build resilience.

Numerous case studies were carried out to 
find methods and strategies for the proposed 
scheme. 

Myanmar and Southeast Asian vernacular 
architecture’s inherent aesthetic is driven by 
culture and religious beliefs and made with 
natural materials obtained within its location. 
Understanding this regional context-based 
architecture was an essential first step in 
selecting the appropriate architecture for the 
inhabitants in these surroundings.

Blooming Bamboo House by H&P Architects 
demonstrates how bamboo may be used to 
construct modular dwellings safely. This 
precedent also reveals a valuable technique 
for fostering self-resilience through the use 
of a modular design. 

Glenn Murcutt’s Marika-Alderton House 
showcases principles and techniques for 
constructing architecture that is in harmony 
with nature. These include protecting 
the site’s integrity and not absorbing 
or erasing its distinguishing features. 
Murcutt’s architectural concepts, whereby 

the home operates like a machine and the 
design process is driven by observation 
of natural processes and occurrences, 
have significantly influenced this research 
investigation and the resultant architectural 
proposition.

Another notable architectural element that 
influenced the proposed housing cluster 
configuration was Aranya Low-Cost Housing 
by Balkrishna Doshi. The Doshi solutions for 
dealing with density and belonging were the 
two that had the most effect on the design 
outcome of the housing cluster planning. 
Density issues were addressed using a flexible 
architecture and planning methodology that 
allows areas to contract and swell. Issues of 
belonging and identity were resolved due to 
the project’s encouragement of individuals 
to take control of their lives. These two 
elements were essential and were reflected 
in the final housing cluster architectural 
scheme.

In light of the preceding relevance and 
current knowledge, this investigation asks: 
How can a community-based refugee camp 
experience that includes the building and 
occupation of vernacular architecture help 
address alienation and build resilience?

The purposed site is located in the Nupo 
Temporary Shelter in Umphang District, 
about 10 kilometres from the Thai-Myanmar 
border, and it has a land area of 158 acres 
(0.64 sq. km). The temporary shelter was 
established in 1997 to host refugees fleeing 
Myanmar’s military attacks. Approximately 
10,000 Myanmar refugees are now housed 

at the camp. It is Thailand’s Tak Province’s 
smallest and most isolated temporary 
shelter. Because it is a remote area, the 
design solutions used to promote a self-
sufficient model were established. These 
include growing their food in community 
gardens and creating their own materials 
and resources, such as bamboo farming for 
building supplies. 

The chosen site was the most feasible 
in the camp because it possesses all of 
the characteristics required to develop a 
new refugee community, such as a water 
source and easy accessibility, and a site 
with the potential to expand and reconnect 
with the surrounding environment and its 
neighbourhoods, which could benefit the 
livelihoods of new and existing communities. 
Another advantageous feature is the paucity 
of vegetation in the specified location. The 
development of new community buildings 
and housing clusters will not include 
deforestation and therefore have low 
environmental impact. Planting bamboo, 
native plants, and native trees, on the other 
hand, will help enhance the unoccupied 
area’s soil quality and fertility.

The primary goal for constructing the 
master plan was to centralise all community 
activities and programmes in one area while 
still providing access to the outside camp 
population. As a result, the community 
centre was built next to the main road. The 
existence of an active community centre 
near the main road would increase foot traffic 
and economic prospects for the camp and 
inspire the local Thai population and passing 
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tourists to join in community activities. 
As a result, a self-sufficient framework for 
addressing alienation and building resilience 
is possible. This design choice is based on 
a literature review on alternatives to camp 
and the necessity for integration with the 
camp’s outside population, which would 
provide new possibilities, employment, and 
economic interchange between the local and 
refugee communities. 

The community centre has a school, adult 
education, workshops, community gardens, 
wellness, a library, a town hall, multipurpose 
pavilions, and a market area. These 
programmes are critical for refugees because 
they feel that information, education, and 
work opportunities are crucial for becoming 
self-sufficient and strengthening overall 
resilience. The community centre is intended 
to meet all of the users’ needs and wishes. In 
terms of climatic design and multifunctional 
usage, the new buildings are site-specific. 
The community centre is designed to be 
used and accessible by as many people 
as possible, regardless of age, gender, or 
ethnicity. It is a place to stay, chat, meditate, 
educate, study, play, create, grow, live, shop, 
sell and rest.

The modular dwelling clusters surround the 
community centre. Because of the generous 
spaces offered in the design plan, each group 
is distinct in its manner, drawing inspiration 
from Aranya Low-Cost Housing, Quinta 
Monroy Housing Project, and Blooming 
Bamboo House. Users may create unique 
places based on their interests and finances 
thanks to the communal courtyard and open 

areas between the dwellings.  

In comparison to the current housing model 
in Nupo Temporary Shelter, which useds 
a grid system, the new modular housing 
cluster concept is safer, simpler, and faster to 
build. Because of its grid layout, the previous 
model was considered unnatural and worked 
against the natural environment, losing 
the village community’s traits and lifestyle. 
The grid typology is usually set, with no 
gaps between each dwelling, meaning that 
people cannot build their own unique spaces 
or the spaces they require for life. It is also 
highly prone to fire breakouts due to the 
proximity of the homes. On the other hand, 
the new modular housing cluster allows the 
variable spacing between the households, 
allowing tenants to build where they like 
while still providing an adequate fire buffer 
between dwellers. When individuals actively 
participate in creating the environments they 
inhabit, a more wonderful sense of place and 
community arises.

Cultivating and harvesting bamboo within 
the micro setting is also introduced as a self-
reliant manner of creating their resources, 
ideal for the refugee population to retain 
community resilience and independence.

In summary, the research seeks to provide a 
community-based refugee camp experience 
that includes the building and occupation 
of vernacular architecture to help address 
alienation and build resilience. 

Further Research 

It is intended that the outcomes of this study 
investigation may be extended to other 
humanitarian refugee sites across the world 
utilising the same fundamental ideas. This 
concept has much promise, and further 
research can be done. The chance for a site 
visit would aid in a better understanding of 
the site context. Working with the refugees 
within the camp would also greatly assist 
in achieving the appropriate programmes 
while creating the architecture. 

Participation of refugees in a project like 
this would greatly aid understanding of their 
lives, wants and requirements, and future 
ambitions. Collaboration among NGOs, 
UNHCR, the Myanmar government, and the 
Thai government would have a tremendous 
influence on meeting the needs of refugees.

If a project like this is implemented in refugee 
camps, it will require support from all sectors 
to be successful. This type of endeavour 
needs to be carried out with compassion, 
love, care, and kindness. To tackle the 
problem we are facing, all parties must work 
together in unison and partnership. 

Pyit-Taing-Htaung
“every time you toss it, it stands up”
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Pyit-Taing-Htaung
“every time you toss it, it stands up”

ပစ်တိုင်းေတာင်
Design Proposal
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How can a community-based refugee camp experience that includes the building and 
occupation of vernacular architecture help address alienation and build resilience?

အေတွ�အ�ကံ�ေတွ
My experiences
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Myanmar Refugees
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ရွာတညေ်နရာ
Site Location
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ဝါးစွမ်းရညမ်ျား
Bamboo Abilities

ဝါးချိတ်ဆက်
Palm Thatch Roof and Bamboo connection 

details

ဝါးချိတ်ဆက်မ�မျာ
Bamboo Connections

ဝါးချိတ်ဆကမ်�မျာ
Bamboo Connections

အ�တ်ခဲ
Adobe Bricks

ဝါးချိတ်ဆကမ်�မျာ
Bamboo Connections
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Programme

• Bamboo Farming 

• Bamboo Modular House 

• Pavilion 

• Market Place

• Adult Education

• School

• Community Town hall

• Meeting House / Library

• Multi-Purpose Community Hut

• Wellness Centre

• Public Bathrooms 

ဝါးစိ�ကပ်ျိ�းြခငး်။

ကနွြ်မ�နတ ီမ�ပ်

ေစျးကကွ်

သက�်ကးီပညာေရးစင်

တာ

ေကျာငး်

�မိ� �ေတာ်ခနး်မ

စာ�ကည့တ်ိ�က်

တဲ

ကျနး်မာေရးစငတ်ာ

အများသံ�းအမိ်သာ

ရွာတညေ်နရာ
Site Location
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• Wellness Centre

• Public Bathrooms 
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ဝါးအမိ်
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ေစျးကကွ်

သက�်ကးီပညာေရးစငတ်ာ

ေကျာငး်

�မိ� �ေတာ်ခနး်မ

စာ�ကည့တ်ိ�က်

တဲ

ကျနး်မာေရးစငတ်ာ

အများသံ�းအမိ်သာ
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ေစျးကွက်
Market Place

ေစျးကွက်
Market Place
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ကွနြ်မ�နတီ မ�ပ်
Community Pavilion

ကွနြ်မ�နတီ မ�ပ်
Community Pavilion
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�မိ��ေတာ်ခနး်မ
Town Hall

�မိ��ေတာ်ခနး်မ
Town Hall
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စာ�ကည့တ်ိ�က်
Meeting House / Library

စာ�ကည့တ်ိ�က်
Meeting House / Library
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ေကျာငး်
School

ေကျာငး်
School
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အများသံ�းအမ်ိသာ
Public Toilet

အများသံ�းအမ်ိသာ
Public Toilet
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သက်�ကီးပညာေရးစငတ်ာ
Adult Education Centre

သက်�ကီးပညာေရးစငတ်ာ
Adult Education Centre
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တဲ
Multi-Purpose Hut

တဲ
Multi-Purpose Hut
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ကျနး်မာေရးစငတ်ာ
Wellness Centre

ကျနး်မာေရးစငတ်ာ
Wellness Centre
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သိ�ေလ�ာငမ်� ယ�နစ်များ
Storage Units

သိ�ေလ�ာငမ်� ယ�နစ်များ
Storage Units
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ဝါးအမ်ိတညေ်ဆာကမ်� အဆင့မ်ျား
Bamboo Modular House 

Construction Stages
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ဝါးအမ်ိ�ကမ်းခငး် အစီအစဉ်များ
Bamboo Modular House Floor Plans
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ဝါးအမ်ိ
Bamboo Modular House Elevations, Section 

and Floor Plan
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မီးဖိ�ေချာင်
Kitchen

ဘ�ရားစင်
Buddha Shrine

ေနထိ�ငမ်�ဧရိယာ
Living Area
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ဝါးအမ်ိများ
Bamboo Housing Clusters

ဝါးအမ်ိများ
Bamboo Housing Clusters
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ေကျးရွ
Proposed Village

ေကျးရွ
Proposed Village
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ပစ်တိုင်းေတာင်




