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Project  statement
Refugee camps are not considered as long-term settlements when they are planned and built, but 
the reality is that these camps exist for years and years. This lack of planning contributes to the 
increased alienation of refugees and to camps that are not necessarily designed in the best interest of 
the people they are suppose to serve.

The purpose of this project is to address that gap in refugee camp planning by looking to urban 
design topics as a way to think comprehensively about camp design. The project aims to provide 
macro and micro-level recommendations for refugee camps in Jordan, Syria’s neighbor to the south 
which is trying to accommodate the mass influx of Syrian refugees fleeing the Syrian civil war. The 
recommendations will be sent to designers at the Ennead Lab working on the Rethinking Refugee 
Communities projects with UNHCR and Stanford.

This is qualitative research project reviews the Handbook for Emergencies from the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Additionally, the project investigates Zaatari and 
Azraq, the two most recent refugee camps in Jordan, as case studies to learn more about camp 
development, and interviews those who have had direct experience and exposure in these camps. 

My project concludes that the UNHCR policy, although comprehensive for the initial emergency 
phase of a situation, does not adequately address the long-term needs of a camp. Zaatari needs 
to address how its looming permanence will affect host populations, and Azraq needs to boost 
community and address the emptiness issue. Both camps need a contingency plan for the how they 
will integrate into Jordanian society after the camps are no longer necessary. 

Refugee camps are a crucial feature of the humanitarian effort. They serve as a part of UNHCR’s 
emergency response, and are particularly useful in identifying people with specific needs and 
delivering large amounts of supplies to large populations. About 40% of the world’s 13 million 
refugees live in camps, and there are more than 1,000 refugee camps scattered over 60 countries 
(UNHCR Policy on Alternatives to Camps 2014)(Herz 2008:281). Camps are used in order to assess the 
initial emergency situation and can support refugees for some time, but they have their problems. 
By definition, a refugee camp is “any purpose-built, planned and managed location or spontaneous 
settlement where refugees are accommodated and receive assistance and services from government 
and humanitarian agencies.” The definition continues with “the defining characteristic of a camp… 
is some degree of limitation on the rights and freedoms of refugees, such as their ability to move 
freely, choose where to live, work or open a business, cultivate land or access protection and service” 
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(UNHCR Policy on Alternatives to Camps 2014). I was drawn to study refugee camps for my senior 
project because despite of these limitations, refugee camps have managed to mimic cities in their 
complexities. Interestingly, these makeshift cities are erected in a fraction of the time it takes for 
the average city to develop, yet still displays some of the characteristics present in cities. Taking my 
knowledge and curiosity of urban planning and design, I apply several topics within this field in order 
to understand how refugee camps have developed and grown over time.

More specifically, the urban planning and design topics that sparked my interest were layout design 
and its relationship with open spaces and lighting, and also housing type and orientation. On a 
larger scale, I was interested in understanding how comprehensive planning, governance structure, 
community involvement strategies, and infrastructure quality were present and managed in the 
refugee camp. These 6 topics in total, ranging from micro to macro scale design and planning 
topics, were chosen out of a number of other potential topics in the planning field because they 
were the main recurring themes that I noticed when researching for the group project while 
studying abroad. Other topics I could have included might be environmental impact and host 
community relationships, but adding those to my list would have greatly expanded my project scope. 
Additionally, I made the choice to study refugee camps on their own instead of also look outward 
to understand the more complex political negotiations that usually happen around camp sites. I 
wanted to limit myself to thinking just about the immediate camp space and only those six guiding 
topics, which also helped guide my research and also helped to frame my final product. My final list 
of recommendations were also structured around small and large scale suggestions based on the 6 
topics that I have outlined here. 

My final product, a list of recommendations for the short and long-term goals of Zaatari, Azraq, 
and the UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies, will be sent to two architects/designers at the Ennead 
(pronounced en-nee-add) Lab. Ennead Lab was established in 2010 as a branch of the ennead 
Architects’ professional practice in order to expand “the traditional boundaries of professional 
architectural practice by promoting discourse, experimentation, invention, education, collaboration, 
and action in the fields of architecture and design” (Ennead Architects). Additionally, Ennead Lab 
“identifies civic challenges and opportunities, creates and sponsors innovative design solutions and 
advances these solutions as catalysts for civic discourse, education, community improvement, a 
sustainable environment and urban progress” (Ennead Architects).I was able to make the connection 
with Ennead Lab by talking to Evan Elise, a teacher assistant who helped Kathie Friedman, my mentor, 
teach the Jackson School of International Studies’ class on Forced Migration class. Evan, a UW alumna, 
had just completed her Master’s in Refugee and Forced Migration Studies in Oxford and is a member 
of the Humanitarian Innovation Project. The Humanitarian Innovation Project hosted a conference 
last year and two members from the Ennead Lab, Don Weinreich and Eliza Montgomery, spoke at 
the event about a project they are working on called Rethinking Refugee Communities. The project 
is responding to UNHCR’s need to change its process of planning, building, and operating refugee 
camps by designing a toolkit that provides “systematic framework for integration information, 
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design, and technical tools and the expertise of multiple disciplines and stakeholders to better plan 
settlements” (Ennead Lab | Rethinking Refugee Communities).Since there were many similarities 
between my thesis and that project, Evan encouraged me to send Ennead Lab and eventually I was 
able to connect with the two people who spoke at the event. I have been in email contact with Don 
Weinreich and Eliza Montgomery of the Rethinking Refugee Communities since February 2015 and 
they have agreed to receive my list of recommendations when I am finished.

Map of Jordan:  http://www.operationworld.org/files/ow/
maps/lgmap/jord-MMAP-md.png 
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Personal  s ignif icance
The inspiration for my senior thesis research stemmed from a study abroad trip to Jordan summer 
of 2014. Our group of nine students was based at the Jordan University for Science and Technology 
(JUST) in Irbid, Jordan. We focused on engineering practices surrounding wastewater and drinking 
water treatment and distribution in arid regions. These lessons were then coupled with tours 
to wastewater/drinking water treatment facilities and visits to Jordan’s well-known natural and 
archaeological features that demonstrated unique and innovative water infrastructure design like the 
Dead Sea, Wadi Rum, and Petra. The culmination of my time in Jordan was a group research project 
and presentation about policies for groundwater distribution between refugee camps and host 
communities. While doing this research, it became increasingly apparent to me that the design of 
camps influenced not only water distribution, but also social interactions and livelihoods of refugees. 
It seemed like planning a refugee camp echoed what I was studying in CEP and urban planning 
classes but on a much shorter time frame. Once I recognized the similarities between building a 
camp and urban planning and design topics, it became the inspiration for my senior thesis.
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Context

Syria

My project is very context specific because the case studies I have chosen are located in Jordan and 
are built in response to the Syrian Civil War. In order to fully understand where my project fits in, 
some context about the history of forced migrations and conflicts conflicts near the Jordanian-Syrian 
border are needed. 

The fleeing of people across borders into foreign lands has been recorded throughout history. The 
earliest records, found in texts written 3,500 years ago, references large migrations of people in the 
Middle East such as the Hittites, Babylonians, Assyrians, and ancient Egyptians (UNHCR News). A 
refugee, defined by the 1951 Refugee Convention, is someone who “owing to a well-founded fear of 
being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group 
or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, 
is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country” (UNHCR News). According to the latest 
UNHCR report, there are currently more than 50 million people, 51.2 million to be exact, forced to flee 
their homes across the world either due to conflict or natural disasters (Sherwood 2014).  António 
Guterres, head of the UN’s refugee agency, says that “we are witnessing a quantum leap in forced 
displacement in the world” (Sherwood 2014). 

One conflict in particular, that has contributed to this increase in the number of refugees worldwide 
has been the Syrian Civil War. Stemming from the revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia in 2011, peaceful 
protestors in Syria rose up to challenge Syrian President Bashar al-Assad’s dictatorship. In April 
of 2011, the Syrian government responded violently to protests, which led to civilians shooting 
back, and what resulted from the escalation in violence was a full fledged civil war between Bashar 
al-Assad’s regime and civilians. The fighting has led to the deaths of over 200,000 people and 
has displaced (Rodgers 2014) an estimated 9 million Syrians. Out of that 9 million, 6.5 million are 
internally displaced within Syria while the other 2.5 million have fled to Turkey, Lebanon, Iraq, several 
European countries, and Jordan. As of October 25th 2014, there are a total 620,000 Syrian refugees 
in Jordan registered with the UNHCR (Jordan Inter-Agency update September-October 2014). 
About 85%, or 520,000, of those refugees are integrated into Jordan’s urban population, mostly in 
the capital city of Amman and Irbid, Jordan’s second most populated city. The remaining 15%, or 
100,000 Syrian refugees in Jordan, are residing in two main refugee camps: Zaatari Camp and Azraq 
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Camp. There are two other camps that are also hosting Syrian refugees, Marjeeb al-Fahood and Cyber 
City, but for the purposes of this project I will focus on researching the former two camps for three 
reasons: they are the two most recent camps built for Syrian refugees, the design of the two camps 
are closely related and make for an interesting comparison study, and lastly, there is simply more 
information provided for those camps.

Aside from hosting Syrians while civil war still ravages their home, Jordan has historically been highly 
receptive to other refugee populations as well. In 1948 and 1967, during the first and second Arab-
Israeli wars, Jordan welcomed Palestinians from the West Bank. After the 1991 Gulf War, another 
large wave of refugees also migrated to Jordan, followed by the latest influx of Iraqis after the fall 
of Saddam Hussein. As a result of accepting refugees from the region’s conflicts for the last 70 or so 
years, “Jordan has the highest ratio of refugees to indigenous population of any country” (Chatelard 
2010). I will investigate Jordan’s capacity to handle Syrian refugees in a later section of this report by 
reviewing land-use patterns and policy documents on zoning and water management. 
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3 million Syrians are now refugees. Over 600,000 
are residing in Jordan: https://pbs.twimg.com/me-
dia/BwSyJxRIcAAzMso.jpg:large 
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Jordan

My project is very context specific because the case studies I have chosen are located in Jordan 
and Planning and developing refugee camps anywhere in the world is a difficult task, balancing 
the needs between host governments, humanitarian aid agencies, and the refugee themselves. 
This section is to understand the external and internal variables that go into the establishment of 
a refugee camp in Jordan. The factors focused on for external influences include land use patterns 
and water management policies in Jordan, while internal influences looked into governance 
strategies, camp design, and water infrastructure projects inside camps. The results of this research 
suggests that Jordan’s national land use and water policies do not adequately address the pressing 
refugee problem in the region. However, when looking within camps, aid organizations are starting 
to take long-term solutions for refugee camps into their own hands, working to improve refugee 
involvement, livelihoods, and integrating these quasi-permanent spaces into the local environment 
and culture. 

A. Land use patterns in Jordan  
                                
There have been many studies conducted about Jordan and its cities due to the rapid growth and 
population increase. Alsaaideh et al. in 2011 conducted an assessment of land use and cover change 
in central Jordan using GIS and remote sensing. The researchers looked at the land use changes in an 
area that was 15% of Jordan’s total area, contained about 60% of the total population of Jordan, and 
represented an area that was characteristic of the country’s urban expansion (DOS, 2007)(Alsaaideh 
et al. 2011). Over the course of about 20 years, from 1987 to 2005, Alsaaideh found significant 
changes in urban/built-up areas, agricultural land, and bare land. More specifically, urban areas 
“increased from 9% in 1987 to 13% in 1999, and then to 20% in 2005. Agricultural land class, however, 
decreased significantly from 11% in 1987 to 6% in 1999 and remained with slight changes in 2005. 
Bare land class decreased about 5% during the 18 years of the study period (Alsaaideh et al. 2011). 
The reason for this large increase in urban areas is because of fast population growth and migration 
from rural to urban in the past 20 years.

In order to accommodate for these new populations, urbanization began to encroach on to 
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agricultural lands. This is the reason agricultural lands decreased by almost half from 1987 to 1999. 
However, this loss of crop lands was only slightly different in 2005 because urban growth began to 
expand towards bare lands instead.

The consequences of this growth and conversion of lands into urban areas, Alsaaideh states, can be 
seen in the natural environment and strain on the country’s natural resources, especially its water 
resources. Alsaaideh writes, “one study considered urban areas as ‘hazards’ which can affect the 
groundwater quality and increase its pollution risk (Al- Hanbali and Kondoh, 2008). Another study 
showed that some housing settlements have been established on water basin, such as Baq’a basin 
to the north of Amman, giving rise to serious environmental problems (Al-Bilbisi and Tateishi, 2003)” 
(Alsaaideh et al. 2011). The research also alludes to the problems with “informal houses,” which, 
may or may not include refugee camps since the article did not specify. These “informal houses” 
concentrate poor populations, are built without planning permits and “comprise more than half of 
the urban building stock” (Alsaaideh et al. 2011).
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B. Water demand and management in Jordan

After seeing how rapid urbanization was affecting Jordan’s land availability, understanding how 
population growth was affecting another valuable resource, water, was necessary in understanding 
the refugee situation. This led me to the Water Demand Management Policy that was a product of 
the Ministry of Water and Irrigation in 2008. The goal for this plan is to improve the water “collection, 
treatment, and discharge” in Jordan while also raising awareness in the general public about the 
value of water (Abdel Khaleq 2008). The document discusses all aspects of water from its multiple 
sources, which I will not go into for the purposes of brevity, but the main ideas that I gathered 
from this policy piece was that agriculture was taking up about 70% of the entire water supply and 
needs to be capped, groundwater extraction is unsustainable largely due to population growth and 
agriculture, and lastly there is a huge problem with water getting illegally taken from pipelines or 
“non revenue water” that never makes its way to its intended user (Abdel Khaleq 2008).

The entire document did not discuss how the influx of refugees would impact water usage besides 
including them into the general population growth. There was one sentence in the entire document 
that alluded to the movement of peoples, stating, “Any unexpected population growth due to 
regional instability, as was the case during the past decades, would increase water demand and 
impact the plans to reach a balanced demand and supply,” but does not go into further detail (Abdel 
Khaleq 2008).

 
C. Lack of integration of camps into local policies
 
Another problem that was made clear during my research was how refugee camps fit or struggle to 
fit into the larger picture of national growth policies and regional comprehensive plans. Al-Qutub 
wrote in 1989 about how there is a lack of research on how refugee communities are integrated into 
the policies of host communities. In his own words, “study of refugee communities has been focused 
on the physical, psychological, social, economic, and political adjustment and assimilation in the new 
environments, but little attention has been given by sociologists to the treatment of refugee camps 
as temporary urban communities searching for an identity and consideration in urban development 
policies” (Al-Qutub 1989). To address this gap, Al-Qutub identified the problems in policy formulation 
with respect to urban type refugee camps and its impact on the development of urban centers 
in the host communities. What Al-Qutub ultimately found was there was a disconnect between 
refugee camp development and the rest of the country’s growth. The land for camp sites, which are 
own by host states, are considered places for temporary settlements, and this creates the mentality 
that anything that gets built or happens in the camps will not create long-term effects. Alongside 
the mentality of the supposed transitory nature of refugee camps, there are no investments in 
development projects in these spaces. This leads to unplanned growth and a lack of attention from 
host communities, leaving the refugee camps and the organizations that help support them with 
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little means to cope. Al-Qutub ends his paper with a list of suggestions that address how urban policy 
can consider refugee camps in future and the two that are most relevant to my research question are 
(1) Long-term planning should be applied to camps, even when the are supposedly temporary. This 
includes a more robust development process even when there is political instability and “vagueness 
in future policies, for [the refugee camps’] mere existence” (Al-Qutub et al. 1989).

The final component of this research is takes a look at the growth happening specifically in Amman, 
Jordan’s capital city, because it contains the nation’s largest population and refugee population 
and is also experiencing rapid urbanization and sprawl. There have been multiple attempts in the 
past to control Amman as it continues to spread outward due to population growth. The latest 
attempt, called Amman 2025, is a comprehensive and strategic plan created to help Amman “absorb 
a projected four million new residents by 2025 while limiting the infrastructural costs attendant to 
sprawl (Greater Amman Municipality, 2008)” (Beauregard and Marpillero-Colomina 2010). Amman 
2025 aims to do this by highlighting the importance of infilling sparsely built areas, increasing 
density in developed areas, and controlling for sprawl by limiting perimeter expansion (Beauregard 
and Marpillero-Colomina 2010). Density targets were also set for various zones with the highest 
densities planned for the city’s center.

A particular part in Beauregard’s analysis of the Amman 2025 plan that stood out was when he was 
pointing out what the plan was lacking. He writes, “In addition, housing, a major component of any 
growth initiative, was not a major substantive focus and the planners could not easily address the 
refugee situation, a condition over which the municipality has almost no control” (Beauregard and 
Marpillero-Colomina 2010). Similar to the Water Demand Management document, this paper does 
not go into further detail as to why the comprehensive plan could not address the problem with 
refugees.

Based on these findings, it is clear that Jordan’s urban planning and water management policies 
skirt past the issue of incoming refugee populations and the camps that house them. Even if 
refugees are mentioned, it is never in depth and as far as my research has found, there are no direct 
policies addressing how to accommodate for refugees that is not outside the realms of general 
“population growth.” Al-Qutub’s analysis gets to the heart of the problem. Refugee camps struggle 
to get adequate provisions and institutional oversight because host communities do not integrate 
them into their national and regional plans. “The refugee camp cities are taken into consideration to 
the extent that they contribute within maximum benefit to the national objective, e.g. in supply of 
manpower, low-cost employment and minimum expense requirements in return,” Al-Qutub writes, 
and “camp cities encounter a wide range of problems due to the absence of basic requirements for 
policy formulation aimed at sound development” (Al-Qutub 1989).
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Methodology
The project was divided into six qualitative research steps, culminating in a recommendations 
document that will be sent to the architects at Ennead Lab. In short, the first step provided the 
background knowledge of the area of study: the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The next two 
steps are the bulk of my research project which includes reviewing six sections of the UNHCR’s 
Handbook for Emergencies and researching two case studies of refugee camps in Jordan. Reviewing 
the Handbook helped me to understand the main principles and lessons that guide refugee camp 
planning, and the two case studies allowed me to outline what was actually happening on the 
ground. During and after the process of researching the case studies, I began to write down themes 
that kept recurring throughout the variety of sources I used. These themes consisted of issues in 
camps and once key metrics were cross-referenced (such as population, size, growth pattern) with 
other sources, these were also recorded. Next, the issues for each camp were measured against the 
reviewed sections of the Handbook and as well as the long-term and comprehensive picture of the 
life cycle of a refugee camp, which will be explained further in a later section below. Whenever there 
was a gap between what was actually happening at a camp and the Handbook’s suggestions and/
or the long-term considerations of a camp, a recommendation was made in order to move the camp 
towards a more comprehensive framework. Finally, this list of recommendations was sent to Don 
Weinreich and Eliza Montgomery from the Ennead Lab. I am still waiting for comments and feedback 
from Don and Eliza. Now I will go into more detail about each of the six steps. 
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1) Literature Review

First, I conducted a literature review that provided the contextual support for the rest of the project. 
The purpose of this step is to ground myself in the existing policies with respect to urban planning, 
land use, and water management in Jordan. Although this step does not directly address the issue 
of refugee camps, it provides context for the rest of my research because my project is site-specific 
to one country. The idea here is that my product will be the most useful when it works within the 
strategies already being discussed and implemented, and should I choose to challenge those 
policies, understanding what is already in place will guide me in how to address that gap in a tactful 
manner. There are several comprehensive plans that I reviewed. They include the Kingdom of Jordan 
Master Plan Project, Amman 2025, and the National Water Demand Management Policy. I specifically 
wanted to see if these policies address the problem of refugees, if at all, and how they plan on 
accommodating for a population influx and greater demands for basic needs such as shelter, food, 
and water. 

2) UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies

The literature review is followed by the bulk of my project which was reviewing the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees’ Handbook for Emergencies. The Handbook is the principal field 
manual used around the world to guide the construction, development, and management of refugee 
camps. It outlines the UNHCR’s project mandate, outlines the planning and coordination response, 
discusses vital sectors of refugee emergencies, and provides support for field operations (Peter Grbac, 
Reimagining the refugee camp as a city).  Due to the comprehensive and length of the Handbook 
(over 500 pages long), I picked six sections of the Handbook that I thought were the most relevant to 
my research. The six sections I reviewed were Site-selection, planning and shelter; Community-based 
approach, Initial participatory assessment; Coordination and site-level organization, Commodity 
distribution; and Water. 

These six sections echoed the urban planning and design topics that I outlined earlier in the previous 
Context section. The Site-selection, planning, and shelter section addresses the micro-level layout 
and shelter topics. The Community-based approach and initial participatory assessment stemmed 
from wanting to understand more about the community engagement strategies in camps. The 
Coordination and site-level organization and Commodity distribution sections focused on the 
governance structure in camps, and lastly the Water section was picked because Jordan is the 
fourth-most water scarce country in the world and also because the section talks about a major 
infrastructure challenge in camps and especially for camps in arid regions. The summaries for each of 
the six sections reviewed can be found in Results section of the report. 
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3) Case studies

Zaatari and Azraq refugee camps were used as case studies to understand the planning of refugee 
camps on the ground. This step contrasted the ideal situations and responses highlighted by the 
Handbook and provided two concrete examples of how each camp was established within their 
unique set of resources and problems. There are many refugee camps in Jordan, but Zaatari and 
Azraq are the two most recent refugee camps built for Syrian refugees. The precise design of Azraq 
is in direct response to the haphazard settlement pattern of Zaatari. This well-known, but not well 
understood dichotomy between planned and unplanned camps makes for an interesting comparison 
study. These were also the two camps that my group and I studied during our study abroad trip, so it 
made the most sense to build on the work that our group has started instead of starting blank with 
two new refugee camps. In order to understand the planning and design decisions that went into 
Zaatari and Azraq, I reviewed UNHCR documents that are available on the http://data.unhcr.org/ 
website. Each camp has their own page that is a culmination of progress reports, meeting minutes, 
maps, data and statistics, and acts as the central platform for aid organizations to centralize their 
information and coordinate responses. I also read newspaper articles from various outlets such as 
the New York Times, Al Jazeera, and the Guardian, although this list is not comprehensive. The final 
step in this project will be to find primary sources who have first hand experience with either living in 
these camps or have worked in the camps. I reached out to a journalist who works in Amman and the 
two architects from Ennead Lab who have both been to Zaatari and Azraq camps. The purpose for 
conducting these interviews is to get a more holistic idea of the current conditions inside camps from 
the perspective of those who are most affected: the refugees and aid workers. Reviewing meeting 
minutes and assessment reports can only provide so much detail about camp conditions, so getting 
at least several witnesses to contribute will not only provide a different angle on apparent problems, 
it will also give my project its humanity. 

4) Identifying patterns

The fourth step in my methodology was identifying and picking out the most common patterns and 
issues that was coming from researching the case studies. An issue was identified as a common issue 
when it came up multiple times through different primary and secondary sources. Whenever an issue 
was mentioned in one source, I would cross reference that will a second source and third source. I 
also limited my issues to those that pertained most to the urban design and planning topics that 
were mentioned in an earlier section because my recommendations will be focused around those 
topics as well. 

18



5) Propose Recommendations

The final step before sending the project document to the folks over at Ennead Lab is proposing 
recommendations for Zaatari and Azraq refugee camps as well as the UNHCR Handbook for 
Emergencies. These recommendations target the current key issues that were identified in the 
previous step and also emphasize solutions that can carry the camp through to a more stable 
condition. These recommendations are proposed with the ideal framework of a camp in mind, which 
in short, thinks about the camp as a space that moves through phases of contingency, emergency, 
transition, sustainable, and finally integration. This framework was borrowed from the Ennead Lab’s 
Rethinking Refugee Communities project. The sustainable and integration phases of a camp is an 
important phase to keep in mind because it underlines the importance of thinking holistically about 
a camp even when it is first being constructed. Ultimately, camps will no longer exist for one reason 
or another (refugees voluntarily repatriated to their home country or have integrated into local 
communities) and camp managers, aid organizations, and local governments can benefit from having 
a plan for how to repurpose the camp for surrounding communities.

6) Send final product to Ennead Lab

Once the literature review, analysis of the Handbook, case studies research, problem identification, 
and recommendations are completed, the last step is to send my recommendations to the Ennead 
Lab for comment and review. I am unsure to what extent my recommendations will be considered 
and scrutinized, but project leads of the Rethinking Refugee Communities Don Weinreich and Eliza 
Montgomery have agreed to receive my final product. 
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Literature review
A. Historical context

The current model of the refugee camp dates back to post-World War II Europe.
In response to the 30 million people who were uprooted from their homes and outside of
their home country after the war, governments needed a quick and comprehensive
strategy to provide refugees with assistance. Since the problem of refugee management
had not yet become a problem for the international humanitarian aid community, what
came about from this need was a “standardized, generalizable technology of power in
the management of mass displacement” that placed management into the hands of the
military (Malkki 1995). Unfortunately, the arrival of such “generalizable” techniques of
control did not come about from thoughtful planning or consideration, but rather from the need to 
improvise quickly in response to “the unprecedented scale of displacement”(Malkki 1995). In terms 
of physical layout of the camps, the military had a large influence on how camps still appear today. 
Refugee camps were modeled after military barracks and concentration camps, which were designed 
to control large groups of people efficiently, whether it was for increasing accessibility of camp 
inhabitants to research and documentation or it was to efficiently quarantine people from diseases. 
Although this system for housing refugee was met with criticism, the military-style camps endured 
and enforced the practice of using monotonous spaces as a form of control (Malkki 1995).

B. Camp design

Turning our attention now to the design aspect of refugee camps, one particular author I found, Jim 
Kennedy, was prolific in his works relating to camp design. Jim Kennedy was a key author in that he 
challenged camp design from a policy and urban planning side. He accused the UNHCR Handbook 
for Emergencies was a one size fits all and then goes to show that these camps are living and growing 
entities where growth must be anticipated and planned for. In most camps, there are stark differences 
between the public and private spaces and only offer space that come in two sizes: a single family 
plot/shelter and much larger non-residential buildings (Kennedy 2005). Kennedy argues that because 
of the binaries that exist in the landscape of the camps, refugees are often uncomfortable and 
expressed feelings of hierarchy. Kennedy was adamant in showing how the built environment can 
have huge effects on the way refugees were treated and their overall impressions of the camp.
        
Carl Johansson, author of “Urban Development Catalyst: A top-down frame for bottom-up initiative,” 
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approaches this problem from an architectural point of view. He also recognizes the importance 
of having diverse and flexible spaces within refugee camps and wanted to see how the spatial 
varieties that most camps lack can help improve social interaction and isolation in camps. His thesis 
is heavily design oriented, emphasizing the need for “diverse spatial hierarchy,” “porosity” instead of 
a grid pattern design, and integration instead of fragmentation in how the homes can be arranged 
(Johansson 2011). Both Kennedy and Johansson are, understandably, looking at this issue from the 
built environment perspective whereas Al-Nammari provides some reason why a strictly design-
oriented solution might not work if the right social and political structures are already in place.

C. Participation in camps

When aid organizations and host governments are tasked with planning and building a new refugee 
camp, I have found in the literature that it is difficult to incorporate participatory planning with 
refugees at the start (Al-Nammari 2013)(Hyndman 1997). Consequently, there has been more work 
done retrospectively within existing camps to try out different participatory methods of engaging 
refugees. In his paper “Capacity building lessons from a decade of transitional settlement and 
shelter,” Leon provides a four-part framework that he encourages organizations to use as part of their 
planning process. It entails:
 
(1) safety, security, and livelihoods
(2) “Transition to what?” -- how to connect post-disaster programs to permanent communities and 
housing
(3) fairness and equity
(4) Connecting relief and development, looks at root causes of vulnerability (Leon et. al 2009)
 
While each component of the framework relates to my research, I want to focus specifically on the 
third point about fairness and equity because Leon ties it back to engaging all members within 
camps. He says, “Fair and equitable consultation with beneficiaries is an important component of 
such capacity,” meaning that it is important to engage both “indigenous and scientific knowledge 
bases” when it comes to strategic planning (Leon et. al 2009). In other words, refugees should be an 
integral part in the growth of camps and “capacity should be built and made available to actively 
seek out the views of all groups within each community to ensure an adequately fair and equitable 
consultation process” (Leon et. al 2009).

Leon’s advice came from a decade of working with transitional settlement, and although the advice 
has in it the best interest for the community, Al-Nammari demonstrated in her paper “Participatory 
urban upgrading and power: Lessons learnt from a pilot project in Jordan” how difficult it actually was 
in her case to implement successful community-building practices into a camp. Although she draws 
the same conclusion as Leon, saying “Thus, sustainable development cannot be achieved unless the 
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process included mechanisms that encourage local ownership, empowerment, and social equity. 
Transparent and inclusive democratic processes have come to be essential for any development 
project,” (Al-Nammari 2013) she talks about the challenges in implementing democratic strategies to 
a group that has never been exposed to something similar to that scale. There are a lot of local forces 
and hierarchies in place that hinder a truly democratic process, such as the local elites who acted as 
“gatekeepers to the community” and opposed participatory techniques that her group was trying to 
implement (Al-Nammari 2013).

D. Camps as cities

Refugee camps have been described as cities due to their similarities in complexity. Camps often 
have high populations and high population density, coupled with often sophisticated governance 
structures, economic activity and legal systems. Peter Grbac takes a theoretical approach to analyzing 
the relationship between camp and city and asks, “How does the reimagining of the refugee camp as 
an urban space contribute to a new and better understanding of the built environment of the camp 
and the practices this environment engenders?” (Grbac 2013). In his thesis, Grbac mainly uses Henri 
Lefebvre’s “right to the city” concept to argue that by reconceptualizing refugee camps as an urban 
space, we can reimagine it as a place where certain rights and freedoms are actualized and regained. 

This argument comes from assuming that refugee camps place certain restrictions on refugees, 
which Grbac explains. Camps can be considered as “space of paradox” because it places the refugee 
in a space that neither belongs nor is wanted by their host nation state. This suppresses the refugees’ 
ability to make a change in their environment, and ultimately this suppresses their ability to change 
the injustices and inequalities acting against them. By reimagining the refugee camp as an urban 
space, it “enables the refugees themselves to claim ownership over their own geographic and social 
spaces” (Grbac 2013). Furthermore, “this reimagining gives rise to a rights-based discourse defined 
not by an institutional authority or power but rather ‘redefined through political action and social 
relations’ (Gilbert 2008:259)” (Grbac 2013). This way of thinking will encourage and empower refugees 
as owners of their space who are capable of making changes to their own lives. Grbac concludes that 
when refugees can make changes to their space, they can make changes to their lives
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UNHCR Handbook for  Emergencies
The UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies (referred to as Handbook for short) is the principle field 
manual used around the world by humanitarian workers to guide the construction and development 
of refugee camps. The purpose for reading the Handbook was to give myself and understanding 
of the best practices that are suggested during a refugee emergency. The Handbook outlines 
the UNHCR protection mandate, describes the planning and coordination during an emergency 
response, discusses vital sectors of refugee emergencies (ie. food, water, health, sanitation), and 
provides support for field operations. Due to its comprehensiveness, the Handbook covers too many 
sections to all be reviewed for the timeline and purpose of this senior project. I picked six sections 
within the vital sectors of refugee emergencies that I thought were most relevant to my topic of 
interest.

The six sections I reviewed were Site-selection, planning and shelter; Community-based approach, 
Initial participatory assessment; Coordination and site-level organization, Commodity distribution; 
and Water. To reiterate, these sections echoed the urban planning and design topics that I outlined 
earlier in the previous Context section. The Site-selection, planning, and shelter section addresses 
the micro-level layout and shelter topics. The Community-based approach and initial participatory 
assessment stemmed from wanting to understand more about the community engagement 
strategies in camps. The Coordination and site-level organization and Commodity distribution 
sections focused on the governance structure in camps, and lastly the Water section was picked 
because Jordan is the fourth-most water scarce country in the world and also because the section 
talks about a major infrastructure challenge in camps and especially for camps in arid regions. 
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Site-selection, planning and shelter

Housing is a basic human right, and the purpose of this section was to outline what measures 
need to be taken in order to plan and maintain an environment that can house and support large 
populations. The four main themes that ran through this section were building a camp that is 
environmentally appropriate for that area, layout is key and can have rippling effects in health and 
overall well-being, shelter type is an important determinant of general living conditions, and lastly 
involving refugees in every step in the planning process is an effective method for developing 
relationships and understanding between groups. 

Building a camp that is environmentally appropriate means assessing the factors that contribute 
to establishing a settlement. Some of these factors include locating the available water supply, 
plot size and location, topographic elements and how they impacts drainage and soil conditions, 
and dominating climatic conditions that could impact health and material availability. It is highly 
suggested that camps should be located near a water supply so that drilling or trucking is minimized 
since those techniques are not feasible for sustaining over a long period of time. The Handbook also 
gives recommended minimum area requirements for refugee sites but cautions that these numbers 
are only a rule of thumb and should be applied with flexibility. It is recommended that each person 
should have 45 square meters and no less than 30 square meters. Also, the Handbook strongly 
suggests not building camps greater than 20,000 people. Topography for the campsite is important 
because it controls how water moves throughout the environment as well as how the site holds up 
in extreme weather conditions. The Handbook suggests that soil type should be considered when 
building effective wastewater infrastructure, which can mitigate future health problems, and also 
suggest picking a site that is conducive to agriculture. Climate conditions can also influence the well-
being of refugees because extreme weather can impact shelter, food production, and general site 
stability.

The importance of camp layout was the second major theme running through this first section. It 
is recommended that settlements should have flexible spaces that can be utilized in the case for 
expansions to accommodate population increase. According to the Handbook, populations in camps 
could grow as fast as 3 to 4% per year due to natural increases and new arrivals. Planning for this 
kind of growth can be included in a master plan or an overall site plan, which is another tool that 
is suggested. In addition to understanding the surrounding physical features and planned features 
of the camp, the master plan “should take into account the social organization of the refugees and 
principles of module planning.” Layout is also explained on a finer scale with respect to house shelter 
should be organized. Shelters are usually clustered into larger groups, and it is recommended that 
shelter layout should not be closed in form. This means shelter clusters should stay away from a 
closed square arrangement and organize in an “H” shape instead to allow for movement in and out 
of the site. The Handbook states, “every effort should be made to avoid a rigid grid design which 
does not account for community layout and interaction and presents difficulties in identifying 
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UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies, 2007
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community-based locations for services…” (Handbook for Emergencies 2007). Similarly, “grid 
design does not promote ownership of services, which is crucial for proper usage, cleaning, and 
maintenance”  of communal infrastructure.

The Handbook emphasizes the importance of planning modularly, which means thinking about the 
camp as levels of community organization. Starting from the very smallest scale of the individual 
and moving up to larger groups, the Handbook suggests planning a camp space around the family 
module (6-10 persons) and then building up into larger and larger communities. A community, 
according to the UNHCR, consists of 80-100 persons, a sector means 5,000 persons, and a site 
contains 20,000 persons. Below is a chart of the standards for services and infrastructure preferred for 
every level of population group when preparing a camp.

UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies, 2007
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The importance of shelter permeates this section because of how empowering or destructive it can 
be. Depending on the environment and climate, shelters must be suitable for the changes in seasons. 
The Handbook recommends not using prefabricated units whenever possible because it has not 
proved effective (on cost or cultural grounds), and instead encourages for refugees to build their own 
shelters using local materials whenever possible. 

The final major theme that this section highlights is involving refugees in the design and planning 
process whenever it allows. The Handbook suggests planners to use bottom-up planning which 
encourages communication between refugee communities and aid workers. Maintaining a regular 
dialogue with refugees means that planners will have a better understanding of social organizations, 
cultural preferences, and family structure -  all factors that influence camp layout. 

Community-based approach

This section emphasized the need to keep refugees engaged in every part of the camp development 
process from designing, implementing, to evaluation. Aid workers need to treat refugees as equal 
partners in the camp and always make a conscious effort to include minority groups, such as 
women, children, people with disabilities, in their discussions. The Handbook warns not to aggregate 
refugees into one homogenous group and encourages the thinking that there are still majority and 
minority relationships within every population. This thinking opens pathways for understanding 
between groups and ensures that there is “fair, full, and equal representation and participation” 
in the community. A method of gaining community support was through maintaining a regular 
dialogue with different groups. Camp planners are encouraged to identify key and relevant actors 
in a community such as religious leaders, traditional leaders, and local authorities before engaging 
in dialogue. It is encouraged that all official discussions regarding camp practices and evaluation 
include at least 50% women, both on the refugee side and on the aid worker side.

Initial participatory assessment

I wanted to review this section because it describes another form of community involvement in 
camps that I thought was relevant in understanding the development process. The purpose of this 
section is to ensure that emergency assistance “be based on a sound, thorough initial participatory 
assessment of the refugees’ most immediate protection problems and needs and the available 
resources to meet those needs” (Handbook for Emergencies 2007). The assessment provides the 
UNHCR and other aid organization a clearer image of what needs to be done and also acts as the 
reference document for decisions that will affect the future of the settlement. The Handbook outlines 
a checklist for how to organize and plan the assessment. In general, the assessment should be a 
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collaborative inter-agency initiative to identify the most immediate problems, be carried out quickly, 
identify locally available resources, and provide a full picture of the scope of the situation. It was 
also emphasized that a rapid environmental assessment should be carried out as a part of the initial 
participatory assessment. The section ends by providing questions related to understanding the 
refugee population and their immediate needs, characteristics of the location, and general resources 
for the area for aid workers to consider. This section highlights the importance to getting refugee 
support as well as establishing a strong structure for administrative organization from the very 
beginnings of assessing the emergency situation. 
 

Coordination and site-level organization

The way a camp gets managed if often one of the key factors in making sure a space is operating 
effectively and humanely. This section identifies techniques for organizations working at camps 
to collaborate as well as methods for how to involve and represent the refugee community. The 
chief approach to camp coordination is to use clusters to make decisions. Essentially, clusters are 
partnerships between agencies present at the camp that focus on a particular specialty and help 
build a stronger and more predictable response system. For example, UNICEF leads all the nutrition 
efforts in camps and the World Health Organization (WHO) leads the health initiatives. The cluster 
leads would then work with partnering organizations under their umbrella to development projects, 
programs, and come up with mechanisms for implementation and assessment. 

The next major portion of this section outlines how to engage the refugee population. The Handbook 
discusses three levels of refugee involvement and what is required in order for camp administration 
to use that involvement level. The first and most involved level asks refugees to participate in the 
overall planning and organization of the camp, which for example includes determining what is the 
best solution to a problem given the cultural context and resources available. This could potentially 
be a difficult level to reach, particularly at the start of a settlement, because it requires that refugees 
have a strong social organization within their own community that is representative of all groups. 
The social structure within a community is important to rebuild because it can support future 
processes in the camp as well as provides refugees with a sense of cultural stability. Without that 
strong social organization, however, camp administration will be cautious in fulling engaging refugee 
representatives at this level.  

The second level of refugee involvement is “the practical engagement of refugees’ skills and resources 
wherever possible in the implementation of the operation” (Handbook for Emergencies 2007). For 
example, if refugees have experience as nurses or teachers, they can be involved in the health or 
educational aspects of the camp. If they don’t have the needed technical expertise, camp managers 
have to bring in outside assistance to train refugees to be qualified over time. Traditional skills such as 
well-digging should also be harnessed. The UNHCR notes that careful attention to gender roles and 
making sure that the women in camps are also being involved in a meaningful way is important for 
making sure all populations are getting a chance to reduce their dependence on outside groups. 

28



The third is least involved level of refugee engagement is community information to groups 
about the latest situations in the camp. This kind of engagement usually has to do with circulating 
information about maintaining sanitary communal areas and teaching families about preparing 
unfamiliar foods. Providing information increases awareness in refugee communities and helps 
refugees make their own decisions. It is recommended that vital information be given by refugees 
themselves to their own groups with outside help when needed. This creates a layer of trust between 
the messenger and receiver that might otherwise be scrutinized if the information was given by 
an aid worker. This level of involvement is significantly less robust than the first and second level. 
Refugees are not included in the decision making process and are only offered the information that 
has resulted from the process. However, it is still important to recognize the potential differences in 
engagement levels when there is a task that must get done.

Commodity distribution

Aside from shelter, commodities such as food, water, and other essential supplies can determine 
the well being of a settlement. This purpose of this section was to provide best practices when it 
comes to distributing essential items and also discusses different systems for commodity distribution 
depending on the amount of responsibilities refugees are given and if there are resources set up to 
help run the system. This section starts off by stating the most common problem that settlements 
have faced with commodity distribution: having a fair and organized distribution of relief items. The 
confusion that sometimes arises out of this process might be exploited which further exacerbates 
the fair and organized issue. This section was written to address these problems so that an adequate 
commodity distribution would “provide life-sustaining commodities in a fair and organized system 
- according to the specific needs culture, and within the environmental and geographic context” 
(Handbook for Emergencies 2007). There are six principles of response, which I will outline here. 
First, understand the social structure of refugees and plan a distribution system that is based off that 
structure. Second, target families for your distribution system but it’s advised not to assume family 
size or structure. Third, refugee women should be included in the design of the distribution system to 
ensure that no group has full control over others. Fourth, communicate to refugee populations when 
and which materials are distributed. Fifth, make sure that target groups are monitored and that the 
population benefits fairly from the distribution. Sixth, avoid irregularities in the distribution system 
and aim for a regular and predictable cycle. 

The six guidelines are then applied to the three broad categories of distribution systems, which 
can be classified by who receives the commodities. In order to determine what kind of commodity 
distribution to use, aid workers have to consider two basic issues: how much responsibility refugees 
should be given and if there are resources available to help run that particular distribution system. A 
distribution system can be based on group leadership, groups of heads of families, or the individual 
heads of families. The level of self-regulation required for fair distribution system decreases and the 
amount of resources needed increases as you move from group leadership to individual heads of 
families. 
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Water

Water is one of the most important determinants for where a settlement should be located, 
according to the UNHCR. If the availability and/or quality of the water is unpredictable, major 
health hazards can occur. This section of the Handbook goes into detail about the steps water must 
go through in a refugee setting from assessing and acquiring through to distributing. Due to my 
unfamiliarity with the technicalities with the infrastructure aspect, I will be reviewing the subsection 
that is more related to layout and not the subsections about accessing, pumping, and treating water. 

The objective for camp managers when dealing with water is to “provide a sufficient amount of 
clean drinking water for the persons of concern and to meet their household and other communal 
needs in such a way that facilitates easy and safe access and is reliable, efficient, cost-effective and 
environmentally benign” (Handbook for Emergencies 2007). I will outline the main principles of 
response in this section and move to describe how water is distributed. The principles of response 
focus on the environmental, communal, and quality of the water. Environmentally, the Handbook 
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emphasizes the potential impacts of accessing water from vulnerable communities and lands. On 
a communal level, refugees should be involved in the development and operation of the water 
supply and a reserve water supply should be available to meet the needs of new arrivals. Water 
quality is to be respected at all times, but the Handbook recommends that giving priority to quantity 
over quality will be more important. Also, camps should avoid the need for treating water unless 
absolutely necessary but should always disinfect water especially in highly concentrated camps.

Water distribution is closely tied to overall camp layout. Distribution sites dictate how far people 
must travel for their water. If the site is too far for refugees, then there are consequences. The 
Handbook reflects, “Experience has shown that where people have to fetch water from considerable 
distances, they tend either not to fetch enough to limit water-washed diseases or to collect water 
from closer but contaminated sources” (Handbook for Emergencies 2007). In this sense, water 
distribution becomes an essential aspect in camp layout and design. More specifically, well-planned 
distribution systems can, according to UNHCR, can help reduce potential sexual and gender-based 
violence because it is often the women’s and children’s job to fetch water. As a general rule of thumb, 
no shelter should be more than 200 meters or a few minutes’ walk away from a water distribution 
point. Additionally, there should be at least one tap per 80-100 refugees and no more than 200 
refugees per hand pump. 

The UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies does a very good job in covering the bases when it comes 
to handling an emergency situation. Due to its comprehensiveness and the timeline for my senior 
project, I chose to review six sections in the Handbook that I thought were most relevant to my 
interests. The running themes that are always present, at least in the sections I read, were that layout 
plays a key role in refugee safety and livelihoods and that it is crucial to involve refugees in every 
aspect of camp coordination. The Handbook is intentional and conscious about the potentially 
different levels or organization that can occur in camps and draws from experience of past 
settlements. However, the Handbook is lacking in area specificity. In trying to bring together all the 
lessons learned from the past, the book sacrifices detail in exchange for universality. Designed as the 
go-to manual for all types of settlements around the world, the Handbook skirts over the differences 
in climate, culture, and environment. Most recommendations that are made in the Handbook 
emphasize that decisions must be made in context, but moves no further to explain how differing 
situations (ie. cold vs. warm climates) could affect certain choices and outcomes. 
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Case studies

Came framework

Before exploring the different designs and growth patterns of the two case studies, there needed to 
be a way to understand the camps in a uniform way. With information being gathered from multiple 
source at different points in time, using a framework was useful in truncating information into 
tangible categories. The Ennead Lab Rethinking Refugee Communities project used the framework 
below for their project as a ways to make sure their toolkit encompasses all the important phases of 
a refugee camp. I borrowed this framework from Ennead Lab because I thought the framework fully 
encompassed the long-term and comprehensive thinking that my project was focusing on. 

This framework has five sections: Contingency, Emergency, Transition, Sustainably, and Integration. 
According to the Ennead Lab, the contingency phase is when camp planners, designers, and aid 
workers are trying to understand the context in which they are building. This includes site selection, 
conducting regional cultural research, also understanding the more local cultural aspects, and finally 
exploring ways to plan for the growth of the camp. Planning for growth is one of the tasks that runs 
throughout the framework. Next is the Emergency phase which includes deciding which layout is 
the most suitable for the topography of the camp. This phase also include defining the potential 
programs and infrastructure that can be shared between host and refugee communities. In other 
words, the Emergency phase determines the “absorption capacity” that a camp and community can 
handle. The third and fourth phases in this framework, Transition and Sustainable, continue the work 
that is being done in the first two phases including defining the absorption capacity and planning 
for growth, but it also adds two new projects. The Transition and Sustainable phases measure and 
verifies the impact on the host region’s economy and environment as well as identifies new programs 
and facilities that can be implemented to benefit both host and refugee communities. The final phase 
of the framework is Integration, which explores ways that a camp can be adapted and reused by 
host populations in the case that refugee population leaves. This phase looks at how the facilities, 
infrastructures, and programs and be repurposed so that it benefits others communities.

This framework was used as a guiding tool to understand the information I was gathering about the 
refugee camps I studied. This is an ideal depiction of how the processes during the existence of a 
refugee camps unfold, however, I quickly found that these steps were not the ones that are being 
applied on the ground. I also found that it was difficult to assess concretely what phases the camps 
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I studied were falling under because the camps have not completed their life cycle yet. Zaatari and 
Azraq refugee camps are two camps that are still being utilized by refugees and much of their future 
waits to be determined. Next, we will unwrapped the two case studies and explore how they have 
developed and changed over time thus far. 

http://www.enneadlab.org/portfolio_page/refu-
gee/ 
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Zaatar i
Zaatari refugee camp is located just a few miles south of the Syrian border. The camp was built in 
2012 under high stakes. Camp planners and managers only had 2 weeks to come up with a plan for 
accommodate for 120,000 crossing the Syrian-Jordanian border as a result of the Syrian Civil War. 
After some negotiations, the Jordanian government provided land from an old military base totalling 
an area of 5.3 square kilometers. Zaatari camp was housing 120,000 refugees at the height of its 
operation, a density that is 13 times more dense than the city of Seattle. Many refugees, a little over 
400,000, have lived and left Zaatari, either to relocate to an urban area or to go back to Syria. By the 
most current numbers, the camp is housing around 82,000 refugees.  

These four aerial photos of Zaatari cover a seven-month period, including images of the camp during 
September 2012 (2,400 shelters), November 2012 (5,163 shelters), January 2013 (11,966 shelters), and 
April 2013 (25,378 shelters). Throughout the seven months, it is clear that growth happened rapidly, 
starting from the northwestern side of the camp. The settlements then spread south, eastward, 
and finally filling in the center north section of the camp. Looking closely at the shelter alignment, 
the first photo from September 2012 shows shelters in relatively neat lines. Two months later in 
November, the same western section became denser with more shelters filling in spots that used to 
be empty. Just to the east of the main dividing street, shelters also start to appear and continue to 
increase in density. The southern portion of the camp starts to get mapped out and by January 2013, 
the layout has a definite pattern with shelters grouped into smaller clumps. This structure to the 
shelters eventually had to be sacrificed, as shown by the April 2013 photo, as more families moved 
into Zaatari and dramatically reduced the available open space. Two additional roads were also built 
during this time, creating a main crossroads at the center of camp. From this aerial perspective, the 
pattern of order then disorder followed the camp with every new section of settlement and growth. 

Fig. 1 Zaatari growth over time (Addario 2013)
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Fig. 2 Shelter Allocation per Household in Zaatari 
(ReliefWeb 2014) 

Fig. 3 Household Density in Zaatari (ReliefWeb 
2013)



Adding a little more depth to the spatial distribution of Zaatari camp, housing type and housing 
density were also analyzed. Looking at the these two factors add to a telling story of how the camp 
is organized in terms of spatial concentration of shelters and people. A report by the Affordable 
Housing Institute talks about how shelter types can be associated with status and security for 
refugees. Tents are made from canvas and are cheaper and easier to acquire, which means new 
families just moving into Zaatari first get handed a tent. After a certain amount of time, sometimes 
for many months, UNHCR gets enough prefabricated caravans (each costs about $3125) to give out 
to families. These caravans are a much more durable type of shelter, they are less prone to the windy 
desert conditions and pests, and provide more security for families because caravans have doors and 
locks.

The shelter allocation per household map for February/March 2014 divides shelter types into caravan 
and tent (yellow), caravan (green), and tent (blue). This maps shows most households own caravans, 
tents are mainly concentrated in the eastern and northern parts of the camp (which makes sense 
since these areas were the last to be developed), and households with both a caravan and tent are 
scattered somewhat evenly throughout the camp. It makes sense that the northwestern-most part 
of the camp also has the highest concentration of caravans because refugees who live in this section 
have most likely been there the longest and therefore have had more time to acquire better means of 
shelter. The density map, although portraying information about a year before the shelter allocation 
map, shows a very similar story in concentration. High density areas seem to match up closely with 
areas with caravans and the oldest part of the camp, while lower density areas match up with zones 
holding more tents and newer families. 

The Affordable Housing Institute published a report in early 2014 describing life in Zaatari refugee 
camp. The report, written and researched by a Harvard Graduate School of Design student, wants 
to encourage policy makers and humanitarian aid agencies to “see themselves as urban-planners-
on-fast-forward, to reshape the agenda from immediate relief to accelerated renewal, and to create 
conditions where the new settlement that arises is acknowledged as an urban condition that can 
benefit from investment as well as charity.” (Ledwith 2014). The report is comprehensive, covering 
topics such as Zaatari’s history, legal system, criminal activity, and health. The sections that were 
particularly interesting with respect to this paper fell mostly under “planning and development”, 
“built environment”, “social infrastructure” and “lessons learned and future plans.” There were many 
interesting examples of how refugees took charge of their own environments in response to the 
conditions presented to them at the refugee camp, and I will attempt to describe them here. 
 
Since housing is such a central component to refugee camps, overall safety, and refugee livelihoods, 
many of the examples of changes to the built environment in relation to community involvement 
surrounded the topic of shelter. When the camp first opened, residents were angry and hostile 
towards the “authoritarian nature of the camp” (Ledwith 2014). Housing was placed in rows (this is 
also demonstrated in the aerial photos shown above) for easy access, fire prevention, and sanitation 
measures. However, these rows became the subject of complaints mainly on how there was an 
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“internment-like feel of the settlement” and in response, refugees look the layout of the camp into 
their own hands. After refugees received caravans from UNHCR, the row shapes that were established 
earlier were reorganized into U-shaped arrangements that included a courtyard in the middle, 
resulting in a “maze-like settlement” around the camp. Families and members of the same village in 
Syria often arranged themselves near each other. Aside from making adjustments with other shelters, 
“residents regularly [undertook] construction and improvement projects on their shelters” (Ledwith 
2014). One amusing anecdote from an interview with design Eliza Montgomery from Ennead 
Architects LLP was how refugees established their own way of making concrete since the Jordanian 
government does not allow concrete in camps for fear of permanence. This was another example of 
refugees identifying a built environment need that has not been met by the camp and in response 
came up with an alternative solution (Montgomery 2015). During a separate interview with freelance 
report Alisa Reznick, she emphasized how established everything felt at and how “Zaatari has really 
settled into its own.” Reznick also emphasized the livelihood of the camp and how she has seen 
changes happen in an organic way (Reznick 2015).
 
The inner workings of Zaatari are largely determined by the social structures established before and 
after settlement. Alongside the formal governance that UNHCR sets up, there are seven major tribal 
leaders within the camp that work in tandem with aid workers to make decisions. Of those decisions, 
tribal leaders get the first say in who acquires caravans and when they get acquired. In other words, 
there is a problem with corruption in housing distribution in Zaatari because it is all determined by 
what relationship refugees have with their tribal leaders.

Beyond the privacy of the family caravan and tent, there are also many shared and communal spaces 
in Zaatari. The most well-known of these public spaces is Zaatari’s commercial strip, located on the 
main drag on the west side of the camp. Down the length of this long street, affectionately named 
“Champs Elysees” after Paris’ most high-end street, refugees have created retail spaces for themselves 
in order to sell and exchange goods and services. According to the AHI report, many refugees 
have re- established their businesses that they once had in Syria, and at the time this report was 
published, there were over 2,500 shops contributing largely to the 11,300,000 US dollars that are part 
of the monthly economic turnover within the camp. As the camp grew, other types of communal 
infrastructure, such as community centers and lighting, have also emerged to meet the needs of 
refugees. Community centers reportedly have experienced various levels of a re-appropriation of 
goods, so to speak. Water tanks, toilets, fencing, and building materials have been taken by refugees 
from these shared places in order to improve privately owned spaces. Lighting, a rare commodity, has 
only been significantly established in the oldest western sections of the camp. The farther the move 
away from the west side, the less you can see, which has been an issue in maintaining low crime rates 
and security throughout the camp.  
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Key issues

Some key issues have already been alluded to in the previous section, but for organizational 
purposes, issues in Zaatari will also be summarize here. Zaatari’s issues arise mainly because of 
infrastructure, resource, and community problems. Infrastructure problems were mainly because 
of the poor water infrastructure in Zaatari. Wastewater did not have a place to go which resulted 
in pools of unsanitary waste that were exposed to refugees. The camp also experienced drainage 
problems because of the flat terrain and lack of planning for how stormwater would be dealt with 
in the winter when it would rain and snow. The lack of water infrastructure contributed to a highly 
unsanitary camp. Lighting was another infrastructure problem because refugee were rerouting the 
electricity to power their own homes and equipment instead of the electricity to reach other areas 
of the camp. The finite resources that made life bearable in the camp became a point of contention 
as refugee with the ability to change their environment led to an unequal distribution of resources. 
This inequality was exacerbated by the informal power structures that were determining resource 
distribution patterns. Community leaders emerged in Zaatari based on traditional power structures 
that guided communal life for refugees in Syria. The problem arose because community leaders 
favored distributing food and non-food items to families that they knew and to families that could 
pay their way to receiving more resources. The corruption that tied together community leaders 
and resources created large inequalities within the camp. Lastly, security has always been an issue 
at Zaatari with countless refugees trying to illegally leave the camp. In order to get official approval 
to leave the camp, a refugee needed a Jordanian to agree to sponsor them and fill out the necessary 
paperwork before a refugee is allowed to leave. Many refugees in Zaatari were faking paperwork and 
escaped past camp borders. Security was also a huge issue within the camp because of theft and 
harsher crimes related to sexual and gender based violence against women and young girls. 

Governance Plan and Master Plan

So far we have discussed how Zaatari has changed up to the present, but there is even more to be 
said about changes that are currently waiting to happen.in response to the issues in Zaatari, some of 
them outlined above, the Zaatari Governance Plan of 2013 was created to include three main ways 
in which the camp was to change in the future. The first objective is to restructure the camp into 12 
neighborhoods. The fuel behind this plan was to decongest the dense western areas of the camp as 
well as decentralize camp administration and necessary services and resources so that each of the 
12 neighborhoods would have their own base. The second challenge is to enhance security capacity 
and outreach. This mainly consists of working with Jordanian police and community members to 
collaborate and strengthen perimeter control and patrol. Third, the governance plan aims to engage 
with the community by regularly checking in with recently relocated families and encouraging 
new community leadership through participation in camp governance processes. The Affordable 
Housing Institute report, which is slightly more recent than the governance plan, also mentions 
that Zaatari continues to “[progress] further toward becoming a permanent city”. There are plans to 
install a proper electrical grid, formal water and sewage systems, paved streets, and green spaces. 
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A Netherlands-based Association of Municipalities is actually working on a master plan for Zaatari’s 
“next phase.” 

Looking back at Kilian Kleinschmidt’s statement about Zaatari being “the most fascinating project on 
earth when it comes to the development of camps” (Kimmelman 2015), there are many examples that 
certainly support this claim. Having reviewed the materials above, it was clear that the fast growth of 
the camp has led to ad hoc decisions being made from the camp management level as well as from 
the refugees themselves. Many of these decisions had to do with shelter allocation and type, which 
played a large role in maintaining safety and cohesion in refugee communities, and it also provided 
refugees with a sense of ownership over their lives. This type of empowerment was also seen in 
shared spaces when refugees established their own thriving economy, for example, full of goods and 
services that you would find in any other community in Jordan. Lastly, these findings have pointed to 
a clear goal towards making Zaatari at least a semi-permanent settlement.

The initial layout and “internment-like feel” of Zaatari was influenced by the amount of time camp 
planners had to design and implement a plan. The straight lines echoed Malkki when she described 
the military style of early refugee camps coming out of WWII. As Zaatari has strongly demonstrated, 
this type of design does not work because it does not cater to existing family and community 
structures and the needs to live a dignified life. In response to the lack of humane design, refugees 
have made changes on their own to the built environment. In turn, formal camp management 
and plans follow which is now leading to strong prospects for establishing Zaatari as a permanent 
settlement. Al-Nammari stressed the difficulties in getting refugees involved, especially when there 
are community leaders that have shifting motives and when the culture has rarely experienced 
efforts for involvement and outreach. This was also shown in the case of Zaatari in the form of the 
seven tribal leaders that control shelter allocation. Although refugee participation has struggled 
to get a strong foothold when it is implemented through a third party or from formal camp 
management, there are many strong examples showing individual attempts of refugees participating 
in their new environments, taking charge of their own livelihoods, and creating a sense of stability 
in an unstable situation. By studying cases like Zaatari, we can get a better idea of how refugee 
initiatives and changes to the built environment go hand-in-hand. Hopefully, we can take these 
lessons to better design camps in the future, perhaps ones that allows for greater flexibility in shelter 
location, opportunities to make a living, and equal access to the same essential resources. 

http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/sys-
tem/files/resource-documents/jor_zaatri_
general_07apr2013_a0_acted_landscape.pdf 
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Azraq
Azraq refugee camp was built in response to the myriad of problems faced in Zaatari camp as well 
as in response to the Jordanian government struggling to house the thousands of Syrians trying to 
rebuild in urban areas. This newest refugee camp in Jordan was built in 2014 and is located east of 
Amman and southeast of Zaatari refugee camp. In response to the short-term planning that Zaatari 
camp was given, Azraq planners gave themselves a year to design a camp that was triple the size 
of Zaatari at 15+ square kilometers. This new camp was also planned to accommodate 120,000 
refugees, however, only 18,000 refugees have been resettled to Azraq. The reasons for this emptiness 
will be explained further in another section. 

The entire narrative of Azraq can be seen as a response to the problems experienced at Zaatari. The 
design of Azraq is highly precise and thought out, directly taking lessons learned in Zaatari to guide 
its planning and layout. For example, Zaatari was given two weeks to plan, Azraq planners gave 
themselves a year for the same task. Camp planners wanted to give themselves ample time to ensure 
that this time around the refugee camp would be done right. Another problem in Zaatari was that 
it was highly dense (120,000 in 5 square kilometers), so in response they tripled the area in Azraq to 
hold the same number of refugees for the new camp. 

Along the lines of layout design, Zaatari camp services are centralized in the northern areas of the 
camp. All health facilities, food distribution centers, schools, safe play areas are placed irregularly 
in some locations and not others, which means refugees living near the borders of the camp, and 
especially near the newest parts of the camp would have to travel a long way to receive help. In 
Azraq, planners wanted to tackle this idea of centralized resources by designing the camp into six 
separate villages with each village having own set of community resources (see images below). 
However, there are still aspects of Azraq camp that are still centralized. There is only one large 
supermarket in between Village II and V, as well as just one bread distribution and one place to 
distribute vouchers. Azraq’s design is different than Zaatari’s design in that planners intentionally 
placed community resources and infrastructure such as mosques, play areas, smaller schools, and a 
community center in each neighborhood. The intention with this distribution was to encourage more 
community within each village, designed to hold a maximum of 20,000 people. Zaatari’s layout, as we 
have seen, is very improvised and did not allow for careful planning at the start which means camp 
workers had to make decisions to change the camp after the fact. 

Another issue in Zaatari was the poor water infrastructure which lead to health and drainage 
problems. There was a pooling of wastewater around camps and the piping was irregular and a 
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large portion of it was  above ground. In Azraq the water network was one of the first pieces of 
infrastructure they built. Planners made sure that the water infrastructure was correctly placed 
underground before any of the shelters were constructed. 

Electricity theft was also a major issue at Zaatari because the wires were so easy to access. Azraq is 
responding to the theft problem by rethinking the use of traditional power sources altogether and is 
actually trying to become the first solar-powered refugee camp. There is no electricity at all in Azraq. 
All the power generated is coming from solar panels that are installed nearby the camp and there are 
also smaller solar powered lamps that help light the camp at night. 

The final and perhaps the most obvious change has to do with shelter type in Azraq. Tents were given 
to new residents in Zaatari until the camp could afford to get more durable caravans. The thin tent 
fabric was not suited to combating the harsh climate with unbearable heat and strong winds to cold 
temperatures at night, so in response, refugee families in Azraq are given prefabricated units from the 
start. These units are more durable and can be easily constructed by refugees themselves when they 
arrive in Azraq. The benefits for allowing shelters to be constructed by refugees are twofold: building 
their own shelters gives refugees a sense of ownership over their new home and it also cuts down on 
staff time required to build shelters. Azraq has also made the step to hire Jordanians in the nearby 
communities to help with shelter building. A main concern about Zaatari was that it was using up 
limited local resources. One way the new camp is addressing this is to hire local workers to help 
build and maintain camp structures. The designers of Azraq also wanted to understand the Syrian 
population that they were building for. Refugees were assigned shelters close to other refugees from 
their hometowns into shelter clusters within each village. The intention behind this was to create a 
better sense of community by letting families that already knew each other live close together. 
 
Another difference between the two camps is an important choice about shelter placement and 
who makes that choice. As described previously, Zaatari’s development pattern was largely decided 
by how refugees moved their shelters into u-shaped clusters to fit their needs and lifestyle. This was 
possible in part because they could easily move their tents and caravans and because it was an act 
that fought against the rigid structure of the grid layout. Although this act from refugees boosted 
ownership and community, it altered the physical structure of the camp which sometimes made it 
difficult to navigate in the maze-like product. The unpredictable layout of the camp also makes it 
difficult for vehicles to access and breaks fire codes. Azraq’s response can be seen as a middle ground 
option to appease both refugees and aid workers. By placing shelters into small clusters of families 
but still keeping to the grid structure of the “traditional” camp, a sense of community is still being 
promoted while safety codes and order are maintained.
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Azraq camp layout from above http://img.static.
reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources-
pdf-previews/184475-azraq-map-30-April2014-A2.
png 

Azraq refugee camp, Village III  http://data.unhcr.
org/syrianrefugees/region.php?id=73 

Key issues

Although Azraq sounds like the model example of what a refugee camp should look like, there are 
still many problems. Unlike Zaatari, most of Azraq’s problem is not directly related to infrastructure 
quality or quantity except for the solar panels. Refugees were settled before much of the solar 
infrastructure was in place, which prevented any lights from functioning at night. Once it got dark, 
Azraq became a very unsafe place especially for women and children if they were to go outdoors. 
Aside from solar panels, most of Azraq’s problems have to do with a lack of community due to a 
emptiness and a lack of commercial activity.
Designed to hold 120,000 refugees, Azraq is hardly at capacity right now with just over 18,000 
refugees residing in its borders. The low number of refugees in Azraq might sound like a good sign 
that the refugee situation in Jordan is stabilizing, but in fact things are the opposite. One of the 
main reasons why Azraq was built in the first place was to relieve urban areas in Jordan and the 
Jordanian government from spending too much of their resources on refugees. Azraq was built to 
cover the costs of housing and supplies using support from non-governmental organizations. Azraq’s 
emptiness means refugees in urban areas are having difficulty finding a way to make ends meet 
it is also preventing the camp from growing and densifying. When you couple the harsh climate 
conditions of the vast and flat Jordanian desert with a refugee camp that is less than 20% full, Azraq 
starts to become a very harsh place to live. There were multiple instances where I found accounts of 
refugees asking to be relocated to Zaatari despite the all the problems that they have heard because 
refugees felt like there was more community established in Zaatari.

Another reason contributing to the lack of community is the lack of “informal markets”, similar 
to the refugee-led markets that Zaatari is well-known for. The plan for the villages in Azraq was 
to include an informal market. This can be clearly seen in the diagram for Village three. However, 
none of the informal markets are currently open because camp administration was waiting for 
the population to grow before allowing them to open. There were also negotiations between the 
Jordanian government and the camp because Jordan also wanted to collect taxes on anything that 
was deemed a business of some sort. Regardless of the reason for why the smaller informal markets 
are not opening, the fact that they are closed is an issue. The markets in Zaatari provide a means for 
refugees to stay engaged and regain a sense of normalcy for the everyday. The shops contributed to 
refugees’ income and gave families something to do in the midst of a tumultuous situation. They also 
gave refugees another option when purchasing food and non-food items, which means they did not 
have to fully rely on aid organizations for subsistence. Nothing of the sort currently exists in Azraq. 
The only source of food in Azraq is a single supermarket that is stocked with shelves and shelves of 
food - just like any other large supermarket around the world. This market only adds to the rigidness 
of Azraq and discourages informal economic activity or spontaneous community that is serving 
Zaatari’s refugees so well. 
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It is important to keep in mind that Azraq is only a little more than a year old, and it might still be 
hard to tell what the sustaining patterns will be for the camp. The issues explored here are just the 
problems that have been most prominent for the camp’s first year of operation. 

If Zaatari were to fall on the side of an unplanned settlement, Azraq would be on the exact opposite 
end because every aspect of Azraq’s plan exhibits attention to detail. Azraq was given the time and 
attention that Zaatari never had, and what resulted was a highly precise and intentional way of 
planning a refugee camp. Azraq was designed as a community-focused settlement that also had 
the structure and stability that it’s older counterpart, Zaatari, at first struggled to establish. Major 
problems in Zaatari were addressed head on by the Azraq planners. However, Azraq is facing its own 
set of problems that are mostly surround the idea of community. Community is not strong in Azraq 
because of the low populations and also because informal economic activity is being discouraged. 
Refugees living in Azraq face harsh weather conditions as well as an emptiness that comes with a 
nearly empty settlement.
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Recommendations
The following set of recommendations are based off patterns and issues I have gathered about 
Zaatari and Azraq refugee camps and the UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies. The recommendations 
are proposed with long-term and comprehensive needs of the camps and guiding policies in mind. I 
have divided this section into three, one for each of the case studies and one for the Handbook. The 
recommendations for Zaatari and Azraq are further divided into micro and macro-level suggestions 
that echo the micro and macro-level urban planning and design topics I outlined near the beginning 
of the report. The Handbook only contains macro-level suggestions because the purpose of this 
document is to be universally useful. Adding suggestions based on a micro perspective would not 
serve the purposes of this policy-like document. 

Zaatari 

Macro 

Zaatari has shown strong signs that it is thinking critically about it future and planning for years to 
come. As the refugee camp makes changes to become, at the least, a semi-permanent settlement, 
comprehensive plans such as the 2013 Governance Plan and the master plan that is currently 
being developed in partnership with a Dutch association are steps in the right direction. The 2013 
Governance Plan is making strides towards formalizing a governance structure that is intentionally 
including refugees and refugee representatives in all discussions affecting life in the camp. The 
Governance Plan also pushes for better community outreach and community policing which 
together will create a safer space for women and children specifically. This action targets the security 
and corruption problems discussed in the previous section under Zaatari. The master plan, as far as 
we know, is working to integrate a more durable water and electrical system into the camp. These 
changes help to promote better health, sanitation, and equal use of camp resources - problems that 
are highly prominent under current camp conditions. Due to the scope of the Governance Plan and 
the master plan, my recommendation, therefore, will be to continue to implement the intended 
changes.

Speaking in terms of the Camp framework, Zaatari is well into its Transition phase because it is 
planning for growth and stability. However, the camp still needs to assess how it will become a 
Sustainable settlement. In other words, the camp will need to assess how its presence is affecting 
the host region’s economy and environment. This is especially important with water because Jordan 
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is a highly water scarce country. Thinking about sustainability, according to the Camp Framework, 
also means exploring how programs and facilities in Zaatari can be useful for the surrounding 
communities. The challenge for Zaatari is to figure out a way to make up for its remoteness. The camp 
is miles away from another town, which creates a considerable challenge for how idle structures can 
be of use to two different groups. Zaatari will also have to think about its plan for Integration phase, 
or, its plan for how the facilities and infrastructure can be reused by the nearby communities once the 
refugee population leaves. 

The challenge with developing a plan for the Integration phase is the same with the Sustainable 
phase: remoteness. After posing the question of how these camps can be reused even with their 
remoteness to the project manager of the Ennead Lab Rethinking Refugee Communities projects, 
he also admitted that this will be a challenge. He says that only over time will these structures find a 
way into the local landscape. The time factor should not be taken as a barrier, but instead as a tool. 
Therefore, my final recommendation for Zaatari on the macro scale will be to plan out the next 5 
to 10 to 20 years of its existence with the principles highlighted in the Sustainable and Integration 
phases of the Camp Framework. This plan should strongly consider the challenge of physical 
remoteness and time it will take for the surrounding communities to recognize and repurpose this 
space. The plan should have a strong outreach component where it explains to nearby communities 
how certain services in the camp can be mutually beneficial to both hosts and refugees. The plan 
should also a component where it explains how the Jordanian government should and could be 
involved in this transition process. 

Micro 

Changes that need to be made in Zaatari on the micro level are few because the camp’s most 
immediate problems are already being identified by the  initiatives in the 2013 Governance Plan and 
master plan. There is not a suggestion for the current state of Zaatari, but there is one suggestion 
that would have benefitted the camp at the beginning if it had chosen this route. My suggestion for 
camp planners, in hindsight, would be to avoid placing shelters into a grid. Refugees rebelled against 
this pattern and began rearranging shelters in a way that was more culturally appropriate and more 
conducive to their way of life. From a camp manager’s point of view, this rearrangement broke fire 
codes and increased the dangers in the camp. While this is true, there could have been a way to ask 
refugees to rearrange their houses in a way that both met their needs and the safety needs of the 
camp. For example, the camp could have given refugees certain restrictions (ie. do not place shelters 
within 5 feet from each other) but allowed for creativity in how shelters were actually organized. The 
grid design has been used time and time again for efficiency, but it does not valuable in any other 
way and is detrimental to community formation. Not only does the grid design make it difficult to 
find places for communal services, it discourages ownership over these shared resources because 
refugees don’t feel like they shared a common space. Building in a way that promotes community 
while also serving the needs of general camp operations should be the aim of camp layout and, more 
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specifically, shelter layout. 

Azraq 

Macro 

Due to Azraq’s relative newness, it is difficult to predict its trajectory for the new few years. However, 
there are still steps it can take to plan out the next few years, at least, of its existence. Azraq is a 
unique example because most of the camp is empty, with only 18,000 refugees residing in a space 
designed for 120,000. This emptiness is a problem that can be solved using both macro and micro 
level changes. On a macro level, Azraq planners need to develop a contingency plan for the low 
population. In the case that the population remains low and the camp stays underutilized, there 
needs to be a plan for how to handle the emptiness. When interviewing Alisa Reznick, a freelance 
reporter who currently lives in Amman, Jordan and has visited both Zaatari and Azraq multiple 
times to write about Syrian refugees, she talked about the stark differences about how Zaatari and 
Azraq feel. Zaatari, Reznick reflects, is bustling and feels like a city while Azraq felt lonely, vast, and 
unwelcoming (Reznick interview). One possible solution to Azraq’s emptiness would be to find a way 
to integrate refugees into neighboring towns and cities. Many refugees have asked to be relocated to 
Zaatari, but this might not be feasible due to the overpopulation and density problems that Zaatari 
already has to cope with. However, with the new changes on the way, Zaatari could potentially host 
more refugees in the future.  Another way is to find ways to develop a greater sense of community 
within the camp to make refugees feel more comfortable. These recommendations are more on the 
micro level and can be found in the following section. 

Another recommendation, similarly to Zaatari, is that Azraq should also have a plan for the 
Sustainable and Integration phases of the refugee camp. Azraq is already making steps towards 
the Sustainable phase by hiring local workers in order to help build shelters, but more can be 
done in terms of measuring and verifying the impact on the economy and environment. Azraq’s 
environmental footprint should be significantly different compared to Zaatari’s footprint because 
of the push for solar energy as well as stepping away from receiving aid from the Jordanian 
government. There are just speculations, however, and the exact numbers will not be determined 
unless an assessment is conducted. As for the Integration phase, Azraq should develop a plan for 
how existing sites can be repurposed for the local communities nearby. Again, the camp will face 
challenges with remoteness and the time it will take for the site to truly get adapted into other 
communities, but these challenges should be adopted into the plan as tools instead of obstacles. 
The plan should also have a strong outreach component and explain how the Jordanian government 
should and could be involved in this transition process. 
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Micro 

The micro level changes that need to be made in Azraq are geared towards promoting safety and 
community. One of the main problems in Azraq is that lighting was not fully in place when refugees 
were beginning to settle. This creates an unsafe place especially for women and children at night. 
Therefore, a recommendation for Azraq is to expand on its lighting infrastructure so that homes and 
communal are well lit at all times. The next recommendations are to promote community within 
Azraq. This lack of community can be addressed through formal programs that target specific groups 
to increase interaction and understanding. Community can also be promoted through less formal 
structures that allow for interaction to happen such as creating physical spaces where interaction 
can happen. Allowing for small businesses to open at the designated “informal market” space can 
help promote community in Azraq because it creates potential for interaction where there was not 
before. Azraq should follow Zaatari’s footsteps in opening up an informal market where refugees are 
involved in developing their own economy. The market in Zaatari was the most vibrant and active 
area of the camp, and if Azraq wants to work towards a more robust community, allowing for markets 
to open is one way to accomplish that. 

UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies 

Macro

The Handbook is designed to help aid workers navigate their way through any type and scale of 
emergency situation. Therefore, the document focuses on lessons that can be applied to a wide 
variety of situations and locations. The recommendations for the Handbook will also follow suit in 
that the changes I am suggesting will also focus on the bigger pictures of emergencies. 

First, I am recommending that the Handbook needs more of a framework for Transition, Sustainable, 
and Integration phases. This document is comprehensive up to the Transition stage of the Camp 
Framework. For example, the site-selection aspect of camp planning is discussed extensively in 
the Handbook, and the initial participatory assessment focuses on the cultural context of the 
population. The Handbook also discusses how to plan for growth, which is an element present in 
the Contingency phase through to the Sustainable phase. However, there are only a few hints, at 
least within the sections I reviewed, that the Handbook provides any sort of guide for taking a camp 
through the Transition, Sustainable, and Integration phases. Developing a plan for these three phases 
could potentially take the form of a different document, seeing that the Handbook is specifically 
designed for the initial response. Regardless of the format it would take, the plan for these three 
additional phases should include methods for identifying potential programs and infrastructure than 
can be shared with host and refugee populations, include tools for measuring the environmental 
and economic impacts of the camp, include tools for implementing shared resources, and lastly 
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it should include a process for starting the conversation about adaptation and reuse of the space 
once refugees have exited. This recommendation is ultimately pointing to the development of a 
comprehensive plan for refugee camps. Although the comprehensive plan is mentioned briefly in 
the Site-selection, Planning, and Shelter section of the Handbook, there are no mechanisms in place 
that help support the development of said plan. It is recommended that the Handbook provide a 
checklist or toolkit of sorts for camp planners so that creating a comprehensive plan becomes a more 
manageable task.

Adding more specificity to the Handbook while keeping it useful for a variety of situations is a 
challenge, but one potential way to give the Handbook for usefulness in special situations is to 
include best practices sections based on geographic location. Many factors can change with a 
change in location including climate, resource type and availability, culture, and governance, just to 
name a few. Given that refugee emergencies do not happen in just one place around the world, it is 
necessary to include lessons learned to more specific subregions. Adding subregion-specific lessons 
can increase the Handbook’s overall usefulness because camp managers would know exactly where 
to look if they are tasked to manage a camp in an area that they are not acclimated to. Building 
Zaatari and Azraq, for example, would have been helped by a section that outlines challenges in 
building in an arid environment. With these camps being in the middle of a desert, there are obvious 
water issues that could have been discussed that is not discussed in the Handbook. The desert 
location for these two camps is also very flat which we have learned causes drainage issues, but the 
Handbook only encourages building on sites with varied topography and does not explain how to 
handle flat and barren sites. It could be argued that these camps should not have been built here in 
the first place, but the reality is many factors were out of the planners’ control such as the time and 
place of the Syrian Civil War and the available land that the Jordanian government was willing to 
give. Rather than skirt past these issues, the Handbook should be a resource that helps identify these 
problems head on. One way to specifically target problems that would still be useful for a variety of 
setting would be to organize the Handbook into subregions that have similar climate, cultures, and/
or resources. 
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Conclusion
My project was inspired by a trip to Jordan last summer, and for the rest of this year, I have focused 
on learning the best practices for designing a refugee camp. I reviewed a small section of the UNHCR 
Handbook for Emergencies in order to understand what the international protocol was for handling 
an emergency situation. I then brought those lessons with me as I explored the development of two 
refugee camps in Jordan: Zaatari and Azraq. While I have found recurring patterns in problems and 
successes that refugee camps face, there is no one size fits all method in building the “ideal” refugee 
camp. There are, however, general lessons that we can take by learning from the experiences of 
others (UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies) and from examples of what happens on the ground. 

The first of these lessons is gaining support from refugee communities from the start of an 
emergency helps set the stage for strong relationships between groups in the future. This idea came 
in the form of the Initial Participatory Assessment and was emphasized in the Handbook as the first 
step to take but refugee involvement was also mentioned in the other sections as well, including 
Site-selection, Planning, and Shelter, Commodity Distribution, and Water. I found an example of this 
in Zaatari camp in the case Killian Kleinschmidt, the ex-camp manager of Zaatari. Kleinschmidt knew 
that the cultural experiences of the Syrian refugees surround their group leaders, so in order to gain 
trust from the community, Kleinschmidt spent days living with and learning from the community 
leaders. He then went on to apply what he learned from the community leaders into the camp’s 
formal practices. There needs to always be an ongoing conversation between aid workers and 
refugees throughout the entire life cycle of the camp. It is also important to think of refugees as equal 
partners in this process, instead of just a population that needs support. 

The second lesson is that layout and design influences, to a certain degree, how refugees interact 
with each other and can influence daily life choices, such as retrieving water. The physical location 
of private and shared resources and how those locations are related to each other affects water 
distribution, the distribution of other commodities such as food and blankets, where refugees spend 
their time, where and how they shop, and when and where they feel safe. This is why layout was 
another recurring pattern in the Handbook. All operations rely on the current layout, and to some 
extent, as the Handbook repeats, the layout will have an affect on refugee livelihoods. The most 
obvious difference between Zaatari and Azraq is the layout, and that is because camp planners 
learned from the chaotic nature of Zaatari and wanted to answer back with a more intentional plan 
for Azraq with six separate villages each with its own set of community resources. However, Azraq has 
taught us that layout is not the end-all-be-all answer to our problems. 
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There is also the question of to what level of planning is ideal for a refugee camp. The designing 
of a camp opens up an interesting problem because planners are essentially trying to design and 
build a city-like settlement in a matter of days or months. With that power, planners have many 
decisions to make that have to do with the level of control they want to have over an environment. 
Due to time constraints, Zaatari developed without much of a plan whereas Azraq was given a year 
to create a detailed plan. Although there are stark differences between the layouts, each camp is 
still experiencing its own layout-related problems, which leads me to conclude that neither under-
planning or over-planning is ideal for camp design. Instead, a camp layout that starts with some 
structure but allows for organic, yet controlled, growth would be the most conducive to adequate 
management and community development. An example of this flexible planning comes in the form 
of open space set aside in camps that have yet to have a set purpose. This idea came about when 
I interview Eliza Montgomery, the architect who works on the Rethinking Refugee Communities 
project. She mentioned the idea of setting aside a plot of land where refugees can determine its use 
at a later date. The space can become more room for housing, a park, agricultural area, or anything 
the refugee community deems appropriate for them at that time. Just the step of setting aside that 
land will allow for organic involvement to occur. 

The last of these lessons that every camp manager should know is that governance structure and 
good management is essential for running a camp. It matters less what kind of structure you have, 
and more that one simply exists. The Handbook suggest the use of clusters, in which there is an 
organization that leads efforts in a particular field, such as health care, in the camp. This way, efforts 
are divided amongst many working groups and not centralized to one organizer. Management and 
governance also involves refugees and their level of engagement. In the Commodity Distribution 
section of the Handbook, we saw a range of ways that refugees can be involved in distributing 
resources. Whether it was through group-led distribution or heads of families distribution, it is 
important that both sides, the messenger and the receiver, agree to the terms. In Zaatari, we have 
found that refugees work within a traditional group leaders structure, so the camp management at 
that time embraced  that idea and worked with the structures that refugees were already accustomed 
to. 

There is not a single best way to plan the “ideal” refugee camp. However, there are lessons that 
can be found in many examples around the world of past and current refugee camps that point 
to community involvement, layout and design, and governance structure to be important lessons 
that every camp can learn from. Without these core ideas of engagement, planning, and leadership, 
refugee camps will not have the right guiding principles to design, build, and manage themselves.

It should be noted, that refugee camps are not the solution to properly aiding or housing refugees in 
an emergency situation. The UNHCR recognized this and in 2014, the agency released the Policy on 
Alternatives to Camps. The purpose of this document is “to pursue alternatives to camps, whenever 
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possible, while ensuring that refugees are protected and assisted effectively and are able to achieve 
solutions” (UNHCR Policy on Alternatives to Camps 2014). The UNHCR is encouraging alternatives 
to camps because typically, refugee camps have “some degree of limitation on the rights and 
freedoms or refugees and their ability to make meaningful choices about their lives” (UNHCR Policy 
on Alternatives to Camps 2014)). By pursuing alternatives to camps, we can remove those restrictions 
so that refugees have better opportunities to live better lives. Although this policy will slowly 
discourage the use of camps, there is an argument for why this project is still relevant in the scope of 
things: Refugee camps are an essential aspect of the UNHCR’s response, particularly in emergencies. 
Camps can quickly organize large distributions of supplies and quickly identify people who need 
specific needs and get the necessary services to them. While these transitory spaces are being 
utilized to facilitate emergency responses, it is important that we think about how we can design 
spaces in a way that can help refugees lead healthy and dignified lives. 
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Limitations and ref lection
This project was very limited in scope for many reasons. I was not able to review the entire UNHCR 
Handbook for Emergencies because it was simply too long and comprehensive for my project. 
Another obvious limitation was that I was not able to visit the refugee camps that I studied. All of my 
findings were based on documents, reports, and photos that I’ve found, all of which were gathered 
by someone else. This is a significant limitation because my perceptions and conclusions on what 
I have learned could have been drastically influenced if I had been able to research at the sites. I 
am reporting back on what others have reported, which generates several layers of detachment 
from the places I was hoping to understand. I tried to fill this void by interviewing people who have 
been to both of the camps themselves, but again, their experiences and expertise also colored their 
perceptions. I did find these interviews to be helpful regardless because they provided a human 
scale to everything I was studying, which was from a very top-down perspective (policy documents, 
reports, and aerial photography). The interviews were still limiting because I only interview three 
people in total and two of them were architects/designers. Although the architects could understand 
my project better than everyone else that I had talked to, I needed to be wary that they were also 
bringing in a more design-oriented approach than anyone else I would talk to. 

It has been an incredible learning experience over the past year with my senior project. The most 
rewarding aspect of this project by far is the diversity of people that I have been able to connect with 
because of my project. I found myself almost fearless when trying to find other students, professors, 
and professionals who could help me expand or refine my topic. Things obviously sometimes did 
not go my way - people would not reply or they did not have much to contribute, but I was proud of 
myself that I made that step in reaching out to people. One of my greatest moments was finding out 
about the Ennead Lab project from my TA who studied at Oxford and was involved with their Refugee 
Innovation Project there. Through her work at Oxford, she was able to connect me to the folks at 
Ennead Lab in New York City. Don and Eliza, the two architects working on the project emailed me 
back the next day and within two weeks I had two of the most exciting phone interviews ever! Along 
those same lines, this project made me get over the fear of phone interviews. I learned to come 
prepared with a list of questions but then allowed for the conversation to flow to a natural end before 
I asked the next question. I’ve learned that there are passionate people in the field of urban design 
and planning that are focusing on this topic at this very moment, and that thought is incredibly 
motivating and exciting. This project has inspired me to pursue urban planning abroad. I have always 
been interested in slums, makeshift housing, and now refugee camps, and I want to find a way to 
continue learning about these places in order to figure out how to make positive and lasting changes 
in these communities.
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