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Case Study

From Refugee Camp to Resilient City: Zaatari Refugee Camp, Jordan
Nada Maani

The Syrian civil war began in the early spring of

adult dominated. I knew then I wanted to design for

2011 as part of the Arab Spring Protests in the

the children and women of the camp. The design

Middle East. The war resulted in over two million

intervention will transform the street to symbolise

Syrian refugees. To deal with the influx of refu-

a future for all refugees, not just male adults. To

gees into Jordan, the Jordanian government and

understand not only how to design the permanent

the UN built the Zaatari refugee camp 12km from

within the temporary but also how to design for the

the Jordan-Syria border.1 Zaatari opened in June

Syrians, I began an investigation into understanding

of 2012. The reason I find myself attracted to the

‘the physical’ in pre-war Syria through the lens of

camp is the commercial district the refugees have

‘the social’ and interpreting how the relationships

created along the primary streets. They refer to it as

between the public, the private, and the in-between

the Champs-Élysées. They manipulate the prefabri-

appear in the camp. Studying traditional courtyard

cated housing units and transform them into shops.

housing and understanding the various spaces

There are about 600 restaurants and 3,000 shops.2

created and why they are created aided me in

These businesses are more than just a way to make

looking at this street as a courtyard; thus creating

money; they are an attempt by refugees to fight for

spaces for everyone. The layers that traditionally

a better future, to find a way to occupy their days,

exist in Syrian courtyard housing are fundamen-

and to feel part of a community. Despite refugee

tally created for a woman’s privacy, and to give her

camps being designed to suppress grass-root

public space in her own home. I did not just mimic

urbanism, refugees have transformed some camps

that, but I learned from it and translated it according

into informal cities with neighborhoods and growing

to the needs of the refugees. I designed a module

economies. Camps are considered a burden on host

that articulated different layers and when many of

countries, and any sense of permanence is discour-

these modules are combined along a street they

aged. My vision is to create spaces that respond to

create the courtyard.

existing social networks inside established refugee
camps. Traditionally, emergency relief is reac-

The module creates a second social level by

tionary and temporary. My goal is to challenge this

raising the child spaces above the existing shops

notion and begin to respond with long-term resilient

and restaurants. This transforms the Nadi into a

solutions.

landmark by introducing a visual hierarchy. The
camp has spaces to house various programs that

During September of 2014, I visited the Zaatari

engage children, but they only meet the immediate

camp, with the aim of doing some fieldwork along

needs such as safety and protection. My design

the intersection that I have identified. During my

aims to not only meet these short-term goals, but to

visit I realized that the Champs-Élysées was male

also address and question existing social norms that
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Refugee Camp to City: from reactive to resilient

how can architecture transform a refugee camp into a child-friendly city that is designed around existing social networks?

TURKEY
450,000
21 refugee camps
$95,798,789
requires an additional $276,591

15 November 2012

SYRIA
2,007,598 persons of concern

LEBANON
622,000 refugees
1,400 locations
$457,175,896 (38%)
18% of population

Homs

03 January 2013

Damascus countryside
Daraa

Zaatari refugee camp is 12km from Jordan-Syria border

03 February 2013

JORDAN
490,000
2 refugee camps
$457,758,594 (22%)
11% of population

28 February 2013

Fig. 1: The context: Zaatari refugee camp. Image: author.
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the champ-elysees is not only for trade but also
the main transportation street. All modes of
transportation occupy the street such as bicycles,
cars and trucks, and pedestrians.

many refugees still live in tents
because they either transformed
their caravans into shops or sold
them. tents are readily available
whereas caravans need to be
ordered and are limited to one
caravan per family (5 members).

PRIVATE

modifications also occur inside the
caravan although not as obvious.
many of the clothing stores add
wood planks and metal hooks on
the wall to hang the clothing.

when i was walking along the
champ-elysees i was amazed at the
number of electrical wires present.
Ahmad said that he thinks one day
the wires will form a canopy and
protect the refugees from the sun.

child labor is common along the
champ-elysees. during my visit i saw
children selling blankets that were
distributed by UNHCR to keep
warm during the winter months.

PUBLIC

Fig. 2

Fig. 3

Fig. 2: Champs-Élysées: existing conditions. Image: author.
Fig. 3: Champs-Élysées: the courtyard. Image: author.

the food is not monitored. this does
present risks of food contaminations
and diseases associated with that.

there are many resources inside the
camp for women but they still
remain inside the dwelling units for
protection.

female children are expected to
help out with household duties
which interferes with their education.
they move from working inside their
parent’s home to working inside
their husband’s home.

PRIVATE
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promote inequality. Given the socio-cultural nature
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of Syrian cities and their multi-public layers, I also
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designed spaces of interaction and customisation

Portland State University. She was one of the first three

between publicness and privateness. Therefore,

students to complete the Graduate Certificate in Public

the module also includes an interstitial space on

Interest Design, the first of its kind in the nation, offered

the ground level that allows the owners to market

through the School of Architecture’s Center for Public

their business through signage, to customise their

Interest Design. She currently works at Opsis Architecture

storefronts using the interstitial space, and allows

in Portland, Oregon. Nada’s interests lie in the intersec-

access to each business separately, reminiscent of

tion of architecture and politics and thus design that will

the souq in pre-war Syria .

empower people both socially and politically.

My argument is not about improving the initial
response to emergencies with the intervention of
shelter and service. But given that the average
life of a refugee camp is 17 years, the temporary
infrastructure soon becomes insufficient; I do find
many problems with the lack of progress and the
continued support for so many years.3 Architecture
needs to be integrated into refugee camps, and
it should be designed around the social networks
created by refugees. In Zaatari, it was obvious
that those networks stemmed from the commercial district. Having livable cities instead of refugee
camps does not diminish a refugee’s rights, nor
does it ensure their permanence in a host country.
So the question that I raise is whether as human
beings we should be satisfied with the perpetuation
of these poor living conditions, and if not, then as
architects what actions can we take?
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