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Abstract 
 
Natural disasters and conflict situations are main causes for the loss of habitation nowadays. Increased 
migratory flows of immigrants and refugees require adequate architectural responses. A significant part 
of the studies on this subject are mainly focused on the constructive process of the module or shelter, 
leaving to investigate the continuation of the process of "re-transition" of the displaced to the new 
"permanent" house. The main goal of this research is, through case study analysis, to document the 
solutions and strategies used for the construction of temporary and transitional shelters, assessing its 
performance from the point of view of the users. For the investigation on design strategies in 
humanitarian architecture of transition of housing, of four European countries, ten buildings that shelter 
essentially immigrants and refugees in transit were studied. Architecture should mitigate the oppressive 
idea of regulatory power and should seek to provide a sense of hospitality and welcome to buildings, 
even if they were not designed for that purpose. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE THEME 
 
 There are now all over the world situations where it is not possible for people to remain 
in their homes. Today around 65 million people in the world are been forced to flee their homes 
to escape danger and seek safety (Alto Comissariado das Nações Unidas para os Refugiados 
2017). What has architecture done and what can it do in the future in transitional situations? 
 
Study objective 
 
 The main objective of this research is, through case studies analysis, to document the 
solutions and strategies used for the construction of temporary and transitional shelters, 
assessing their performance from the point of view of their users. It is intended to: i) Understand 
the procedures and strategies adopted when a disaster occurs, in order to characterize the 
transit process; ii) Identify and clarify the main concepts associated with the theme "transitory 
architecture"; iii) Study the history of the architecture response to housing transition situations, 
in Europe, in the 20th and 21st centuries; iv) Identify current practices regarding the comfort 
conditions of displaced people; v) Documenting solutions used in transitional temporary 
shelters through case studies, in several European countries. 
  
Object of study 
 
 The object of this investigation is the humanitarian architecture project of transition to 
permanent house. More concretely the existing housing solutions that are designed as a 
response to the sheltering of people who lose their home. 



In a more focused approach of the research, were studied 10 buildings across Europe 
that are used to welcome immigrants in transit and/or refugees. These buildings, usually called 
asylum centres, are one of the possible answers in the transition to a permanent house. These 
centres are a more concrete object of study in this investigation that focuses on the analysis of 
the location, the functional program, the space organization and the users’ comfort on these 
buildings. 

 
 

 
 

 

 
METHODOLOGY 
 
 In a preparatory phase, a bibliographical research was carried out that included: other 
academic investigation on the subject, recent articles and news on natural disasters and how 
architecture has responded to the several events. 

A survey was made on national and international organizations working in assistance in 
disaster situations. It began by trying to understand how they act and what their role is in a 
catastrophe. In addition, individuals within these organizations were identified with the purpose 
of obtaining more information on the subject through interviews. The bibliographic research 
also allowed the identification of potential cases of study, at national and international level. 
From the initial bibliographic research, the 10 case studies analysed in the thesis were 
identified. Table 1 –  sums up the methodology implemented. 
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VIEW OF THE KHAZER CAMP FOR IRAQI DISPLACED PEOPLE WHO 
ESCAPED FROM ISIS STRONGHOLD IN MOSSUL, ON FEBRUARY 6, 

2017. 

 
NEW PERMANENT HOUSE ON EUROPEAN SOIL 
 
REFUGEES AND EMIGRANTS ARRIVING TO LESBOS, GREECE 
(2/17/2016). 

HOUSING LOSS  
 
IRAQI FUGITIVE CIVILIANS PASSING BY THE AL-NURI MOSQUE IN 

MOSSUL, IRAQ, IN JULY 2017. 



TABLE 1 – SUMMARY TABLE OF TASKS 
Summary Table of Tasks 

Objective Task 

- Understand the strategies implemented when a 
catastrophe occurs, in order to characterize the 
transit process. 

- Analyse books and investigations that explain 
the concepts involved in the transition 
architecture and which processes exist and are 
frequently used. 

- Compare the approach of various organizations 
and architects, in particular, with regard to design 
strategies. 

- Identify organizations that operate in post-
disaster situations; 
- Highlight relevant people to interview; 
- Study a place where a disaster has occurred, to 
understand how the several organizations on the 
ground perform and to comprehend under what 
conditions people are living. 

- Identify current practices regarding the comfort 
conditions of the displaced. 

- Document solutions used in temporary, 
transitional and permanent shelters; 
- Find a case study in which the whole cycle has 
occurred – temporary shelter - transitional shelter 
- permanent home; 
- To study the transition from the temporary 
shelter to the permanent solution, contact directly 
people who have been through the process or 
others who intervened; 
- Analyse, in terms of comfort, asylum centres for 
refugees in Portugal and Europe. 

- Identify and clarify the main concepts 
associated with the theme "transition 
architecture". 

- Study architecture, sociology and philosophy 
publications.  

- Study history of the architecture response to 
housing transition situations. 

- Carry out a historical research of the events that 
led to the creation of transition architectures 
throughout the 20th century and in the present; 
- Study the history of architecture regarding 
temporary solutions and specifically what was 
done in response to the First and Second World 
Wars. 

- Identify examples of refuge spaces in several 
European countries. 

- Contact the following organizations: CPR – 
Conselho Português para aos Refugiados 
(Portuguese Council for Refugees); PAR – 
Plataforma de Apoio aos Refugiados (Refugee 
Support Platform); and Refugee Temporary 
Asylum Centre, in Lisbon; 
- Search for information on the refugee integration 
system in Portugal and other European countries. 

 
 
Thesis structure 
 
 The thesis is structured by a first part of introduction, with the subtopics: thematic 
identification and delimitation; object and objectives; and methodology adopted in the 
investigation. The dissertation is organized in two parts: the first with a thematic framework 



based on the bibliographic review – the State of the Art – and with a concept analysis; and the 
second with the identification and analysis of case studies – Temporary aslyum centres in 
Europe, with a more in-depth scanning of the Portuguese case. 
 
STATE OF THE ART – BIBLIOGRAPHIC REVIEW 
 
 One of the first elements of reference for the research were the institutions Shelter 
Centre and CRAterre. Managed by the Shelter Centre, the Humanitarian Library platform1 
(Shelter Centre 2017) provides access to a range of topics related to humanitarian help, as well 
as case studies on post-disaster housing. Tom Corsellis, founder of this organization, is a 
reference name in this subject. Along with the architect Antonella Vitale, they wrote the book 
“Transitional Settlement – Displaced Populations” (Corsellis & Vitale 2005), that is also 
considered a reference on the present subject. 
 Another key element is Miguel Mendes, associated with the CRAterre institution2, one 
of the most experienced architects in Portugal with regard to on-the-ground support in 
catastrophe situations. The architect has as principle in the development of his projects, 
considering the emergency of the situation, a bioclimatic and humanist approach. With the 
principles of bioclimatic architecture, he intends to make constructions sustainable throughout 
its life cycle, from the use of available natural resources, reducing the impacts on the climate 
and the energy losses. The architect develops work as a designer, in the training of local labour 
force and in the coordination and monitoring of constructions. 
 Paul Currion, an independent consultant for humanitarian organizations, says the goal 
is to give back to people the initial home conditions they were forced to abandon and not 
'isolate them in camps'. Camps are part of the process, and should be thought out and 
structured, but this does not withdraw the importance of what should be the main goal: to 
restore the initial conditions. Thus, it is this whole process that is proposed to be analysed in 
this research, in which it is intended to characterize the users' perception about temporary 
shelters, but also to describe their path, from the abandonment of the initial home to the 
(eventual) establishment of a new dwelling, characterizing the transition process. 
 
 
Historical background 
 
 In the 20th century, as a consequence of the two world wars, Europe faced its greatest 
mass eviction and migration of its citizens. The Modern Movement played a key role in the 
responses and strategies adopted to mitigate the consequent lack of housing crisis. The search 
for strategies and practices of modernist temporary dwellings, as well as their results, can 
provide valuable lessons for the role architecture plays nowadays in responding to the 
significant increase in accommodation needs. The temporary nature works of Le Corbusier, 
Walter Gropius, Buckminster Fuller, Alvar Aalto and Jean Prouvé are described in this thesis. 

																																																													
1 The Humanitarian Library is an online platform for the dissemination of relevant documents on humanitarian 
knowledge. It is designed to be the main reference in sharing this type of information. Source: 
https://www.humanitarianlibrary.org/page/about-us. 
2 CRAterre (Centre de Recherche et d’Application en terre) is an association that acts in the promotion of raw 
earthen architecture through investigation, on-the-ground actions, training and dissemination of knowledge. The 
association and the research laboratory belong to the Grenoble National School of Architecture. Source: 
http://craterre.org. 



 From 1914 to 1915, Le Corbusier developed a universal house unit called “Maison 
Dom-ino”. About this housing system, the book “Modern Architecture Since 1900” (Curtis 
1982) states that was like a “housing kit” to aid in the rapid rebuilding of Flanders, which was 
devastated by the war. Corbusier’s idea was to make a mass production of a basic 
components set (Curtis 1982:84). Therefore, the house structure would be built in less than 
three weeks. Masonry walls made from ruined buildings could be used as a filler. (Curtis 
1982:84). The windows and the furniture would be all mass produced, should be modeled in 
place, and inserted into the skeleton (Curtis 1982:84). 
 The architects born between 1915 and 1930 were still very connected to the 
International Style (Curtis 1982:547). There was a need to build quickly and effectively and the 
International Style gave these assurances. Those architects were influenced by other 
architects, such as Walter Gropius and his social response projects, like the Apartment Blocks 
on the Wannsee coast, in Berlin. 

In the aftermath of the Second World War, Buckminster Fuller, Alvar Aalto, and Jean 
Prouvé developed several projects for temporary shelters. 

Whereas in the 21st century, architects like Shigeru Ban and Miguel Mendes, with 
different architectural approaches, have played important roles in the field of emergency 
architecture. 
 
Theoretical framework 
 
 According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, a refugee is a person 
who has been forced to leave their country in order to escape war, persecution or violence. 
(United Nations High Comminssioner for Refugees 2017) Further states that: 
“Refugees are people who have escaped from armed conflicts or persecution. Often their 
situation is so dangerous and intolerable that they must cross international borders to seek 
security in the countries closest to them, and then become an internationally recognized 
'refugee' with access to assistance from States, UNHCR and other organizations. They are 
recognized as such, precisely because it is very dangerous for them to return to their country 
and need an asylum somewhere else. For these people, denial of an asylum can have vital 
consequences”. (Edwards 2015) 
 The sociologist Zygmunt Bauman's concept of refugees is that of “people who lose 
their place on earth”, they are “extraterritorial”. In other words, they are not welcome anywhere. 
And the refugee camps are “artifacts of a temporary facility that the blocking of exits makes 
permanent”. (Bauman 2003) 

Due to these problems, today more and more people talk about emergency or 
humanitarian architecture. Ian Davis published, in 1978, what may have been one of the first 
books on emergency architecture, “Shelter after Disaster” (Silva 2013, p.46).  After this first 
edition, two more versions were edited the one of 1982 (Davis 1982) and the current edition 
(Davis 2015). Its authors, Ian Davis, Fred Cuny, Fred Krimgold and Paul Thompson interviewed 
populations affected by disasters and gathered information from various disasters that 
occurred in the 1970s. 

At this point the research focuses on a deeper analysis of the role of architecture in 
transition cases in Europe, in the current context of refugee reception. Portugal, Denmark, the 
Netherlands and Italy are the countries studied in greater detail, due not only to the possibility 
of collecting significant data about them, but also because they form a heterogeneous group 
of European countries. In the case of Italy and Portugal, the Mediterranean is studied, with Italy 
being a direct entry into Europe. In the cases of the Netherlands and Denmark, it is approached 



how countries of northern Europe have been managing the issues inherent to the reception of 
refugees. 
 The case studies of Italy, the Netherlands and Denmark are analysed using other 
academic works, the Portuguese case being the main focus of the investigation and having the 
methodology of approach to the case been developed based on other European cases. The 
fact that the most relevant information collected is very recent, shows that the theme is also 
very current and is raising the interest of the academic community. 

Within Europe there are several approaches, which we can call architectural, to the 
reception of refugees, such as the refugee camp and the asylum centre. This research is 
focused on the asylum or reception centres in Europe, as it appears to be, and in certain cases 
actually be, an evolution in relation to refugee centres. This is true for a number of reasons: the 
potential for integration within the city, the fact that is not intended to be a detention centre or 
a prison, and the provision of a more individualized psychological, social and economic help. 

This is a time when the world, according to the UNHCR data, has about 65,6 million 
people displaced in the world, and only 189.300 have been relocated. These figures give an 
idea of the seriousness of the problem both in Europe and in the world. 

In Europe the data is no less gloomy, about 17% of the displaced people are being 
placed in Europe. It is a continent of great demand and this is what the UNHCR statistics show, 
which registered a total of 5.199.900 refugees in Europe at the end of 2016 (UNHCR 2017, 
p.14). The number of those assisted by UNHCR, which are not interpreted as being replaced, 
is 2.928.663 (UNHCR 2017, p.64). 
 At this point it is important to characterize what is a detention camp, a refugee camp, 
a hotspot and an asylum centre or reception centre. In a nutshell, “detention camps” are, in 
Portuguese terminology, Centros de Instalação Temporária (Temporary Installation Centres) – 
CIT – and they are described as “specialized detention centres” (European Parliament; Council 
of the European Union 2008, p.2). In Portugal, there are 6 CIT’s, 5 of which are located at 
airports. Hotspots is the name given to flexible infrastructures characterized by a series of 
procedures of identification, classification and routing of migrants (Tazzioli 2016). These 
hotspots result in refugee camps due to the large influx, such as the islands of Chios and 
Lesbos (Tazzioli 2016). There are several types of response in terms of refugee camps, these 
can be planned and managed by some entity or result from the voluntary installation of people 
in a certain place. There are also reception or transit camps. These transit zones are spaces 
where refugees and migrants in transit remain for brief periods and then get back to their route 
(UNHCR 2017). Klatser (Klatser 2016, p.41) considers that the strategy behind grouping these 
migrants who require refugee status is to facilitate their supervision during the process of 
reception and examination of the application for refugee status. This also seems to be the 
strategy implemented in Portugal, although the main reception centre has a policy of opening 
to the outside, allowing the free circulation of immigrants. In Portugal these centres are called 
“Centros de Acolhimento para os Refugiados” (“Reception Centres for Refugees”), while in 
most European countries they are called “Asylum Centres”. 
 
 
RESULTS 
 
 Having identified the countries under study, it is important to mention concretely the 
cities and buildings that will be analysed. They are: 
 



TABLE 2 – LOCATION OF EACH RECEPTION CENTRE/PROJECT 

Country City Name of the reception centre or project 
Denmark Hvalsø Avstrup Centre 

Denmark Frederiksvaerk Auderød Centre 
Denmark Odense Vollsmose Pilot-project 

Netherlands Dronten Dronten Centre 
Netherlands Winterswijk Winterswijk Centre 
Netherlands Utrecht Utrecht Centre 

Italy Turin Casa del Mondo 
Italy Turin Ozanam House 
Italy Turin Ex-Moi, old Olympic Villages 

Portugal Bobadela Reception Centre for Refugees 
 
 The cases of centres from other European countries were studied by architecture 
students from other regions in their master's dissertations. Simona Shroeder’s thesis 
(Schroeder 2014) investigates the influence of architecture on the process of 
segregation/integration. The author studies three reception concepts: the Avnstrup Centre, 
which is a reception/detention centre, the Auderød Centre, that is a detention centre, and the 
Vollsmose project, which is a shelter in an apartment block. 

Bram Klatser (Klatser 2016) analyzes the concept of “asylum centre” and the European 
context for asylum centres and refugee detention centres. He compares three centres in the 
Netherlands, in the cities of Dronten, Winterswijk and Utrecht. 
 Sara Turano’s dissertation (Turano 2016) focuses on the new spaces that host the 
refugees and their relationship with the existing urban tissue. The relationship between society 
and the territory, along with the change of the economic and institutional structures of the 
European continent, in the author's point of view, puts us in front of a "new urban question" to 
which we must prepare. Therefore, the author studies the context of the city of Turin, analyzing 
six study cases. 

The present thesis shows the results of the research done at the Bobadela Reception 
Centre for Refugees in Portugal. 
 
 
Comparative analysis of study cases 
 
 For each study case, a synthesis sheet was prepared that combines 4 parameters of 
analysis: place context, space morphology, functional organization and experiences. 
 The place context – the location – The fact that the Auderød and the Dronten Centres 
have their own school shows its degree of isolation. These centres function as a camp or a 
total institution (Klatser 2016, p.45). 
 The space morphology – the typology – In terms of the type of reception program, 
Auderød is the only one that is a detention centre. Avnstrup is both a reception centre and a 
detention centre. "Casa del Mondo" only shelters male refugees. In Turin, it is a recurring 
practice to have exclusive centres for men and for women.  
 The functional organization – the program – The most complete architectural 
complexes in terms of the functional program are from Dronten, Avnstrup and Auderød. Also 
have a very comprehensive program the Centres of: Utrecht, where there is gym and 



kindergarten; Bobadela, which has kindergarten and an auditorium; and Winterswijk, that has 
a medical centre and also kindergarten. 

Of the Centres in question, only the Vollsmose Pilot-project and "Casa del Mondo" have 
a space designed for religious purposes. The Bobadela Centre has an impromptu prayer 
space. 

Only the Portuguese case corresponds to a building made from scratch with the 
purpose of welcoming asylum seekers. In Dutch cases there is no information to indicate 
whether they would have had a different use in the past. Vollsmose and Ex-Moi are two 
examples of integration of refugees into an existing collective housing building. In the first case, 
the integration of asylum seekers was planned, while in the second case there was an 
appropriation of the place by the people. 
 The experiences – the users comfort – The most recent project is the Vollsmose 
Centre, dating 2012. This Centre and the “Ozanam House” differ from the rest because there 
is an interaction between refugees and local people inside the building itself. 

A good example of the usufruct of the services offered by the surrounding environment 
is that of Utrecht. At this Centre, children go to a nearby school, language classes are in the 
library in the centre of the city and it is also outside of the building that educational courses are 
given. Utrecht is the only centre that offers language classes.  

Another good example is that of Vollsmose, where the medicines, instead of being given 
by the management entity of the Centre, are provided by the local pharmacy. Not include these 
functions in a host centre program is more of a benefit than a loss. It increases the integration 
of the refugees in the new place where they live and possibly will live, even if temporarily, after 
leaving the Centre. This because it encourages the use of the language for better integration 
and contact with the local community. 

The Bobadela Centre and the Auderød Centre have the particularity of having an 
employment support office. In the Portuguese case, this office also serves locals, which allows 
the sharing of spaces between refugees and local people. 
 
- Analysis of the study case Reception Centre for Refugees 
 The Reception centre located in Bobadela was able to be studied in greater depth than 
the other case studies. In this sub-chapter will be exposed the result of the investigation carried 
out in relation to this building and the people who inhabit it. 

The centre was built in 2006 and was designed by the Planarq architecture atelier, in 
particular by the architects José Carlos Ferreira de Almeida, Cláudia Condeço da Silva Meira 
and Patrícia Rocha Lobo. This centre is the place of shelter for spontaneous applicants for 
international protection of asylum in Portugal, in the event of their economic insufficiency. From 
the border posts or from any point of the national territory, they are forwarded by the SEF 
(Immigration and Borders Service) to this building. 
 The place context – the location – The centre is located in a residential area of the 
parish of Bobadela, in the Senhora Conceição street, in the municipality of Loures, about 13 
km from the centre of Lisbon. The land, provided by the Town Hall of Loures, is a leftover plot 
of single-family dwellings and low-density collective housing. 



The space morphology – the typology – The 
reception centre has 2 floors and a basement. In the 
basement there is a parking lot with several spaces 
and storage. On the ground floor are the reception, 
the library, the auditorium, the administrative offices, 
the kitchen and a space for children. On the first 
floor are the rooms, 10 in total, 5 for men and 5 for 
women, and the laundry. For access to the first floor 
there is a block of stairs and an elevator. Outside of 
the building there is a courtyard overlooking the 
Tagus River. 
 
 

The functional organization – the program – Located on the ground floor, the 
employment support office, within the administrative area, is frequented by refugees and 
people who do not live in the centre. On the ground floor, the library is rarely used. 

The kitchen is one of the problematic spaces. O. 3 explained that it was so because 
there is little space for food storage, especially with regard to food cooling. The fridges are 
multiplying and there is no certainty of finding there the food that one has left. The prayer space 
is a positive point that gives refugees the freedom to express themselves. Although it is an 
impromptu space, it is one of the things that is uncommon in the reception centres studied in 
Europe. These types of space are important in the sense that contribute to the expression of 
its culture and beliefs. Portuguese classrooms have some problems in terms of privacy and 
acoustics, said FS4. In fact, in these rooms the sound echoes in a way that makes it more 
difficult to teach these classes. In the bedrooms, which are all located on the first floor, is where 
there are more problems. Rooms designed to be occupied by a maximum of 4 beds now have 
6 to 7 beds, according to the volunteer interviewed. This has consequences such as conflicts 
between refugees and lack of comfort. In terms of typology, the room is equipped with a 
bathroom and wardrobe. The rest of the room is the space for the beds. The opposite side of 
the bedroom entrance is glazed.  

The experiences – the users comfort – The building designer points out that people 
who go there often have habits, uses and concerns that are very different from ours, and often 
have serious mental disorders. This leads to little concern with the use of things and leads to a 
greater wear of the materials. For example, regarding the rooms, there is little care in the use 
of water. 

Perhaps the reception centre does not convey the idea of home to them and this leads 
to an oversight in the use of space. As O. says, the asylum centre is a place where you cannot 
have peace of mind. It was a place where he could not rest, he was always waiting for 
something unexpected to happen. For O., a house is mainly a space where one can rest and 
where there is respect. He did not feel this way in the Centre. He was in a room with 5 more 
people, and he reports that there was a lot of noise, lack of cleanliness and lack of respect for 
bedtimes. As he said, every day there was a war for something. F. 5 mentioned that there were 
people from different cultures. He lived in a room with 8 more people. Still, in his opinion, the 
mood in his room was better than in the others, that had noise and very loud music. 

																																																													
3 O., interviewed within the scope of the thesis, refugee from Iran. 
4 FS, interviewed within the scope of the thesis, Reception Centre for Refugees staff. 
5 F., interviewed within the scope of the thesis, refugee from Democratic Republic of Congo. 

FIG.  2 - 1) VIEW OF THE INTERIOR PATIO IN DIRECTION 
TO THE TAGUS RIVER. SOURCE: VISIT TO THE	
RECEPTION CENTRE FOR REFUGEES, BOBADELA. 
AUTHORSHIP: SELF ELABORATION 
 



 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
Architecture can play a major role in defining the location, functional program and 

typology of the buildings through which people are transitioning. These themes were 
addressed in this research under the sub-themes: the place context, the space morphology, 
the functional organization and the experiences. Some conclusions that were drawn from the 
research were the following: 

- The close proximity of local people and services facilitates the integration process; 
- The more exclusive programs are, the more their occupants are separated from the 

rest of the population; 
- It is important to include in the Centre's program spaces that a refugee needs to have 

in the place where he lives, as in some cases a space for prayer; 
- One of the roles of architecture is to bring the typology of the “reception centre” as 

close as possible to the typology “collective housing”. Transforming the reception centre into 
a city building is a step that can contribute to the integration of its occupants; 

- The reception centre should be less distinguishable from neighbouring buildings, and 
should not be necessary to seal the area in which it is located; 

- Equal treatment is important. In this type of interaction it is necessary, for example, to 
avoid the formation of waiting lines; 

- The interaction between local citizens and refugees within the building itself is a 
positive aspect; 

- For privacy reasons, the number of people per room should be as small as possible. 
In addition, families should not be separated into different wings, different buildings, or different 
rooms apart from each other. 
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