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The displacement of Syrian refugees has been described as one of the largest 
refugee crises since World War II. Syria’s bordering countries - Lebanon, Jordan 
and Turkey - have hosted over 5.3 million (registered) refugees. Not only have 
Syrians lost their homes and livelihoods, they are often traumatized by the 
catastrophic events that they experienced. Their lack of access to educational 
and communal facilities deprives entire generations from future opportunities. 
With 1.1 million refugees registered with UNHCR, Lebanon holds the highest 
number of refugees per capita in the world, thus resulting in a heavy burden 
on its infrastructure and, in particular, its educational system.

Held annually at the American University of Beirut’s Department of Architecture 
and Design, the 2018 SDW [Sustainable Design Week] edition was curated by 
Karim Najjar, associate professor and founder of Design Impact Laboratory. 
The three-day seminar offered a global perspective on what design can offer to 
communities living within crisis areas and how sustainability can be integrated 
within the design process to improve the quality of the built environment 
and the community. Taking “Crisis as Opportunity” as its theme, it examined 
how constraints such as limited resources and building materials can lead to 
innovation and sustainable design. 

Recognizing that forced displacement and global migration are now at a record 
high, the lecture series’ focus was to understand the possibility of using these 
various constraints to encourage innovative architectural design strategies 
capable of creating healthy, sustainable environments for all. Communal facilities 
for vulnerable groups (schools, libraries, clinics…) could be provided following an 
approach which would privilege local and readily available materials, resources, 
and workforces.

Lectures and roundtable discussions addressed challenges and opportunities that 
a crisis may create. Keynote speakers were invited to present projects from Africa, 
South America, and Asia to enrich the debate and provide it with a comparative 
dimension. Divided into three different panels, the seminar tackled crisis as a 
means of opportunity in urban development, education, and architecture.

The aim of SDW 2018 was to encourage and inspire students and the local design 
community to intervene in crisis areas through lessons learned in other regions 
with similar experiences.  

← Temporary dormitories.

Mae Sot, Thailand. 2012.

Line Ramstad (Gyaw Gyaw), 

Albert Company Olmo
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Opportunities in
Urban Development
The first evening saw lectures by Killian Kleinschmidt and Melanie Fessel. Both framed 
their work within the dynamics of urban informal settlements and possibilities to address 
existing issues through s ustainable strategies and design interventions.

→ Caracas MetroCable

Caracas, Venezuela. 2003

Urban-Think Tank (U-TT). 

Photo by Daniel Schwartz
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Shift the Paradigm
From Charity to Crypto Space: 
The Broken Aid System 
by Kilian Kleinschmidt

Kleinschmidt, global networker and humanitarian expert, encouraged the 
audience to expand their understanding of humanitarian relief beyond that of 
monetary aid or tented settlements, and instead perceive refugee communities 
as cities in and of themselves. By “turning the refugee crisis into a development 
opportunity,” Kleinshmidt explained the necessity to further-develop the 
concept that we have termed “sustainable development zones”. Camps are a 
temporary solution which have become the basic way to respond to crisis. They 
have become the image of displacement while most displaced get absorbed into 
local settlements such as villages or slums. → The inevitable development of 
tented settlements into active urban environments that produce a significant 
economic turnover each year, as seen in Jordan’s Zaatari Camp, demands that 
we collectively rethink our relief efforts to ensure the creation of sustainably 
designed cities that benefit both refugee and host communities. The sustainable 
development zone (SDZ) concept is a tool for helping developing countries 
respond to the challenges of mass displacement scenarios in a sustainable 
way that will mutually benefit host communities and displaced people. SDZs 
are designated areas with special administrative frameworks, policies, and 
services designed to produce inclusive economic development. The lecture 
is about the necessary change of the narrative telling a different story on 
displacement and presenting solutions which take the current transformation 
to a rather urbanized world into account.

→ Birds eye view 

of Zaatari Camp, 

Jordan. 2013

→ 
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The aid system is not only broke but 
breaking apart. What has     become 
nothing but the humanitarian aid 
industry has failed its stated goals to 
save lives and provide basic assistance 
with dignity for those in crisis at the 
scale needed. It is failing because of a 
lack of political will and dysfunctional 
multilateral peace building structures 
(is there still a Security Council?).  But 
its greatest challenge is that it has not 
yet overcome the legacy of a postwar 
charity narrative driven by a bi-polar 
world and continuing neo-colonialist 
relationships holding both countries 
and their communities hostage 
with unfair trade policies and the 
exploitative extraction of resources.   

A ridiculously small amount of twenty 
five billions US taxpayer dollars and 
private donor money per annum is not 
the answer to emergency needs of more 
than hundred million people in  a crisis 
at any given moment. Two-hundred 
billion in overseas development 
assistance per year is not going to fix 

the world, nor will it achieve the SDGs. 
Something therefore has to be done to 
avoid the worst and other approaches 
need to come into play.

Humanitarian aid has not managed 
to build the link to what is considered 
development aid – and development 
aid has largely failed to succeed 
in having people and communities 
become independent, resilient 
and responsible for their own lives 
Aid has largely been disconnected 
from the realities of economy and 
social cohesion as it is delivered 
through disjointed silos. It has often 
exacerbated dependency and greed. 
Which larger community or region has 
ever been successfully moving away 
from poverty and desperation through 
aid? Partial successes are rare and are 
the exception not the rule because they 
are not scaled to rise to the challenge. 
Poverty, where successfully reduced, 
has been resolved through leadeship, 
investment in services, infrastructure, 
and jobs coupled with better 
governance. 

It needed more than 1.5 million people 
to make their way to Europe to finally 

have a real discussion on what is 
going on in the world, what aid cannot 
do, and what it means to hundreds of 
millions to be on the move, and
billions more to be poor. With 
nationalist and xenophobic thinking 
on the rise across Europe, it is the 
most welcome shock therapy the 
countries needed to begin to their 
policies and start reflecting on how 
to fix these global challenges. The utter 
failure to deliver any decent reception 
to newcomers, to have a common 
policy on asylum and immigration, 
has been exposed through the events 
over the last three years. It is shameful 
to watch how Europe has not delivered 
on the simplest basics of assistance and 
protection. The attempt to transfer and 
block the problem out of the borders 
is bound to fail and the resulting trust 
deficit of our neighbors will haunt us 
for generations.

We are blocked by the obsession to 
categorize humans and adjudicate 
who has right to do what: twenty-two 
million refugees and forty-five million 
internally displaced persons have 
acquired the moral right to move. 
Traditionally held to a convention 
which has largely since been disregarded, 
its implications still make migration 
one of the most dangerous ventures 
in the world. Insecurity, corrupt 
governance, increasingly uninhabitable 
or overpopulated environments, 
exploitation, and limited access to 
basic services coupled with the lack 
of hope for any significant change are 
not acceptable enough reasons for us 
to grant that “permission” for the 
others to move on. The ongoing efforts 
of the UN Compacts on Migration and 
Refugees will unfortunately only further 
the divide as the chance was missed 
to collectively address “desperate 
migration” and finally deal with people 
on the move in a holistic manner.

The Right to Stay 
We are also blocked by the mantra 
that displaced people or migrants, 
especially refugees, should be going 

back to the place they were displaced 
from - the voluntary return to “Home”.  
This concept that the “preferred 
durable solution is voluntary return” 
and that local integration should 
only be pursued if all other options 
are exhausted is preventing receiving 
communities from taking the right 
measures in enforcing services and 
infrastructure that would ensure 
economic and social integration. The 
idea of return and it is the best solution 
is based on the post-World War II 
human rights architecture the worked 
to reduce incidents of ethnic cleansing 
and other crimes against humanity 
through multilateral action. It was 
also driven by the East-West divide. 
While this has been a signifcant and 
applaudable effort initially driven by 
the dream of building peace following 
the horrors of WWII, it has lead to 
the current state of affairs leaving 
millions in limbo for decades while 

pursuing the ideological goal of recovery 
of lost rights.

History shows that there has always 
been movements of populations, most 
of which have been the products of 
hostility and violence. Cities developed 
as people sought protection and 
opportunities next to the castle, the 
mosque, the temple and the church. 
Cities have always been sanctuaries and 
are an expression of multiculturalism 
and the result of migration. Prior to 
the concept of return as the ultimate 
goal newcomers were - with difficulties 
- accepted and became settlers in 
their new environments. By no means 
should we accept the tragedy of forced 
displacement nor should we spare the 
perpetrators. We should instead put 
the interest of the most concerned at 
the center of our actions.

This is a call to shift the paradigm from 
a logic of return to a logic of social and 
economic integration regardless of the 

↓ Caravans, the preferred form of shelter 

in Zaatari, are provided by donor nations 

for refugees. UNHCR

↑ Overlooking a shop in Zaatari, Jordan 

Photo by Dalia Khamissy, Modified by author

circumstances of the displacement. 
Overcoming the reluctance of the 
receiving populations and their 
resentments at newfound competitions 
over scared resources can be resolved 
through the understanding of these 
demographic changes as triggers for 
investment into infrastructure and 
services. 

Special Development Zones
and Urban Development
If Bangladesh could be enabled to 
develop new Special Development 
Zones combining settlement, work 
and multi-stakeholder governance 
structures for its own population in 
need of proper housing, services and 
employment then the integration of 
up to one million Rohingya would 
not be an issue. They would instead 
ultimately blend into such a scheme. 
It is highly unlikely that they will ever 
return to Myanmar. Should their fate 
be in refugee camps for decades or 
better as part of a new economic drive? 
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Their dignity would be enhanced and 
their position to recover their rights 
be strengthened. With millions of 
Bangladeshis having to relocate away 
from the coast because of rising sea 
levels destabilization of the country is 
at risk. Considerable investment capital 
would be required but could be secured 
in combination with investment 
guarantees. New city developments 
all over the world from China to Latin 
America do not seem to have issues 
acquiring financing and attracting 
Islamic financing sources would be one 
realistic option to build and develop 
new spaces for 20-30 million people 
in Bangladesh. A win for everyone!

If Germany had relaunched its social 
and affordable housing development 
at scale, invested in better care for the 
elderly, and addressed its massive 
poverty issues, absorption of even more 
newcomers would have been easier. 
The economy would also have flourished. 
Greece is similarly struggling to cope 
with sixty-five thousand refugees as its 
own economy is suffering. Its small and 

medium enterprises cannot hire new 
workers and cannot expand as there 
is no liquidity in the market. Refugees 
become the scapegoats for a systemic 
failure. The same country legalized its 
illegal Albanian migrant population of 
over eight hundred thousand in 2003 
as it was strong and dependent on 
their own workforce. Financing tools 
are available, but funding for the 
municipalities taking the brunt of 
these demographic changes must be 
enhanced. 

The European Union, the development 
banks, pension funds and the like 
should be moving into providing the 

financing and risk insurance at the 
right scale to leverage investment for 
the development of such SDZs and in 
support of municipalities. 

Small and Medium Enterprises 
SMEs are the backbone of the 
economy and employs 60-80% of all 
private sector labor while generating 
60-70% of all GDP. A healthy SME will 
have a gross margin beyond 30% and 
thus be able to afford credit financing, 
yet SMEs continue to be financially 
under-served. SMEs are thus key for 
financial inclusion, development, job 
creation, and the swift integration 
of migrants and refugees into host 

communities.  Healthy SMEs are operating 
with gross margins at 25-45% and are 
thus bankable. 

However, SMEs are generally not 
interesting for systemic banks to debt 
finance working capital requirements, 
not because they cannot afford or need 
such debt (evidenced by their gross 
margins) but because: 
• The transactions are too small but 
still require the same work as larger 
transactions. 
• The management and overhead 
of day to day operations makes less 
margin for the banks than other types 
of banking (incl. derivative trading, 
investment banking for infrastructure 
etc.) 

As a result, SMEs are currently 
financially under-served particularly 
in debt finance and operational 
credits. This represents an economic 
opportunity as an asset class and 
banking opportunity but also 
contributes to society as these are 
the companies employing the bulk of 
citizens and creates the tax revenues 
that forms the backbone of creating 
livelihoods. Creating financing facilities 
and easy access to finance for SME 
will therefore facilitate absorption 
and integration of newcomers 
tremendously.

The Role of Tech and Digitalization
The hype surrounding the development 
of technological solutions for refugee 
movements and their assistance has 
now shifted into a far more interesting 
debate on how digital and blockchain 
solutions can help leapfrog. Digital 
banking and mobile finance solutions 
allow anyone to access and transfer 
money regardless of social and 
economic status and obtain loans 
simply based on identity.  While there 
shouldn’t be anything labeled “for 
refugees” as they are simply 

→ Camp Manager Kilian Kleinschmidt makes 

key decisions in the camp. Lynsey Addario/ 

Reportage by Getty Images

dispossessed human beings and not a 
new species, there has been significant 
progress made towards establishing 
systems in otherwise inaccessible 
segments of the world’s population. 
Combine that with services in a cloud 
completely disconnected from nation 
states such as BITNATION exploring the 
crypto space, then utopia becomes into 
sight. Regardless of your location and 
status you can suddenly access identity, 
documents, legal support and so on. 

With all its pitfalls and dangers 
global connectivity, networks and 
digitalization provide a real chance 
for a radical shift and more equal 
sharing of global resources. In that 
interconnected world the nation 
state becomes secondary, local 
communities and municipalities regain 
the primary role, and the individual 
can assume an unprecedented 
agency in choice making. It becomes 
increasingly irrelevant that one can live 
as long as they do not risk losing their 
connectivity. That current privilege of 
the smart and wealthy will gradually 
be shifting to a broader population 
and will ultimately enhance the ability 

of the three billion poor across the 
globe to access services and resources 
differently.

Paradigms must shift -- the story 
of displacement  must be rewritten!

↑ Tents are provided to refugees upon arrival; 

refugees live in tents until a caravan can be 

provided. The Associated Press →
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→ One of Zaatari’s five bread 

distribution centers hands 

out daily allotments of pita. 

The Associated Press

← Before the Zaatiri camp, 

      May 30, 2009

← The Zaatiri camp, July 19, 2013
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Changing With the City
Urban-Think Tank and 
the Architecture of Porosity 
by Melanie Fessel

Architect and urban designer, Melanie Fessel, continued Kleinschmidt’s 
dialogue by presenting the work of Urban-Think Tank. As the movement 
of people both between and within cities continues to increase in the 
21st century, traditional approaches to architecture and urbanism grow 
increasingly insufficient. → Taking as a point of departure the discrepancy 
between the formal, planned city, and the informal, unplanned city – a 
reflection of the mismatch between urban supply and demand across 
the globe –the lecture explains how embracing new, highly flexible, and 
transformative narratives in city-making are key to changes not only 
in response to the times, but with the times. → Based at ETH Zurich, the 
interdisciplinary practice has produced projects and research within the 
context of informal settlements and vulnerable communities around the 
world. With an emphasis on migration and the informal, unplanned city, 
Fessel explained how strategic architectural interventions can begin to 
positively transform the context within which they exist. Design therefore 
becomes a tool to innovatively create new solutions that both respond to 
and embrace change in favor of improving the livelihoods of the world’s 
most vulnerable communities. 

→ Torre David. 

Caracas, Venezuela. 2012. 

Photo by Daniel Schwartz

→ 
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Recent history has witnessed 
unprecedented urbanization, and 
contemporary urban development 
has responded with increased 
expansion of urban territory, built 
form, and population density. Informal 
settlements account for the highest 
urban growth rates, a tendency that 
challenges the capacities, resources, 
and resilience of the urban footprint. 
They are simultaneously the product 
and eventual casualty of the same 
global processes.

The Urban-Think Tank Chair of 
Architecture and Urban Design at 
the ETH Zurich provides a unique 
platform of research and design 
experimentation from which to 
investigate global urban challenges 
through the dual lens of informality 
and urbanism – to examine the 
contemporary city. The concerns 
of the research and design agenda 
are to generate design solutions for 
marginalized populations and areas, 
to frame a new mindset concerning 
program, typology, technology, 
land tenure, finance, and project 
implementation, and to provide 
socially and ecologically sustainable 
design solutions.

These inputs form a model of 
experimentation that can be replicated 
in various urban areas and adapted to 
specific local conditions – immediate 
responses to the exclusionary practices 
of local and national governments. The 
research critically assesses territories 
of informality, marginalization, and 
conflict in the contemporary city 
to construct a unique conceptual 
framework within which to propose 
alternative urban prototypes. This 
methodology fosters a transition 
toward democratic and socially 
responsible urban models. We are 
committed to building consensus 
and achieving excellence by example 
through active involvement in both 
critical research and innovative design 
for the real world.

It is necessary to expand the fundamental 
role of the designer into an animator of 
change to face the challenges of radical 
asymmetries in the contemporary city, 
which are the rule, not the exception. 
Designers must operate as an interface 
between bottom-up initiatives and top-
down planning, two forces that seldom 
meet in practice without new forms of 
moderation. Designers must increase 
their breadth of political and technical 
influence and deepen their knowledge 
in diverse areas to be able to integrate 
the forces at work in the city. Designers 
must balance local cultural practices 
with appropriate technologies to 
create a supportive architecture that 
empowers those at the margins and 
improves urban life. Designers must 
form a new, collaborative sensibility 
and provide the medium for trans-
disciplinary practice. This role actively 
counters the endless multiplication 
of static and destructive typologies 
in rapidly growing cities: it injects 

→ Vertical Gym. Baruta,

 Caracas, Venezuela. 2012

Photo by Daniel Schwartz

↑ Caracas MetroCable.

Caracas, Venezuela. 2003.

Photo by Daniel Schwartz

the facade to address multiple scales.  
At the same time, the context of design 
is extended beyond the physical and 
material to include social, economic, 
cultural, and historical narratives 
that surround architectural projects.
Architecture and urban design 
are process-based, providing 
multidisciplinary tools that have 
a transformative capacity when 
implemented in the contemporary 
city. Both research and design have 
a stated interest in questioning 
conventional Western urban 
development models based on 
modern principles of isolation (distinct 
zones of program - housing, leisure, 
working). The combination of research 
and design challenges the accepted 
modes of practice to reintroduce social 
infrastructure and ecology into the 

practice with ‘purpose-oriented’ social 
design strategies by engaging with the 
overlapping realities on the ground.

By taking stock of what exists (both 
physical and non-physical) and 
engaging urban actors, this deep 
understanding can translate into 
effective, multi-scalar urban models 
that provide novel solutions to local 
and global issues. The research and 
design focus on using rigorous analysis 
to build a robust understanding of 
the contemporary city and develop 
intelligent, imaginative, and practical 
design tools.

We approach urban design through 
the lens of architecture, where 
comprehensive social design strategies 
expand architectural thinking beyond 
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← Vertical Gym prototype

© ETH Zurich,  Urban-Think Tank (U-TT)

→ Empower shack. Housing project

 in South Africa. 2013.

Photo by Daniel Schwartz

↓ Vertical Gym.

Chacao, Caracas, Venezuela. 2004. 

Photo by Daniel Schwartz

design process. The methodology 
builds on existing architectural, social, 
economic, and technical knowledge, 
along with the expertise within the 
ETH, to generate a strong agency to 
act as architects and urban designers 
in the contemporary city.  With a strong 
foundation of advanced knowledge, the 
demands of the contemporary city can 
be addressed and be engaged in critical 
discourse and the implementation of 
innovative design solutions that foster 
urban equality becomes possible.

Integrate Infrastructure 
• The challenge of providing basic 
urban services include transport 
networks, water, and sanitation, 
electricity, health, education, street 
cleaning, maintenance of public 
spaces and parks, public lighting, 
cemeteries, etc.
• The lack of basic services and 
infrastructure affect citizens’ quality 
of life, health, and productivity and 
thus the overall performance of 
cities; poor quality of life undermine 
economic development.

In 2003, U-TT began researching the 
mobility crisis within San Agustin, an 
informal settlement with approximately 
40,000 residents. Situated on a ridge 
adjacent to Avenida Lecuna, San 
Agustín was separated from the city 

by a major highway and canal. To 
address San Agustín’s isolation, the 
government had announced a plan to 
construct a new road system and bus 
lines. Using mapping and modeling 
tools to analyze the impact of the 
proposal, U-TT identified that the 
plan would require the removal of up 
to one-third of San Agustín’s homes. 
This would have uprooted thousands 
of families and splintered social and 
livelihoods networks.

U-TT proposed instead to introduce 
a minimally invasive cable car 
system linking the barrio to the city 
below through a series of stations. 

Developed after numerous site 
surveys, community workshops, 
and consultations with international 
experts, the plan also called for “plug-
in” buildings – flexible structures 
attached to each station that would 
provide housing, as well as cultural, 
community, and recreational programs. 
When the government initially 
rejected the proposal, U-TT organized 
a public symposium at Caracas 
Central University, where architects, 
planners, university activists, and San 
Agustín’s community leaders joined 
forces to protest the official road plan. 
Eventually, the authorities embraced 
the cable car proposal and set up a 

joint venture in 2006 between the state-
owned Metro Company of Caracas and 
an Austrian gondola engineering firm, 
Doppelmayr. The completed cable car 
line, with five stations, opened in 2010. 
The system has proven to be extremely 
popular and affordable, moving up 
to 1,200 people per hour. While some 
of the plug-in elements of the highly 
politicized design proposal were altered 
or ignored, the project has had a clear 
catalytic impact in local communities 
and continues to run smoothly, serving 
as a model for future upgrading 
projects around the region.

Public Building as Public Space
Most of the buildable land in slums is 
claimed by housing, leaving minimal 
space for community facilities. To 
address this, U-TT focused on the 
latent potential of small, rundown 
sports pitches within the dense urban 
fabric of Caracas’ barrios. The first 
Vertical Gym was built in 2004 for 
the municipality of Chacao, creating 
a low-cost, multilevel recreation 
complex. It was designed as a 
prefabricated kit of parts that can 
be assembled in three months and 
customized to fit different topological, 
climactic, and programmatic needs.

Engage Communities
• Upsurge in involuntary migration 
• Forced migration across international 
borders is an emerging issue which has 
implications for cities globally.
• While also perceived as a major issue 
in Europe the majority of displaced 
people are hosted by neighboring 
countries. In Lebanon, a quarter of the 
total population is Syrian refugees.
• Forced migration calls for innovative 
housing solutions to avoid the 
formation of marginalized communities 
which could become breeding grounds 
for frustration and radicalization.

The long-term goals are to influence 
a new direction in housing policy 

and offer much-needed diversity 
and access to housing for the gap 
market. The ‘Empower Shack’, 
Capetown, South Africa, project aims 
to reshape the approach to informal 
settlement upgrading by offering an 
innovative and inclusive methodology 
for the fair distribution of public 
space, delivery of basic services, 
and an urbanization scheme that 
combines housing upgrades with a 
safer urban environment and new 
economic and social possibilities. 
The approach moves beyond turn-key 
housing solutions by focusing on the 
construction of living environments 
that integrate livelihoods programs 
that encompass micro-financing, 
renewable energy, water management, 
and skills training. Structured 
community workshops, enumerations, 
affordability assessments, and 
micro-finance contracts provide the 
framework for upgrading existing 

single story to double story units. 
The resulting densification offers 
efficient land use to infrastructure ratio, 
provides cross-finance possibilities 
through additional rental and sales 
stock and most importantly fulfills 
the need to guarantee all residents the 
right to remain on site. This integrated 
approach to planning follows principles 
of land-readjustment by which a 
structured methodology for negotiation 
allows the interests of all stakeholders 
to be addressed.

Reclaim Space
• Inequality and exclusion are closely 
related to increasing crime rates 
ultimately affecting everybody’s 
quality of life.
• Gated communities are a clear 
physical manifestation of increasing 
levels of inequality and security 
concerns of higher income groups.
• Gated communities lead to 
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disproportionate and more intense 
consumption of public space, 
increasing polarization, privatization 
and segmentation of urban space, and 
segregation between income and social 
groups.

Bottom-up strategies are one way to 
address prevailing urban scarcities. 
Torre David, a 45-story office tower in 
Caracas, was almost complete when it 
was abandoned following the death of 
its developer and a national banking 
crisis that crippled the Venezuelan 
economy in 1994. Neglected for 
over a decade, in 2007 it became the 
improvised home for a community of 
over 1,000 families living in an extra-
legal and tenuous occupation that 
many called a vertical slum.

U-TT began to research and document 
the physical and social organization 
of the tower, believing there was 

something valuable to learn from what 
the residents created in eight years of 
squatting. The community was neither 
a den of criminality nor a romantic 
utopia. Instead, Torre David was a 
building that possessed the complexity 
of a city. It merged formal structure 
and informal adaptation to provide 
urgently needed solutions. In 2012, 
after a year of research, U-TT began 
to work with residents and a diverse 
team of collaborators to document 
the squatters’ adaptive reuse of the 
existing structure, interview residents 
about their experience, and design 
proposals to retrofit the tower complex. 
In particular, the sustainable engineers 
of the SuAT Chair at ETH Zürich 
helped develop novel circulatory, 
electrical, and water infrastructure 
schemes. While striving to raise funds 
to implement some of these ideas, the 
documentary and design work was 
disseminated in a book, short film, 

lectures, and numerous exhibitions.

In an age that finds a staggering 
one billion people throughout the 
world housed in sub-standard living 
conditions and slums, architecture and 
urban design must address the myriad 
issues facing the contemporary city. It 
must reconnect the formal and informal 
to produce socially, ecologically, and 
economically viable urban areas, and 
it must reformulate the role of the 
designer by significantly expanding 
his/her sphere of influence. To operate 
in the city of the 21st century, we 
must pose provocative questions that 
continue a critical discourse in the 
difficult and often elusive territories of 
informality and conflict.

↓ Shop in Torre David.

Caracas, Venezuela. 2012. 

Photo by Daniel Schwartz

↑ Residents participate in a workshop

to discuss the future spatial 

configuration of the community. 

© ETH Zurich,  Urban-Think Tank (U-TT)

→ Torre David, 

Caracas, Venezuela.

Photo by 

Daniel Schwartz



A panel discussion followed both lectures where Professor of 
Urban Studies and Planning Monta Fawaz joined Kleinschmidt 
and Fessel. Following two foreign perspectives addressing 
the impact of migration on urban settlements, the discussion 
centered on Lebanon where the reality of refugees and 
displacement continues to overwhelm the presently existent 
capabilities of the host country.

Panel Discussion

← Internal Court in Torre David. 

Caracas, Venezuela. 2012.

Photo by  Daniel Schwartz
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Opportunities 
in Education

Thursday’s lecturers, Nora Joumblatt and Hugh Bosely, 
continued the seminar through an emphasis on the 
importance of educational innovation during times 
of extreme crisis. 

↘ Syrian Refugee Camp, 

Beqaa Valley, Lebanon 

© Kayany Foundation
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Founder and chairperson of the Kayany Foundation, Nora Joumblatt, 
highlighted the possibility for crisis to encourage designers, educators, and 
humanitarians alike to create restorative environments capable of supporting 
the education of at-risk youth. Over half of the 1.1 million registered Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon are children with an estimated 60% out of schools and 
merely 3% enrolled in secondary schools. Despite international support, 
governmental efforts, and RACE Strategies I & II to increase the number of 
children attending public schools, there remains today close to 300,000 
children that are out of school (formal and non-formal). → In 2013, Nora 
Jumblatt founded Kayany, a non-profit organization aimed at ensuring 
hope and resilience for Syrian Refugees through the creation of quality 
education in restorative built environments. Together through partnerships 
with the Center for Civic Engagement and Community Service at AUB, 
King’s College London, UNESCO, and the Malala Fund, Kayany was poised 
to take a leading role in bringing education to refugees in informal tented 
settlements, giving refugees access to nationally accredited education. The 
first portable Ghata school in the Beqaa was constructed in early 2014, and the 
projects and programs have been expanding ever since. Five years following 
its establishment, the NGO has been able to pilot primary and secondary 
education, vocational training, and university bridge programs that represent 
a holistic approach to providing education during protracted crises.

↑ Child in refugee camp. Beqaa Valley, 

Lebanon © Kayany Foundation

→ Children in class. Beqaa Valley, 

Lebanon © Kayany Foundation

Ensuring Hope and Resilience
Kayany’s Restorative Environment 
by Nora Jumblatt, Kayany Foundation

For the past 7 years, the people 
of Syria have suffered the single 
largest political, humanitarian, and 
development crisis in recent history. 
Millions have been internally displaced 
and nearly 6 million people have been 
forced to flee the country and seek 
safety in neighboring countries namely 
Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey. Others 
have chosen to journey further, and 
risk the challenges of life-threatening 
roads and seas. Lebanon, has been 
at the forefront of this humanitarian 
crisis. A small country of some 
4.5 million people, it has shown 
exceptional commitment and solidarity 
in sheltering close to 1.5 million 
refugees, thus creating the highest per 
capita concentration of refugees in 
the world.

Lacking civil documents and access 
to jobs, 76% of refugees presently live 
below the poverty line on less than $4 
a day. Women and children constitute 
nearly 80% of the refugee population. 
They continue to be the most affected, 
and are particularly vulnerable to 
exploitation and violence, with girls 
and young women becoming victims to 
human trafficking. 

Over half of the Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon are children and despite 

international support, governmental 
efforts, and RACE Strategies I & II 
to increase the number of children 
attending public schools, there 
remains today close to 300,000 
children and youth out of school, 
and only 3% enrolled in secondary 
education. Scaling up the support 
to youth and increasing post-basic 
education opportunities remain a major 
shortcoming in the response area.
UNICEF’s No Lost Generation 
campaign, describes the ordeal of 

“an entire generation of children 
that is being shaped by violence, 
displacement, and a persistent lack 
of opportunity – and could be lost 
forever, with profound long-term 
consequences for Syria, the region and 
beyond”. Education is unquestionably 
life changing for these children. It 
enables them to lift themselves and 
their families out of their present 

→ 
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circumstances through the acquisition 
of basic skills such as reading and 
writing that should be guaranteed to 
every person on Earth.
The Kayany Foundation was 
established in a quick impact response 
to the refugee crisis as a means of 
delivering humanitarian aid and 
medical assistance, but has since 
quickly developed to provide quality 
education for the most marginalized 
children living in makeshift camps 
in the Beqaa valley. The opportunity 
to significantly make a difference in 
refugee education came about when, 
early in 2014, we partnered with the 
Center for Civic Engagement and 
Community Service at the American 
University of Beirut. The department 
had developed a semi-portable 
structure dubbed the “Ghata” unit, and 
this innovative design came to serve as 
a classroom.

These Ghata units are cost-effective, 
built from locally sourced materials, 
are simple to assemble, disassemble, 
and transport, and are capable 
of withstanding severe weather 
conditions. These structures proved 
to be highly operational for direct 
intervention and have since allowed 
us to build school campuses within 
and alongside the informal camps. 
With this effective and sustainable 
school design, we were poised to take 
a leading role in bringing education 
to out of school refugees. This is how 
our journey with resourceful refugee 
education began through the creation 
of quality education in restorative built 
environments capable of targeting the 
most vulnerable children living in the 
Informal Tented Settlements (ITS). The 
projects and the programs have been 
expanding ever since. 

It was undeniably a major step in the 
right direction, and AUB’s contribution 
has been indispensable through 
the involvement of its faculties and 
students, with professors from the 
Departments of Education, Nutrition, 
Psychology and Architecture and 

Design all contributing their expertise, 
research and monitoring. Our aim was 
to transform a humanitarian crisis 
into a development opportunity and 
the challenge was to ensure hope 
and resilience among the refugee 
population.

Our Educational Levels
Our holistic educational model includes 
three levels of formal education: 
Primary, Secondary and Vocational 
Education and Training, as well 
as other educational programs. By 
providing all these possibilities, we 
strive to build human capital within the 
most vulnerable communities. 

Primary
In Kayany’s primary schools, 
the children follow the Lebanese 
curriculum alongside Accelerated 
Learning Programs (ALPs) to help fill 
the education gaps caused by long 
periods of displacement and migration.  

Child protection and psychosocial 
support services are provided by a 
full-time social worker. Students get 
one meal a day, winterization kits, as 
well as books and stationary. Capacity 
building sessions and teacher trainings 
are delivered by AUB and UNESCO. 
Our schools provide two shifts a day in 
order to better accommodate the high 
influx of students.

Middle/Secondary 
Some 350 adolescent girls, aged 14 to 
18, are enrolled in middle/secondary 
formal education.
The students are also provided with 
vocational training that includes 
courses in nurse assistance, computer 
literacy and AutoCAD, sewing and 
embroidery. Recently Selim Azzam, 
renowned Lebanese designer, has 
generously introduced a program 
covering the art of fashion design. 

Beauty for a Better Life Academy
L’Oréal Foundation
In 2018, we launched the L’Oréal 
academy, providing theoretical and 
practical training in haircare. A 
diploma is awarded upon completion 
of the course. This program allows 40 
beneficiaries per year to be fully trained 
and fully qualified, both on the social 
and professional level, and ready for 
any work opportunity. 

Accreditation
We have now secured access to free, 
secular, and formal education to 
nearly 4,000 children and youth 

in 7 accredited schools. Official 
accreditation was crucial in reassuring 
both the partners and parent’s alike, 
that our schools are credible and 
meet the official established quality 
standards. Our track record has also 
convinced UNESCO to choose Kayany 
Foundation as their educational 
partner and to establish two new coed 
secondary schools in the Beqaa. 

Educational Programs
In addition to our schools, we 
implement educational support 
programs for refugees and host 
communities alike by helping them 

→ Life in Refugee Camp, Beqaa Valley, 

Lebanon © Kayany Foundation

access university studies and job 
opportunities. These support programs 
are implemented in collaboration 
with the Center for Civic Engagement 
and Community Service at AUB.  The 
University Bridge Program, Padileia, is 
supported by King’s College in the UK. 
This project aims to deliver blended 
higher education programs to Syrian 
refugee and local host communities 
alike. It consists of massive open 
access online courses delivered with 
classroom-based learning, in English, 
Math, Sciences. and IT. Out of the 
50 enrolled students, 44 graduated 
last year with 19 students securing 

scholarships at Lebanese universities. 
The Tech for Food Project with AUB 
and the WFP (World Food Program) 
was implemented in two centers in the 
towns of Aley and Meksi. Participants 
receive twelve weeks of a tailored 
vocational training program along 
with intensive English and digital skills 
training. These courses majorly assist 
in creating work opportunities.

Our teaching body as well as the 
administrative team, come from both 
the Syrian and Lebanese communities. 
The majority of women in our Syrian 
work force mirrors the reality of refugee 
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families in Lebanon today, and this 
gives us the opportunity to empower 
women through economic engagement- 
a deliberate component of our work 
ethics. However, in order to fully 
succeed, we needed to ensure politics 
of collaboration with government 
institutions, including the Ministries 
of Education and Social Affairs and 
local Municipalities. Drawing on 
complementarities, we give particular 
attention to strengthening our multi-
stakeholder partnerships with UN 
agencies such as UNESCO alongside 
(INGOs) such as the Jesuit Refugee 
Services, Reach Out To Asia, Education 
Above All, UNWFP Association, Malala 
fund, World Food Program and King’s 
College UK amongst others. 
Instigating burden sharing has proved 
vital for the sustainability of our 
schools during this protracted crisis. 
Our journey with our multi stakeholder 
partners, has given us the opportunity 
of providing the main objectives of 
Refugee Governance, which are about 

rescue and autonomy, our duty of 
rescue meant we ensured education for 
the most vulnerable refugee children as 
well as enabling students, teachers and 
administrative staff to help themselves 
and their communities through 
education and jobs, an approach that 
can help all refugees find a route out 
of limbo. 

Six years since its establishment, 
Kayany Foundation has been able 
to pilot primary and secondary 
education, vocational training, 
and university bridge programs. By 
helping build human capital, we have 
encouraged a holistic approach to 
providing education in a protracted 
crisis. Accordingly, the all-embracing 
mission of the Kayany Foundation is to 
expand the capacities of a generation of 
refugees who will actively participate in 
the relief, reconstruction, and recovery 
efforts of Syria upon their inevitable 
safe return home.

← Graduation of students 

in one of a makeshift 

school in a refugee camp. 

Beqaa valley, Lebanon. 

↑ Kayany relief response. 

Building process of the 

Ghata units in refugee camps. 

→  Syrian Refugee Camp

Beqaa Valley, Lebanon

© Kayany Foundation
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Hugh Bosely, founder and chairman of ReBootKamp (RBK), furthered the 
night’s discourse by emphasizing the possibility for education to return 
personal agency to vulnerable individuals fleeing crisis areas. Highly 
innovative educational technologies such as eXtreme Learning (XL) and AI 
are being used in the crisis environment to rapidly remediate years of lost 
learning as well as empower youth with highly demand 21st century skills. 
XL is a form of guided discovery employing methods as ancient as Socratic 
Dialog and contemporary as agile/scrum. XL is predicated on the principle 
that Growth = Stress + Rest. It layers in mindfulness training and evidences 
dramatic increases in self-awareness and emotional intelligence. Baked into 
every minute of the experience is deep social learning, collaborative problem 
solving and THE critical reagent necessary for sustainability - autonomous 
learning. → Bosely demonstrates how learning to teach and other non-
technical skills accrete by creating small, but well-choreographed ‘fights’ 
between students. RBK has produced 120 software engineers in 2 years. 
Students with no prior programming experience are being hired for 10X the 
local salary. That is the power of XL. The highly immersive program, based 
in Amman, Jordan, educates individuals in highly demanded technological 
software over the course of 3 months, and ultimately produces Silicon Valley 
level engineers capable of supporting the livelihoods of themselves and their 
families. Empowerment through education therefore becomes possible when 
crisis encourages innovation of pedagogy itself.

eXtreme Learning in
Crisis Environment
How to remediate years of lost learning?
by Hugh Bosely

“ Mr. Hugh, do you have minute?”
“Sure... [glancing at his name 

tag]... Yazan, what’s up?”
“I just wanted to thank you...”
He paused.
“Ok, what for?”
“I am no longer a racist.”
       Mic drop.

Yazan is a tough guy. He comes from 
a tribal area plagued by poverty, 
drug wars, child marriage and honor 
killings. He looks the part. Leather 
jacket.  
                   Skull cap.
   Biker face.

Growing up, he had seen and 
experienced more than his share of 
people treating each other poorly. The 
lesson: form value-laden judgements. 
Do to others what is done to you.

Putting someone down because they 
were different was one of the many 
tricks he used to make himself feel 
better. Everybody did it. It gave him a 
sense of power. It raised his self-worth. 
Right up until the day he walked into 
a RBK, a coding bootcamp next to a 
war zone.

 *       *       *

Yazan is not an outlier. At RBK we see 
dramatic changes in mental behaviors 
early on in our program. To some 
degree, this kind of growth is a happy 
accident of collaborative learning. But 
at some point we realized we could 
actually multiply the effect.

Through more deliberate pairing, 
disorientation, mindfulness training, 
restorative justice practice and the 
simple act of breaking bread together, 
we discovered we could expedite the 
redistribution of myelin to the end 
of rendering a better, more present, 
more compassionate human being. We 
realized we could engineer character.
The process begins with diversity. 
Half the students in Yazan’s class are 
refugees. Half the cohort is female. 
Represented are religious and ethnic 
minorities from all over the Middle 
East - Shia Muslims, Druze, Kurdish, 
Christians, atheists. We have physically 
disabled and folks from the LGBT+ 
community. Some come from extreme 
poverty. Others from the good side of 
town. Many have STEM degrees. Some, 
a liberal arts background. Ages range 
from 18 to 50. Level of education, from 
6th grade to PhD.
Next we use a powerful form of training 

called eXtreme Learning (XL) whereby 
students solve complex problems in 
pairs. XL combines problem-based 
learning, pair learning, fail-based 
learning, heavy facilitation, generous 
psycho-social support with agile / 
scrum.

Day one begins with seating refugee 
next to host, white next to black, 
straight next to gay, rich boy next to 
poor girl, devoutly religious next to 
outspoken atheist, lowest caste next to 
highest, young next to old, paraplegic 
next to marathon runner. And yes the 
rumor is true, we once placed a 25 year 
old male who had never spoken to a 
woman outside his family next to a 
woman with a degree in feminist theory. 
Swim.

As expected, there is a bit of chill in 
the air the first few days. These are 
populations that openly spit on each 
other in the street. But then something 
miraculous happens. Rather than 
running back to their respective safe 
zones, they begin inviting each other 
over to their houses for dinner.

As they are paired with different 
partners, they begin to realize, that 

→ 

→ Residents of Zaatari 

refugee camp (standing) 

introduce themselves to 

RBK cohort 3 on 

the day of their arrival. 
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which unites them, the ability to 
leverage off each other’s cortex to solve 
a complex problem neither could have 
solved on their own, is far greater than 
that which divides them. The smack 
their tribes have been talking about 
each other for the past 2,000 years, now 
seems irrelevant. I am no longer a racist.

 *       *       *
Multiply this method by 16 weeks and 
you can see how we are shaping future 
leaders.

We track 31 different personality 
traits that correlate with goodness, 
happiness and success in life. Things 
like self-awareness, creativity, 
compassion, patience, centered-ness, 
honesty, self-monitoring, situational 
awareness, flow state, adaptation, 
integrity, self-confidence, present-ness 
and mindset.

We watch the needle move on all these 
traits and focus attention where it is 
needed most. “Extra love” sessions 
and one-on-one counseling help soften 
the myelin and allow one to transcend 

Bosely and Jumblatt were joined by Sarah Rita Kattan, member of the World 
Scout Committee and responsible for educational methods in the World 
Organization of the Scout Movement. Formal, vocational, and non-formal 
education complement each other and contribute to the education and 
preparation of younger generations for future life challenges. Through 
education in life skills as well as the adherence to values such as peace, 
respect, equality- especially in crisis areas- this programmatic approach to 
education is complimented by the architecture of the learning space. 

Panel Discussion
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fear and bias, guilt and insecurity. In 
addition to the baked-in conditioning, 
we pepper the curriculum with “hard” 
soft skills exercises like role-playing, 
case-study discussion, reflection 
surveys, game playing and other 
interactive activities. Think of the 
kinds of exercises you did in your 
college management course.

All this to the end of engineering 
character.

It’s cool that grads find high paying 
jobs in an economy where youth 
unemployment pushes 50%. It’s cool 
that our grads support an average of 6 
family members and up to a dozen. It’s 
cool that for the first time in their lives, 
they feel they are in charge of their 
future. It’s cool they shed bias, embrace 
interdependence and become life-long 
learners. It’s cool we move the myelin. 
But this is not our goal.

Our real mission is to impart the kinds 
of beliefs and mental tool kit necessary 
for our graduates to stitch back 

together the torn fabric of countries 
affected by conflict. Our real goal is to 
wage peace. And to wage peace you 
need a warrior. A warrior of love.

 *       *       *
When Yazan returns to his village 
these days, he does more than live 
by example. He actively confronts 
xenophobia, misogyny and bigotry. 
His actions reverberate throughout the 
community. He is being the change. 
Tough guy with a heart.

He, like all of our alumni, become 
role models. To their brothers and 
sisters, they represent the future. We 
know this because 2/3s of our students 
are coming in off referrals. They talk 
about the change they have seen in 
their cousin or friend. They talk about 
the transformation. They talk about a 
character engineered.

And they too are ready to join our 
peace army.

Mo plays ball. Paralyzed 

by a sniper’s bullet at 

age 14, Mohamad owns 

the ping pong table and 

his future. Thanks to the 

RBK bootcamp, he works 

now as a full stack 

software engineer

→



Opportunities 
in Architecture
The seminar culminated in a final panel that 
discussed the opportunities proposed by crisis 
within the realm of architecture and design.

↙ Shams Library, Refugee Camp, 

Beqaa Valley, Lebanon. 2016.

Karim Najjar, DI-Lab
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“Shortcut”
Taking crisis as an opportunity for
innovation and sustainable design
by Karim Najjar, DI-LAB 

Karim Najjar, associate professor and founder of Design Impact Laboratory, 
launched the night’s discourse by emphasizing architecture’s ability to 
improve the overall quality of human life. The exodus of Syrian refugees 
fleeing that country after March 2011 has been described as one of the largest 
refugee crises since World War II. Neighboring Lebanon has assumed the 
heaviest burden among countries hosting these refugees. Such events might 
be viewed as heartbreaking, but pessimism is not an option for an architect; 
we must embrace the crisis as an opportunity to meaningfully reposition 
our practice. → Creating spaces with understanding guides architecture, as 
it assumes its role as a form of cultural practice, which results in improving 
the wellbeing of individuals and societies. Such paradigms should remain 
intact when it comes to responding to a crisis. DI-LAB researches, designs 
and implements projects with excitement and energy, keeping both the 
needs of the displaced and the practical realities in mind. With a focus on 
education for refugee children, it has developed an action-oriented design 
approach that puts design innovation at the core. With this approach DI-Lab 
aims to create shortcuts towards sustainable development in crisis regions. 
Teams of students and young professionals have since designed a number 
of sustainable schools, libraries, and playgrounds within crisis areas that 
continue to facilitate education and leisure within climatically responsive 
environments. → Through the lecture, DI-Lab highlights its involvement 
with designing sustainable makeshift schools and the rehabilitation of public 
schools, by explaining how design explorations of high-performance structural 
systems and climate-responsive strategies can be useful and applied in a cost-
efficient manner.

→ Children reading in the Shams 

Library. Beqaa Valley, Lebanon. 2016.  

→ 
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DI-Lab aims to bridge the gap between 
teaching and practice and show the 
range of criteria that influence the 
design process. The teaching focus 
is on innovation, conceptual and 
lateral thinking, new technologies, 
construction, interdisciplinary work, 
and collaboration with craftsmen and 
industries. Students also learn how 
real-life constraints determine the 
process and final result.

The joy of developing new designs 
together with students and an in-depth 
investigation into new architectural 
concepts, technologies and materials 
makes the work ‘hard fun’. From the 
initial design concept to the creation of 
the prototype and finally the finished 
product the students are required to 
think clear and respond quickly. 

Another aspect mission of DI-Lab is 
to serve the local community through 
the design and implementation of 
community-based projects in Lebanon 
and the region. DI-Lab aims to develop 
design strategies for emergency 
projects related to post-conflict in 

disaster areas including the damage 
of vital architectural heritage sites. 
The lab also intends to engage in 
environmental issues such as marine 
life protection and renewable energy. 
It provides design and engineering 
solutions intended to improve the living 
conditions of marginalized communities. 
Further, it aims for a participatory 
process that engages both beneficiaries 
and users in order to incubate 
sustainable development.
The experimental aspect of the 
laboratory is its strength, which 

↓ DI-Lab team developing the design and 

testing a prototype of the structural system →

allows for innovation and discoveries. 
Participants are also challenged 
to solve design issues taking into 
consideration various constraints such 
as budget, availability of materials, 
time constraints and sustainability. This 
allows students to gain a particular 
edge, which combines academia and 
practice that involves know-how of 
design strategies construction methods. 
The platform solicits projects, prepares 
the brief and secures the funding for 
implementation. The focus of the DI-
Lab is on smart structural systems and 

climate responsive design strategies. 
The lab aims to build a platform 
that combines research and design 
innovation in a multidisciplinary 
fashion that enhances AUB’s mission 
towards excellence in education and 
engagement with the local community.

The exodus of Syrian refugees fleeing 
that country after March 2011 has 
been described as one of the largest 
refugee crises since World War II. 
Neighboring Lebanon has assumed 
the heaviest burden among countries 
hosting these refugees.
Such events might be viewed as 
heartbreaking, but pessimism is not 
an option for an architect; we must 
embrace the crisis as an opportunity to 
meaningfully reposition our practice. 
Creating spaces with understanding 
guides architecture as it assumes its 
role as a form of cultural practice with 

the goal of improving the quality of 
human lives. At DI-Lab, we believe that 
such paradigms should remain intact 
when it comes to responding to a crisis. 
We research, design and implement 
projects with excitement and energy, 
keeping both the needs of the displaced 
and the practical realities in mind.

With a focus on education for refugee 
children, DI-Lab has developed an 
action-oriented design approach that 
puts design innovation at the core. 
With this approach DI-Lab aims to 
create shortcuts towards sustainable 
development in crisis regions.

Through the lecture, DI-Lab highlights 
its involvement with designing 
sustainable makeshift schools and 
the rehabilitation of public schools, 
explaining how design explorations of 
high-performance structural systems 

and climate-responsive strategies 
can be useful and applied in a cost-
efficient manner.

“Shams” 
Library for refugee children. Majdel 
Anjar / Lebanon, 2016

With over 700,000 children currently 
out of school, youth have become the 
most vulnerable in the wake of the 
Syrian refugee crisis. With the ability 
to secure the futures and livelihoods 
of refugee children, education is key 
to overcoming the crisis. With this in 
mind, the team, along with design 
students from The American University 
of Beirut, explored the conditions of 
refugee schools in the Bekaa region 
of Lebanon. Site visits revealed that 

↑ Construction of the Shams library, 

Beqaa valley, Lebanon. 2016.
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↑ Light, ventilation and 

insulation systems of  

the school’s new library. 

© Karim Najjar, DI-Lab

education is severely challenged 
by a lack of adequate learning 
environments. High CO2 emissions and 
extreme fluctuations in temperature 
make classrooms too hot in summer 
and cold in winter, therefore causing 
severe thermal discomfort for students. 
The conditions, along with insufficient 
lighting, have created significantly 
inadequate learning environments.

Following these observations, DI-Lab 
teamed up with the Kayany Foundation 
and AUB’s CCECS who are currently 
operating the Majdel Anjar School 
for refugees to integrate a library as 
an informal learning area that would 
benefit from passive climatic design 
strategies capable of optimizing 
learning conditions. Developed as a 
deployable system, the structure was 
designed with relocation and cost-
efficiency in mind. The interdisciplinary 
team of students and professionals 

applied their action-oriented approach 
by placing design experimentation and 
innovation at the core of the creative 
process. 
Structural experimentation allowed 
the team to overcome a number of 
challenges proposed by the project 
itself, including cost-efficiency and 
material limitations. One such 
challenge to overcome was the large 
7 by 9-meter span of the project. Trial 
models and innovative prototypes 
led the team to design a three-hinged 
arch that allowed for the use of locally 
sourced wooden studs capable of 
overcoming the wider spans. Connected 
with steel members, the frames were 
able to be prefabricated by students 
in the studio, therefore reducing 
construction time and ultimately 
allowing for faster installation on site. 
The framing system was then filled in 
with sandbag walls that provide both 
excellent insulation and sufficient 

thermal mass as a means of combatting 
overheating. A geothermal cooling and 
heating system was also applied to 
further develop the project’s thermal 
comfort. The 40-meter long earth duct 
provides the library with cool air in 
the summer and warm air during the 
winter. This is achieved by the air 
velocity propelled through the stack 
ventilation in the double roof system.

Following the completion of the project, 
interior temperatures were monitored 
with sensors over a year, with extensive 
data analysis revealing the success of 
the passive cooling and heating system. 
Moderate interior temperatures 
were achieved across each season 
thus ensuring that a comfortable 
climate was maintained year-round. 
The Shams library prototype was in 
turn very positively received by the 
schoolchildren and has since become 
their favorite place to visit and learn. 
Shams demonstrates the importance 
of design innovation in addressing 
humanitarian issues and has since 
found international recognition in the 

media through numerous articles and 
publications.

Barouk Public School
School Rehabilitation towards 
Student Centered Learning. Barouk / 
Lebanon 2018-19

With Lebanon continuing to struggle 
in providing adequate education 
for youth across the country, 
most students are subjected to 
the discouragingly deplorable 
conditions of the nation’s public 
school system. Thermal discomfort, 
severe overcrowding, and off-putting 
design make public schools nearly 
inhospitable for youth and continue to 
severely limit the potential of students 
all over the country. The recent influx 
of Syrian refugees as well as the limited 
funding available for their cause has 
all but overwhelmed many public 
schools, causing significant students 
to turn away from education. With the 
belief in the ability of design to foster 
positive learning environments, DI-Lab 
approached the Barouk School with the 

→ Insulation system of 

the school’s new library.  

© Karim Najjar, DI-Lab

vision of rehabilitating the educational 
system through design innovation.
The DI-Lab team began work through 
a thorough analysis of existing site 
conditions. Simulations and extensive 
data collection informed by interviews 
with the faculty and games conducted 
with students highlighted user 
preferences and zones of interest across 
the multistory school. With the vision 
of creating an educational environment 
that could meet the needs of the 21st 
century student, the team worked 
within such parameters to promote 
student centered learning through 
innovative and sustainable classroom 
design. Reconfiguring the layout of the 
classrooms was key to the achievement 
of such goals and was first addressed 
through the clustering of classrooms 
for each age cycle. Such a design 
strategy promotes intergenerational 
dialogue among students and informs 
a dynamic exchange of both ideas and 
experiences. Enlarging corridors at the 
entrance of classrooms was also key 
in promoting peer to peer information 
exchange. By noting this natural 
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tendency to gather at the entrance 
of classrooms, design encourages 
conversation through the generous 
expansion of such spaces. Designing 
areas for the arts, labs, and media 
activity was perhaps most important in 
improving the livelihoods of students 
through the development of their 
artistic and vocational skills.
 Design for student centered 
learning extended well beyond the 
classroom and into the creation of 
inclusive playscapes. An extension 
of the indoor playground into the 
outdoor amphitheater allows space 
for creative performances while 
ensuring accessibility for disabled 
persons through the design of ramps 
and promenades. Outdoor spaces 
are divided into multiple, activity-
based zones, and protected by 
trees specifically chosen for their 
windbreaking and shading capabilities. 
Also designed with sustainability 
in mind, extensive studies were 
undertaken throughout the process 
to ensure optimal climatic conditions. 
With students regularly discouraged by 
unfavorable levels of heat and glare, 
rehabilitation was carried out with 

↑ Vegetation strategy in response 

to the wind and light studies. 

© Karim Najjar, DI-Lab

↑ Facade, Public School 

in Barouk, Lebanon. 

© Karim Najjar, DI-Lab

materials capable of correcting visual 
and thermal discomfort. Horizontal 
fins were installed on the south façade 
to diffuse light within classrooms 
while avoiding glare and absorbing 
heat. The installation of new windows 
along this façade also help heat up 
the classroom during colder months, 
thus decreasing fuel consumption 
while ensuring thermal comfort. The 
addition of windows also promotes 
cross ventilation throughout the spaces 
as a means of maintaining manageable 
temperatures during the summer. The 
simple addition of aluminum sheeting 
along the concrete shelfs help to 
reflect southern light thus reducing the 
deviation in daylighting levels while 
optimizing light distribution. Such 
diffused lighting strategies were also 
applied in the basement through the 
installation of reflective materials and 
colors. 
 

↑ Studies for 

the environmental 

conditions of the Barouk 

public school.

© Karim Najjar, DI-Lab
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→ Barouk Public School

Lebanon 2019.
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↑ Playgrounds of the Barouk 

Public School, Lebanon 2019. 

↑Classroom in Barouk Public 

School, Lebanon 2019. 
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Process matters
Sustainable design is achieved when the process
is thoughtful and respectful with its context. 
by Albert Company Olmo

Over the past 30 years, the Thailand-
Myanmar border has seen a steady 
flow of migrants and refugees from 
Myanmar who fled ongoing civil war in 
search of better livelihood, healthcare 
and educational opportunities in 
Thailand. 

In 2012, Albert Company Olmo 
cofounded a.gor.a Architects, a 
studio that works with local partners 
and international aid organizations 
to provide dignified facilities for 
migrants and refugees whilst adopting 
sustainable, innovative and cost saving 
methodologies throughout the design 
and the construction process. These 
also involve preserving vernacular 

architecture and empowering local 
communities through education and 
construction workshops. In order 
to respond to the lack of resources 
and insecure land tenure, their 
designs prioritize the use of locally 
found materials and advocate for 
the introduction of techniques that 
optimize the flexibility of the buildings. 

Earth Buildings
Adobe bricks have been occasionally 
used in Thailand over the last few 
years. The values of using them to 
make walls is not only based on 
environmental and economical 
reasons- mud is also an easy material 
to work with that allows everybody in 

The final lecturer, Albert Company Olmo, continued the discourse on 
action-oriented design interventions through a presentation of his work 
on the Thailand-Myanmar border. Over the past 30 years, the border has 
seen a steady flow of migrants and refugees from Myanmar who have fled 
ongoing civil war in search of better livelihoods, healthcare, and educational 
opportunities in Thailand. As a Spanish civil engineer from Barcelona, Olmo 
has been applying his design background to the creation of sustainable 
facilities along the border in service of migrant and refugee communities. 
His team’s dedication to low-cost, high performance design has succeeded 
in involving the local community through the collaborative creation of 
schools and shelters along the border. → a.gor.a Architects works together 
with local partners and international aid organizations to provide dignified 
infrastructure to these communities whilst adopting sustainable, innovative 
and cost saving methodologies throughout the design and construction 
process. In order to respond to the lack of resources and insecure land 
tenure that’s common place in this area, designs prioritize the use of locally 
found materials and advocate introducing techniques that optimize the 
flexibility of the buildings. The use of materials such as reclaimed wood and 
mud bricks contributes to minimizing the environmental footprint of the 
buildings. Light and temporary structures are designed to allow buildings 
to be dissembled and reused without compromising on the traditional 
aesthetics of the region. Central to a.gor.a Architects’ approach is including 
the beneficiaries throughout the process via community design workshops 
and construction training which improves the employability opportunities 
for the community. Locals have since learned and adapted the projects 
within their own communities, proving that design can, in fact, empower 
underprivileged minorities by providing them with the knowledge and 
agency to improve their lives.

→ 

→ Medical Training Center Class Room 

Mae Sot, Myanmar, 2011.

© Franc Pallares Lopez

the community to participate in the 
construction process.

In 2012, during the construction of the 
Medical Training Centre for Mae Tao 
Clinic, the team decided to use sun 
dried clay bricks as main construction 
material. Due to its composition 
and the thickness, earthen walls 
are durable yet biodegradable. They 
provide sufficient thermal mass to the 
buildings to ensure excellent thermal 
performance and beneficial attributes 
such as sound and fireproofing.

Mud bricks and second-hand timber 
were chosen to ensure that most of 
the materials of the building would 
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be reused, recycled or would get 
back to the ground without costing 
any environmental damage on the 
existing landscape. 

The construction of this project brought 
to the studio the opportunity to build 
up capacity and raise environmental 
awareness among the community. 

Temporary Structures
During 2013 and 2014, a.gor.a Architects 
focused their attention on finding ways to 
respond to the need for immediate shelter 
for displaced communities.

The Temporary Dormitories, with 
capacity for 25 students, was designed 
to create an open and airy space offering 
privacy and providing additional 
storage space. The building also had 
the added benefit of being easily erected 
and disassembled, allowing it to be 
transported to various sites depending 
on their changing needs.

The main structure was built using 
recycled timber. The wood, carefully 
stripped out and put aside by 
demolishers, came from old buildings 
in town. Bamboo and thatch were 
used for walls, floor and roof. These 
materials are not usually prepared to 
last more than two years but they are 
all easily available at a very affordable 
price for the communities. By using 
timber as a main material, a.gor.a. 
Architects attempted to preserve the 
traditional construction skills of the 
local people who are generally very 
familiar with this material.

Training and capacity building
In order to empower communities 
and build capacity, a.gor.a Architects 
is always trying to get involved in 
existing training programs. The Science 
and Technology Training Centre (STTC) 
was the only vocational center on the 
Thailand-Myanmar border focusing 
on construction and technology and 
worked to provide young migrant 
students pathways to access qualified 
jobs. 

The 60 schools providing free 
education to migrants experienced 
many challenges, including lack of 
resources and insecure land tenure. 
The forced eviction of the students in 
2015, gave STTC and a.gor.a Architects 
the opportunity to deliver hands-on 
training in designing and constructing 
a new learning center. As part of 
their training, the students made 
measurements and technical drawings 
their new school building, identified 
their needs and defined spaces and 
dimensions. The students were divided 
in 4 groups and a design competition 
was set in order to choose the best 
design. The students, with the support 
of a construction team and volunteers 
from Hong Kong University, completed 
the construction after 6 months of work.

With their newfound skills and 
confidence, the school was hired by 
a local NGO to design a temporary 
structure prototype to assist other 
migrant learning centers also 
experiencing uncertain circumstances. 
Assisted by a.gor.a Architects, the 
students designed the Temporary 
Classroom Prototype, a structure that 
would speed up the construction 
process and would allow for the use of 
recycled materials. A single bolt placed 
in the edge connects both frames and 
allows the system to be lifted up easily.  
A much lighter and cheaper secondary 
structure made out of eucalyptus and 
thatch roof - commonly used in the area 
– was used. These materials allow the 
school to easily maintain the building.

As the structure can be easily 
assembled and transported to any 
location, a forced eviction or remote 
school locations were no longer 
barriers preventing students from 
having dignified places to learn.

The first design was built for the CDC 
School, a migrant learning center in 
Mae Sot which needed a temporary 
space for 60 students. After 6 months of 
use, the building was then relocated to 
another school in the remote village of 

← Building process of Medical Center 

in Mae Sot, Mae Sot, Myanmar, 2011.

Photo by Pallares Lopez

↑ Temporary Dormitories 

for CDC School Mae 

Sot, Thailand. 2012.

Photo by Pallares Lopez

Phop-Pra. Over the last two years, two 
more prototypes have been built in the 
region. The quality, funding, and services 
provided by migrant schools varies from 
one school to the other on the Thailand-
Myanmar border. Providing low cost and 
dignified learning spaces is one way this 
project can ensure migrants from various 
backgrounds have access to a basic 
education.

In 2017, a.gor.a  Architect’s construction 
team, after many years living and 
working in the Thai-Myanmar border 
as migrants, moved to Yangon to get 
involved in a new project. The team 
is today working together with Doh 
Eain, a social enterprise that focuses 
on heritage conservation and urban 
renewal, through the restoration and 
upgrading of heritage building and 
public spaces in Yangon. This is not just 
a great opportunity to get involved in a 
project that aims to improve the quality 
of the city, but also brings employment 
opportunities for the team to return 
home.
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The final panel consisted of Najjar, Olmo, and Professor Aram Yeretzian 
who elaborated on the importance of sustainable design and climate re-
sponsive strategies as solutions to economic, social and ecological issues 
that our communities are facing today. The interdisciplinary approach 
along with the involvement of the community in the design process and 
the impact of architecture on its surrounding environment are factors to 
be taken into consideration while designing new facilities as a response 
to a crisis while simultaneously building awareness to global issues that 
continue to shape our lives today.

Panel Discussion

← Temporary Classroom 

Prototype Mae Sot, 

Thailand. 2015.

Photo by Pallares Lopez
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Conclusion

The Sustainable Design Week 2018 was concluded with a field trip where the 
speakers had the chance to visit two of the refugee schools for girls by Kayani in 
the Bekaa valley. The guests had the chance to see the DI-LAB sustainable library 
in the school premises in Majdal Anjar as well as the shaded structure for the 
playground in the Bar Elias school. Both projects were designed and built by 
students enrolled in summer courses at the Department of Architecture and 
Design, AUB. The international lecturers had the opportunity to understand the 
potential of the Syrian crisis in Lebanon by discussing temporary interventions 
or long-term investments through good practices in architecture. 

The seminar therefore challenged the students’ understanding of sustainability, 
its relevance to design and to the improvement of quality of life. The lecture series 
covered a global spectrum, with experts reporting from all over the world and 
across a variety of professional fields. Crisis truly became opportunity, as students 
gained a thorough understanding of the possibility and necessity to innovate and 
empower communities through design. 

← Torre David. Caracas, Venezuela. 

2012. © Urban-Think Tank, Alfredo 

Brillembourg, Hubert Klumpner. 

© ETH Zurich. 

Photo by Daniel Schwartz
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Biographies

Kilian Kleinschmidt, born 14 July 
1962 in Essen, Germany, is a Global 
Networker and Humanitarian Expert. 
Kilian has over 25 years hands-
on experience in international 
development, emergency response, 
resource mobilization, and political/
regional cooperation in a wide range 
of organizations (UN, NGOs), countries 
and programs ranging from grassroots 
fieldwork to senior management and 
diplomacy. In his position as the 
UNHCR Mafraq Head of Sub-Office and 
Camp Manager for Za’atari Refugee 
Camp in Jordan from March 2013 till 
October 2014, the world’s second-
largest refugee camp and the largest 
camp for Syrian refugees, he has 
transformed Za’atari from a chaotic 
and crime-ridden place to a thriving 
and stable community ready for its 
transition to the next phase of its 
development. 

Kilian served as Deputy Humanitarian 
Coordinator for Somalia; Deputy 
Representative for UNHCR in Kenya; 
Deputy to the Special Envoy of the 
UN; Secretary General Assistance 
to Pakistan and assistant/Deputy 
Representative for UNHCR in Pakistan. 
He also served as the Executive 
Secretary of the Migration, Asylum and 
Refugee Regional Initiative (MARRI) 
for the Stability Pact for South Eastern 
Europe, forging regional cooperation 
between five governments. He has been 
the acting Director for Returns, Minority 
and Community Affairs in UNMIK/
Kosovo. He has been Senior Technical 
Advisor and Coordinator of the Kenya 

“Displaced Persons Program” and 
team leader in a variety of field and 
emergency teams for the United 
Nations.

Today he is the chairman of the 
Innovation and Planning Agency (IPA) in 
Vienna. He is a consultant at the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs since October 2015, 
advising on the care and accommodation 
of refugees in Austria. In September 2015, 
his biography ‘Weil es um die Menschen 
geht’ (Because it is about people), was 
published.

Nora al-Sharabati Joumblatt holds 
a DSAP from L’Ecole Nationale 
Superieure des Beaux Arts-Paris, 
she established the “Beiteddine Art 
Festival” in 1987 and co-founded 
“Gallery 50X70” in 1990. In her 
commitment to the advancement of 
literacy and education for the Syrian 
refugee children and youth, she 
founded and currently chairs the 
Kayany Foundation since 2013. Kayany 
Foundation was established to bring 
education to the most vulnerable 
refugee children. In 2013, in partnership 
with the American University of Beirut 
(AUB) and the Lebanese Ministry of 
Social Affairs and began building 
portable school campuses (GHATA) 
in Syrian refugee camps, Kayany 
secured access to formal education for 
thousands of children in the Bekaa 
Valley. Kayany schools are safe and 
clean learning environments that offer 
one meal a day and an escape from the 
difficulties of settlement life, offering 

psychosocial support to both students 
and their families. 
Nora Joumblatt is also the chair 
of the National Rehabilitation and 
Development Center for children with 
special needs since 2016, and the chair 
of the Board of Trustees of the Children 
Cancer Center of Lebanon for the years 
2016 to 2018. She is a Board Member 
of the Samir Kassir Foundation for 
the freedom of the press in the Arab 
world. She is also Board Member of 
Reach OutTo Asia (ROTA). Her work 
on the preservation of the natural and 
cultural heritage spans many years, 
she is an Executive Board Member 
of the Lebanese National Heritage 
Foundation and of the Al-Shouf Nature 
Cedar Reserve. She received a number 
of awards and honors of which, 
Commander of the Spanish Order of 
Isabella the Catholic, Chevalier de 
l’Ordre National du Mérite Français and 
Commander of the Stella Italia. 

Melanie Fessel is an architect and 
urban designer. She initiated ONE 
(Open Network Ecology) Odyssey, an 
interdisciplinary research enterprise 
based on philanthropic design 
principles, to integrate ecological 
issues into the urban environment. 
Melanie is a Lecturer and Academic 
Coordinator at the ETH Zurich, 
Department of Architecture, Urban-
Think Tank. Urban-Think Tank (U-TT) 
is an interdisciplinary design practice 

dedicated to high-level research 
and design on a variety of subjects, 
concerned with contemporary 
architecture and urbanism. Melanie 
is pursuing her doctorates at ETH 
Zurich. Melanie was Director of Design 
at Terreform ONE. She is a Founding 
Member of ONE LAB. Her professional 
experience includes Head of Design 
Development for Alice Aycock Ltd., 
leading the comprehensive execution 
of international public art installations. 
Melanie was an associate with the 
Cooper Union Institute for Sustainable 
Design. She was trained and worked 
as an architect and urban designer in 
Spain, Switzerland, and New York City, 
with a focus on municipal buildings 
and master planning. Melanie received 
her M.Arch from The Cooper Union 
for the Advancement of Science 
and Art, Dipl.- Ing. from Technical 
University of Berlin, Germany and the 
Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya 
in Barcelona, Spain. She won national 
and international awards including; 
LafargeHolcim Awards 2017 for North 
America, AIA New York Urban Design 
Merit Award, and the Victor Papanek 
Social Design Award. She is co-author 
and editor of “Ecotarium: Unlimited 
Lifecycle Design” (Moncaster Press, 
2015). Her work has been published 
in magazines and books; Detail, 
Topos, “Global Design: Elsewhere 
Envisioned” (Prestel, 2014) and 
“XXL-XS New Directions in Ecological 
Design” (ACTAR 2016). Additionally, 
her work has been exhibited at White 
Box Gallery in New York, DOX Center 
for Contemporary Art in Prague, MASS 
MoCA in North Adams, The Building 
Centre in London, DAZ in Berlin, OCAD 
in Toronto, NAI in Rotterdam, and the 
Venice Biennale.

Urban-Think Tank (U-TT) is an 
interdisciplinary design practice 
dedicated to high-level research 
and design on a variety of subjects, 
concerned with contemporary 
architecture and urbanism. The 

philosophy of U-TT is to deliver 
innovative yet practical solutions 
through the combined skills 
of architects, civil engineers, 
environmental planners, landscape 
architects, and communication 
specialists. In 1998, Alfredo 
Brillembourg and Hubert Klumpner 
founded U-TT in Caracas, Venezuela. 
Since 2007, Brillembourg and Klumpner 
have taught at Columbia University, 
where they founded the Sustainable 
Living Urban Model Laboratory (S.L.U.M. 
Lab), and since July 2010, they hold the 
chair for Architecture and Urban Design 
at the Swiss Institute of Technology, 
ETH in Zurich. Their work concerns both 
theoretical and practical applications 
within architecture and urban planning. 
Working in global contexts by creating 
bridges between first world industry and 
third world, informal urban areas, they 
focus on the education and development 
of a new generation of professionals, 
who will transform cities in the 21st 
century. They have been awarded the 
2010 Ralph Erskine Award, the 2011 
Holcim Gold Award for Latin America, 
the 2012 Holcim Global Silver Award for 
innovative contributions to ecological 
and social design practices, and the 
2012 Venice Biennale of Architecture 
Golden Lion.

Hugh Bolsey is founder and Chairman 
of ReBootKamp (RBK) - the first fully 
immersive career accelerator in the 
Arab world. He is applying lessons 
learned during 30 years as an architect 
to juice Jordan’s tech ecosystem and 
increase its competitiveness. RBK uses 
a powerful new education technology 
called ‘extreme Learning’ to rapidly 
convert knowledge potential into 
knowledge capital.

The purpose of the ReBootKamp, or 
RBK, a Silicon Valley-based nonprofit 
specializing in education, is to prevent 
this generation of Syrians from turning 
into a lost generation by giving them 
an opportunity to learn market-ready 
skills and find employment in a rapidly 
growing industry: tech. In late spring 
of 2016, RBK attempted to “reboot” 
the lives of refugees living in northern 
Jordan by giving them access to a tech-
education program modeled on the 
bootcamp-style of learning popularized 
in North America in recent years. The 
program is also open to Jordanians, 
because local universities are struggling 
to provide Jordanian students with 
market ready digital-skills, resulting in 
high unemployment among computer 
science graduates.
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Karim Najjar is an Associate 
Professor at AUB’s Department of 
Architecture and Design, with a record 
of accomplishments in practice, 
research and teaching. In 1999 Karim 
founded Najjar Architects with his 
brother Rames. Their work soon found 
international recognition through 
winning several awards, contributions 
to several books, and exhibitions held 
in major cities.

In 2009 Karim joined the American 
University of Beirut as a full-time 
faculty member. In 2016 he founded DI-
Lab (Design Impact Laboratory) with 
the purpose of engaging architecture 
and engineering students in the design 
and implementation of community-
based projects in Lebanon and the 
region. DI-Lab engages in action 
research, design and execution of 
emergency projects related to post-
conflict in disaster areas. Some 
projects include the restoration and 
preservation of vital architectural 
heritage sites. The Lab also involves 
itself in environmental issues such as 
marine-life protection and renewable 
energy. The Lab emphasizes engaged 
participation of both beneficiaries and 
users in ways that support sustainable 
development of the built environment.

Albert Company Olmo is a Spanish 
engineer from Barcelona. Due to his 
interest of how the architecture can 
contribute to humanitarian aid in the 
field, he decided to travel to Thailand 
in 2009. His first path was in the 
south of Thailand where he had the 
opportunity to participate in a local 
project improving water and sanitation 
facilities and at the same time be aware 
of the difficulties that migrant Burmese 
people face on the Thai-Myanmar 
border. In January 2010 he arrived at 
the Mae Tao Clinic where he became 
construction manager and coordinated 
the design and the construction of 
several facilities. 

In 2012 he co-founded a.gor.a 
Architects, an architecture firm 
which has been working in Thailand 
and Myanmar with international aid 
organizations, local communities and 
home owners since 2010. Its mission is 
to promote and implement sustainable 
construction techniques through 
responsible design. This also includes 
preserving vernacular architecture 
and empowering with education and 
workshops those who are involved in 
the construction process. He believes 
in maximizing the inclusion during the 
design process and empowers those who 
are involved in the construction process. 
After 8 years in Thailand working with 
several migrant groups, Albert and the 
local construction team trained at a.gor.a 
Architects moved to Yangon where 
he combined his role as Team Leader 
at a.gor.a Architects and Restoration 
Construction Manager at Doh Eain.
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