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Building Change from the Ground Up
Design Like You Give a Damn [2] is an indispensable handbook for 
anyone engaged in the search for a more sustainable future.

Documenting over 100 exemplary projects from 
around the world, it is packed with practical and 
ingenious design solutions that address the need for 
basic shelter, housing, education, health care, clean 
water and renewable energy.
Personal interviews and provocative case studies demonstrate how 
innovative design is reimagining community and uplifting lives. 
From swing sets in refugee shelters to a coed skate park in war–
torn Afghanistan; building material innovations such as smog–eating 
concrete to innovative public policy that is repainting Brazil’s urban 
slums, Design Like You Give a Damn [2] serves as a how–to guide for 
anyone seeking to build change from the ground up. 



   “Design Like You Give a Damn scream its message in its title.  
Good design is not a luxury, but a necessity.”
Newsweek

   “ No community is immune to the forces of climate change. If we have learned 
anything from Hurricane Katrina, it is that we must adapt. Good design  
accelerates the adoption of new ideas  –and this book shows us how.” 
Brad Pitt, Jolie–Pitt Foundation

 “It is not just about putting bricks to mortar. It is about taking the vision of 
creating a better world for others and making it tangible” 
Auma Obama, CARE International

 “Architecture can save lives.”
San Francisco Chronicle

 “If you care about the future we’re building, you ought to own a copy of De-
sign Like You Give a Damn.” 
Alex Ste!en, co–founder, Worldchanging

 “An encyclopedia of inspiration…” 
Amazon
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Milad Haghnejad, from the design team, 
stands inside a completed bamboo 
shelter. Bundles of rice stems are tied 
to bamboo stalks on the exterior for 
climate control. 
Photo: Pouya Khazaeli Parsa

Bamboo Shelter
PROJECT LOCATION  
Ramsar, Mazandaran, Iran
DATE  2008–9
END USER  Latifi family
CLIENT  Manouchehr Mirdamad 
DESIGN TEAM  Javad Abbasi,  
Kaveh Akef, Milad Haghnejad,  
Pouya Khazaeli Parsa
CONTRACTOR  Javad Abbasi
FUNDER  Manouchehr Mirdamad
COST  $1200 USD (prototype)
AREA  40 sq m/430 sq ft
OCCUPANCY  4 people 
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In the fall of 2008, Iranian Architect Pouya 
Khazaeli Parsa wanted his students at Azad 
University of Tehran to research shelter 
alternatives for post–disaster situations.  
The assignment was inspired by late architect 
Nader Khalili’s innovative earthen dome design at 
The California Institute of Earthen Art and 
Architecture, which Parsa learned of in the first 
Design Like You Give a Damn book.

One of Parsa’s students, Javad Abbasi, took his 
inspiration from Iran’s iconic Sultania Dome, but 
during the course of building a project model, 
discovered the strips of foam he was spiraling to 
form it were too thick. Abbasi realized his error 
about one–third of the way through model 
construction and considered it a failure. However, 
Parsa urged his student on, seeing potential in the 

form developing from the flawed dome design.  
The result was simple and beautiful.

They set out to create a bamboo prototype of 
the structure of the unique, dome–like form. 
Bamboo is an abundant and a!ordable natural 
resource in the region. The frame was constructed 
by overlapping half circles formed by joining two 
strips of bamboo. Gas pipes acquired from the 
local market were arranged to make a foundation 
for the bamboo strips. The finished frame was 
covered with rice stems gathered from nearby 
fields after harvest. They were bundled together, 
then placed in layers to create a climatic 
regulating membrane that expands when wet and 
shrinks when dry, regulating airflow as seasons 
change. There are no windows and the thick layer 
of rice stems on the exterior blocks out daylight. 

EXTRA PANEL.2
            3563.IRA
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Shelter height varies from 3.8 meters 
in the living space to 2.3 meters in 
the sleeping area. The design meets 
minimum Sphere guidelines.
Image: Pouya Khazaeli Parsa

TOP 
Shelter frame made  
from 35 bamboo poles
Photo: Majid Zamani

MIDDLE 
Bamboo poles twist in over– 
lapping half circles to form  
the dome–like shelter.
Photo: Majid Zamani

BOTTOM 
Rice stems are an abundant 
agricultural waste material  
in the region.
Photo: Majid Zamani

Architecture for Humanity dedicates this 
page to our colleague Nader Khalili, who died 
before he could know how many he inspired.

 “It is a wonderful method of sheltering—far more 
interesting than a conventional dome—beautiful and 
very simple.” 
Pouya Khazaeli Parsa, architect

Candles or lanterns are needed to brighten  
the interior.

After construction of the bamboo shelter 
prototype, which took five days total to refine, the 
owner of the land on which it was built allowed his 
gardener’s family to inhabit it for three months. 
Parsa hopes to continue improving on the spiral 
dome design. He’s considering incorporating 
windows and having it produced on a mass scale  
as a cost–e!ective, viable shelter. 

ABOVE
Gardener Ibrahim Latifi and  
family reside in the bamboo shelter 
prototype in Ramsar, Iran.
Photo: Pouya Khazaeli Parsa
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The siding of the Soe Ker Tie Hias 
(Butterfly Houses) features a local 
technique of weaving bamboo.
Photo: Pasi Aalto/TYIN Tegnestue

Soe Ker Tie Hias 
(Butterfly Houses)
LOCATION  Noh Bo, Tak province, Thailand
DATE  2008–9
END USER  60–70 Karen refugee orphans
CLIENT  Ole Jørgen Edna
DESIGN FIRM  TYIN Tegnestue
CONTRACTOR  TYIN Tegnestue, local workers
FUNDER  60 Norwegian companies
TOTAL PROJECT COST  $12 300 USD
AREA  10 sq m/107 sq ft (per unit)
OCCUPANCY  4 or 5 people
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A swing of bamboo and 

ropes, for one or many...

Old tyres are used 

for the foundation

The beds layout offers both 

privacy and social interaction

The rainwater can easily be collected

A simple opening in the facade is 

great for talking or playing shop

Section 1:100

Years of conflict have forced many of the Karen 
tribal people living along the Burma–Thai border to 
seek refuge in Thailand. As a result of the mass 
displacement, there are many homeless Karen 
orphans in northern Thailand. In 2008, Norwegian 
architecture firm TYIN Tegnestue was moved to 
assist in providing Karen children and teens with 
shelter, hygienic facilities, formal education, and a 
sense of home. “Building a place helped them 
build an identity and connect them to that place,” 
says architect Andreas Gjertsen.

From fall of 2008 to May of 2009, the architects 
completed four related projects in Thailand with 
this goal. Each project incorporates traditional 
Karen materials and building methods. The 
projects included Old Market Library in the Thai 
capital Bangkok; Safe Haven Library, and Safe 
Haven Bath house, both in Ban Tha Song Yang, 
Thailand. Of these projects, perhaps the most 
innovative was Soe Ker Tie Hias (Butterfly Houses) 
in the small village of Noh Bo, Thailand, a design for 
sheltering orphans.

Children play on swings made of rope 
and bamboo hanging from the extended 
roof of the transitional shelter, which 
was designed for that purpose.
Photo: Pasi Aalto/TYIN Tegnestue

It was after visiting an existing orphanage and 
interacting with locals that the design team 
decided not to build a new proposed orphanage in 
the conventional block dormitory style. Instead, 
they pursued the Butterfly Houses design featured 
here. These cozier dwellings house Karens ranging 
in age from 2 to 16 years old and feature designated 
play spaces and swings. “The children we met in 
Noh Bo have had the worst imaginable start of their 
lives,” Gjertsen says. “There is little doubt that the 
lack of parents, a home, and an identity makes life 
hard for them far beyond the actual abuse they 
have experienced.”

Using locally harvested bamboo, the Butterfly 
Houses consist of six structures, each 
accommodating six children. “Small, sheltered 
spaces are easier to ‘make your own’ and large 
spaces are good for meetings and social life,” 
Gjertsen says. “We imagined that the children 
would enjoy and benefit from a range of di!erent 
spaces.” The irregularly arranged buildings create 
outdoor areas, like those found in Karen villages, 
where youth can play and relax. Interior spaces 
double as playrooms, lofted sleeping areas 
become jungle gyms, and floor space is open for 
games or impromptu lessons. Siblings are allowed 
to bunk together in the Butterfly Houses, o!ering 
them added peace.

“All of a sudden our clients had to cope with 
three times the amount of people to shelter and 
feed,” Gjertsen says. The second floor of the library 
became a sleeping area for close to 50 Karen 
refugees and the bathhouse had increased the 
sanitary capacity a lot. Gjertsen recalls the  
crisis bringing deeper meaning to the work for  
the design team.

Experts say play therapy helps children cope 
with trauma. Child protection advocates use it to 
help Karen orphans. “Play materials and space to 
play are extremely important in the relief phase, 
when refugees are in shelters,” explains Carol 
Raynor, a clinical therapist in youth services from 
Marshall, Missouri. “Children are still reliving the 
terrors internally, and they need opportunities to 
play out the trauma with toys and art materials.”

TOP 
Local workers raise the wooden frame 
of the first Butterfly House.
Photo: Andreas Gjertsen/TYIN Tegnestue

MIDDLE
Workers installing metal roofing  
on the house.
Photo: Pasi Aalto/TYIN Tegnestue

BOTTOM 
A rendering of a Butterfly House 
displays its multiple uses.!
Image: TYIN Tegnestue

 “Working with children  
is not only enjoyable, it is 
an extremely e"cient  
and foolproof way to tap 
into potentials in the 
community that normally 
are hidden to practitioners 
like ourselves.”
Pasi Aalto, architectural photographer
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Ma’erkang Steel 
Frame Housing
LOCATION  YangLiu Village, Sichuan Province, 
China 
DATE  2008-9
END USER  400 earthquake survivors 
in Yang Liu Village
CLIENT  Chinese government
DESIGN FIRM  Rural Architecture Studio
DESIGN TEAM  Mei Fan, Tsing Hua, Jiang Jiaije, 
Liang Jin,  Ma Maolin, Huang Yabin, 
Hsieh Ying-Chun
ENGINEERING  Hsieh Ying-Chun, Autodesk-China 
CONTRACTOR Autodesk-China, Local villagers, 
Hsieh Ying-Chun
MANUFACTURER Rural Architecture Studio
CONSULTANTS  Luo Jiade (Tsinghua University 
sociology department) 
FUNDERS  Autodesk; Beijing Red Cross 
Foundation; Narada Foundation; Hsieh Ying-Chun
COST PER UNIT  90 000 Chinese yuan/  
$14 000 USD
AREA  108 sq m/1162 sq ft
NUMBER OF UNITS  56 units

1.6

Roofs are built from corrugated steel 
and walls from cement. Insulation 
consists of readily available local 
materials such as bamboo, wood, 
stone, straw, and earth, minimizing 
construction and transportation costs. 
Photo: Rural Architecture Studio

DISASTER
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China and Taiwan are in a region with complex 
tectonic geography and seismic activity. In the fall 
of 1999, a 7.6-magnitude earthquake struck 
Taiwan, destroying the stacked brick and stone 
buildings common to the country’s rural areas. 
Thousands of people died and many were 
displaced. The widespread devastation created 
an immediate need for housing. 

Among the first to respond was Taiwanese 
architect Hsieh Ying-Chun. He realized the need 
for quick, resilient housing that could be erected 
by people who did not have specific training—a 
departure from the traditional chuan-dou wood 
frame construction used for over 5000 years. 
Ying-Chun turned to preformed steel beams as a 
solution. “Lightweight steel helps to create the 
openness for my building system and can be 
applied to di!erent sorts of houses,” Ying-Chun 
says. 

When an equally catastrophic earthquake hit 

China’s Sichuan province in 2008, the software 
company Autodesk teamed with Tsinghua 
University and Ying-Chun to create the Ma’erkang 
Project. Using 3-D design and engineering 
rendering technologies and Ying-Chun’s steel 
frame design, the team created a disaster 
response plan focused on providing a blueprint 
for permanent, sustainable, replicable rebuilding 
on a large scale. 

In order to ensure maximum stability and 
earthquake resistance, the Autodesk research 
and development team in Shanghai, China ran 
Ying-Chun’s design through rigorous structural 
simulations, according to Autodesk 
spokeswoman Roohi Saeed. In addition, analysis 
visualization modeling of sun, shade and wind 
conditions showed the thermal activity of the 
house year-round. “Using Autodesk Revit 
Architecture software, the team analyzed energy 
savings and ultimately designed a 50 percent 

energy-e"cient building that performs well in 
summer and winter in di!erent climatic 
conditions,” Saeed said. Detailed reports of 
materials and construction costs were calculated 
to reduce waste. The team also did data output on 
the carbon emissions of product production and 
construction to understand and reduce their 
carbon footprint for the project. Within 9 months, 
a team of designers had produced five 
standardized home designs that could be 
configured in multiple ways.

ABOVE
The Autodesk Research and 
Development team in Shanghai ran a 
load analysis on the steel frame design 
through structural simulations to 
help ensure maximum stability and 
earthquake resistance.
Image: Autodesk

TOP 
A earthquake survivor surveys the 
reconstruction e!orts in Yang Liu. Steel 
beams can be bolted together into 
easily configured forms. 
Photo: Rural Architecture Studio 
 

RIGHT
Ying-Chun continues to help with 
disaster reconstruction. Since the 
Ma’erkang Project, his firm Rural 
Architecture Studio has helped 
organize labor and financing so that 
the steel frame design can be built 
independently. 
Photo: Autodesk
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Biloxi Model 
Home Program 
LOCATION  Biloxi, Mississippi, USA
DATE  2005–8
END USER  7 families
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AGENCY   
Hope Coordination Center (now the Hope 
Community Development Agency) 
IMPLEMENTING PARTNER   
Architecture for Humanity 
PROGRAM PARTNERS   
Enterprise Corporation of the Delta,  
The Gulf Coast Community Design Studio of 
Mississippi State University  
School of Architecture, Art + Design,  
Hands On Gulf Coast,  
Warnke Community Consulting
DESIGN FIRMS  Brett Zamore Design; 
CPDWorkshop; Gulf Coast Community  
Design Studio of Mississippi State University  
School of Architecture, Art + Design;  
Hu! & Gooden Architects; Marlon Blackwell 
Architect; MC2 Architects; Studio Gang

The Biloxi Model Home Program was created 
to assist residents of Biloxi, Mississippi, in 
meeting the challenges of rebuilding their 
community after Hurricane Katrina. 

East Biloxi, an ethnically diverse community 
with a large Vietnamese immigrant population, 
was one of the hardest hit areas of the Gulf 
Coast. More than 90 percent of the 
neighborhood’s housing stock was damaged 
or destroyed. Even before the devastation of 
Hurricane Katrina, the community su!ered 
from poverty, drug activity and disinvestment. 
Nearly one in four East Biloxi residents earned 
incomes less than 150 percent of the federal 
poverty line, and most made less than $26 000 
per year. In short, like in many other areas 
along the Gulf Coast, the e!ects of Hurricane 

STRUCTURAL ENGINEER  Black Rock
CONTRACTORS  More than 300 volunteer  
groups and construction firms
FUNDERS  Autodesk; Blinds.com;  
Caesarstone; Chris Madden Inc.;  
Daltile; Duo–Gard; IBM; Isle of Capri Casino;  
JamesHardie; Kohler; McCormick  
Tribune Foundation; Nourison;  
Oprah’s Angel Network;  
Senox, University of Arkansas 
NUMBER OF UNITS   
7 pilot homes (Model Home Program):  
100 new construction; 787 rehabbed homes 
UNIT TYPES  
2–4 bedroom single–family residences
AREA 18–130 sq m/200–1400 sq ft
CONSTRUCTION COST PER UNIT  
$145 000 USD (new construction);  
$20 000–$60 000 USD (damage rehab)
PROGRAM COST  $5 million USD  
(including $3.3 million USD revolving loan fund) 

This is an excerpt from Rebuilding After 
Disaster: The Biloxi Model Home Program, a 
book published by Architecture for Humanity 
detailing the program’s success. To purchase, 
visit www.architectureforhumanity.org.

TOP RIGHT
Homeowner Karen Parker at 
the dedication of her home in 
July 2007.
Sun Herald

OPPOSITE
Architect Marlon Blackwell explains his 
Porchdog design to future homeowner 
Richard Tyler. 
Photo: Tracy Nelson/Architecture for Humanity

ABOVE
The Nguyen family stands on the deck 
of their new home designed by MC2 
Architects.
Photo: Alan Richardson/Architecture for 
Humanity

Katrina in East Biloxi exacerbated preexisting 
social and economic problems.

Rumors spread among those displaced by the 
storm. The community feared that new building 
elevation requirements would dramatically  
increase the cost of rebuilding their homes, 
making it impossible for them to return home.  
In addition, regional and citywide planning 
initiatives raised the threat that some residents 
might lose their properties altogether by 
recommending that the city reclaim more 

vulnerable, low–lying areas through eminent 
domain. 

There was no single source for reliable, accurate 
information. Few agencies were able to answer 
homeowners’ most basic and pressing questions: 
Is it safe to rebuild on my lot? How will the new 
building codes and flood elevations a!ect me?  
If I rebuild, what can I a!ord? 

The goal of the Biloxi Model Home Program, 
which launched in 2006, was not only to help 
answer these questions for homeowners, but 
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perhaps more importantly, to provide a one–stop–
shop for residents seeking assistance in the 
aftermath of the hurricane, from architectural and 
construction services to legal and financial aid. The 
program was groundbreaking because it brought 
design and construction services, case 
management and an innovative financing structure 
together under one roof. 

The program lasted more than three years and 
enlisted a wide array of organizations and 
agencies. It was led by the Hope Coordination 
Center (then the East Biloxi Coordination, Relief 
and Redevelopment Agency). Architecture for 
Humanity secured $3 million in funding from 
Oprah’s Angel Network and provided a seed grant 
to the Mississippi State University School of 
Architecture to relocate its studio from Jackson to 
Biloxi. Warnke Community Consulting and 
Enterprise Corporation of the Delta worked to 
structure a loan fund, which was administered by 
the Hope Coordination Center and Architecture for 
Humanity. Support also came from design and 
construction firms, local community–based 
organizations and the city of Biloxi itself, which 
expedited permitting and helped resolve zoning 
issues. Hands On Gulf Coast provided volunteer 
housing, and some 300 volunteer organizations 
participated in mold removal, repairs and 
reconstruction.

Early on, the center established a grid system of 
East Biloxi’s neighborhoods, assigning a target 
area on the map to each of the many relief 
organizations that arrived to help. This was a 
critical early step. It allowed the relief groups to 
work quickly with a minimum of confusion and 
overlap. The grid system was also a huge help to 
the center’s caseworkers because they knew 
exactly where to refer families based on where  
they lived. 

Next, assessments and a survey conducted by 
volunteer groups identified owners, including 
those displaced, and helped prioritize immediate 
needs. The house–by–house survey gathered key 
data, such as whether a property was rented or 
owner occupied, whether the structure was more 
than 50 percent damaged (and therefore likely to 
be condemned), the homeowner’s interest in 
selling or rebuilding, as well as income and 
demographic information. 

TOP
A local church after Hurricane Katrina.
Photo: David Perkes/Gulf Coast Community 
Design Studio

MIDDLE
Architecture for Humanity Program 
Manager Mike Grote teaches  
Mike’s Construction Fun Time.
Photo: Architecture for Humanity

BOTTOM
The Parker family inside their home
Photo: Leslie Schwartz

The center established a case management 
system using the Coordinated Assistance Network 
(www.can.org) platform. In addition to tracking 
residents’ needs, this shared database supported 
threaded financing from a wide variety of private, 
state, and local funding sources. 

As volunteer groups ramped up, Architecture for 
Humanity established a Building 101 training 
program in their o!–hours to train volunteer leaders 
to oversee crews and prevent unsafe construction. 
Led by Program Manager Mike Grote, and jokingly 
referred to as Mike’s Construction Fun Time, the 
class covered the basics of housing construction, 
mechanical, electrical and plumbing systems. 

The program was also a chance to set high 
standards for new construction in the area and 
establish a set of best practices that could be used 
going forward. Architecture for Humanity invited (a 
competition would have taken too long) 12 
architects from the region to design sustainable, 
hurricane–resistant, a!ordable homes that met new 
construction standards and height elevations 
required by the city. Of these, families selected six 
firms to help them rebuild their homes at a House 
Fair held in the summer of 2006. 

Families worked one–on–one with architects and 
design professionals. The program approached 
rebuilding through standardizing design processes, 
methods, and partnership strategies—as opposed 
to standardizing a single design. Much e!ort and 
time was devoted to creating program materials, 
from developing family selection guidelines, to 
assisting families applying for financial aid. The aim 
was to enable partners, and others, to adopt and 
adapt the program in the future. 

The single biggest hurdle to rebuilding East Biloxi, 
however, was money. A significant proportion of 
homeowners in Biloxi were underinsured or 
uninsured against what insurers called “water–
driven” (versus “wind–driven”) damage. Mortgage 
companies require homeowners in flood–prone 
areas to carry flood insurance, but many families in 
East Biloxi had inherited their homes and owned 
them outright. Federal and state financial assistance 
came slowly and erratically. Complicated rules and 
restrictions meant that a significant portion of 
homeowners in Biloxi did not qualify for any kind of 
assistance at all. Despite billions of dollars of private 
and public financial assistance flowing into the area, 

families faced a gap between what they could 
a!ord and the cost of construction. 

To further complicate matters, what assistance 
was available came in the form of material grants, 
not cash, or was restricted to filling “unmet 
needs.” Families first needed to receive assistance 
before they could qualify for these funds. It was a 
catch–22. 

The solution was a revolving community loan 
fund. Here’s how it worked: Families received a 
loan; however, there was no interest charged on 
the loan and families were not required to make 
loan payments. Instead, a lien was placed on the 
property. If homeowners sold their home within 
five years, the loan would be recaptured at the 
time of the sale. Alternatively, each year that 
homeowners remained in the house a portion of 
the loan would be forgiven. If they stayed in the 
home for 10 years or more the debt would be 
completely forgiven.

These forgivable loans (also called recoverable 
grants) advanced the entire cost of construction. 
The loans allowed families to begin rebuilding, 
while they applied for financial assistance from 
other sources. Because the funding was structured 
as a loan instead of a grant, families were still 
eligible for other types of assistance. Later, as 
money was released to families from private and 
federal assistance programs, the lien triggered 
notices to the Hope Coordination Center, which 
recovered the funds and recaptured the loan. 

The program was not without hurdles. 
Persuading families that the “loan” was more like a 
grant took some thought. Case managers stopped 
calling it a “forgivable loan,” and called it a 
“no–pay” loan instead. As volunteered labor 
dwindled, experienced construction crews were 
hard to find, causing delays and additional costs. 
While the fund was able to recapture 20 to 90 
percent of the cost of constructing new homes,  

it took several years. Funds from federal financial 
aid programs administered by the Mississippi 
Development Authority (MDA), which were a  
key source of financial assistance, took up to two 
years and in some cases longer to make their way 
to families. 

Despite these hurdles, by August 2008, three 
years after the storm struck, this unique 
collaboration had repaired approximately 75 
percent of East Biloxi’s 2200 damaged homes and 
constructed more than 100 new homes (including 
the pilot Biloxi Model Homes featured here).  
The Hope Coordination Center and Gulf Coast 
Community Design Studio continue to serve East 
Biloxi. It changed its name again and is now the 
Hope Community Development Corporation.

More telling still, the model of pairing 
community members with professional 
designers—and the strategy of locating a 
community design studio within a housing recovery 
center—has since been replicated across the  
Gulf Coast and in other disaster areas. 

 “Through this collaboration we have helped so many 
people. We’ve been able to find the resources to bring 
families back home from one end of Biloxi to the other.  
It’s like a city reborn.” 
Bill Stallworth, Hope Coordination Center

TOP
Jeanette Desporte (middle) with 
her daughter and granddaughter on the 
deck of their wheelchair 
accessible house.
Photo: Leslie Schwartz

MIDDLE
The Parker kids play outside 
their house.
Photo: Leslie Schwartz

BOTTOM
Louise Odom with her great–nephew 
Dajntae in their front screened-in porch
Photo: Leslie Schwartz
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ABOVE
Women and children standing 
outside the center. The clients 
range in average age from 25  
to 35 years old.
Photo: Sheila McKinnon/FAREStudio

OPPOSITE TOP
A girl rides her bike past the 
center constructed of sundried, 
locally made bricks. 
Photo: Cariddi Nardulli/FAREStudio

OPPOSITE BOTTOM
In 2010, 1065 boys and 41 men 
attended classes on sexual and 
reproductive health at the center.
Photo: Sheila McKinnon/FAREStudio

“I have rights” is both the local 
non-governmental organization’s slogan and a 
strong statement.  The building shouts it out loud 
giving a voice to those who have traditionally not 
had access to or knowledge of their legal and 
human rights. The center provides medical, legal, 
educational and psychological services for more 
than 4500 clients annually. It functions as a 
community center where meetings, health 
classes and weddings are held for men and 
women. 

The climate, funding and political constraints 
in Burkina Faso caused lead architect Riccardo 
Vannucci to design a self-su!cient structure. 
“Politicians and government might pledge to 
support the building but I could not trust them 
and thus designed the building to be o"-the-grid 

“I Have Rights” is written in five di"erent 
languages across the vibrant brick red exterior of 
Centre pour le Bien-être des Femmes et la 
prévention des mutilations génitales féminines 
‘Gisèle Kambou’ (CBF). The o"-the-grid women’s 
health center near Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, 
was designed by FAREStudio in partnership with 
Associazione Italiana Donne per lo Svilluppo 
(AIDOS), an Italian non-governmental 
organization committed to supporting women’s 
rights and advocating for women around the 
world.

The building is the first formal structure in 
Section 27, a squatter camp outside the capital. 
“The center has helped to beautify the area,” says 
Alice Bagagnan Ilboudo, 35, a user of the clinic. 
“The color and how it is constructed means that 
you know immediately that the building is the 
center.” It stands out for that reason, and because 
the designers chose attention-grabbing 
super-graphics to convey the statement. “We 
could have painted figures or ideograms, but 
painting something written in all the di"erent 
languages spoken there meant to show to local 
people the building’s aim to be universal and 
made for the whole community,” says Erika 
Trabucco, site supervisor from FAREStudio. 

Centre pour  
le Bien-être 
des Femmes 
LOCATION  Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, Africa
DATES  2006-7
END USER  3035 people general consulation; 1505 
people health education
CLIENT  Voix de Femmes, Burkinbé NGO
IMPLEMENTING PARTNER  Associazione Italiana 
Donne per lo Sviluppo (AIDOS)
DESIGN FIRM FARE Studio
DESIGN TEAM  Giuseppina Forte, Joao Sobral, 
Erika Trabucco, and Emanuela Valle 
PROJECT ARCHITECT  Ricardo Vannucci, 
FAREStudio
SITE SUPERVISION  Joao Sobral, Erika Trabucco
PROJECT MANAGEMENT  Elena Bonometti 
(AIDOS); Clara Caldera, Paola Cirillo, Sophie 
Sedgho (Voix de Femmes)
CONTRACTOR!MANUFACTURER  S.art Décor
FUNDERS  Democratici di Sinistra Political Party; 
European Commission
COST  #210 000/$300 531 USD
BUILDING AREA  500 sq m/5382 sq ft
SITE AREA  1600 sq m/17 222 sq ft
OCCUPANCY  60 people

and function without government support,” he 
says. Energy is generated by the rooftop 
photovoltaic panels (PV), and with the exception 
of the medical rooms that need a generator to 
filter the air, it requires no additional electricity. 
The building is lifted above the ground to avoid 
dust, large barrels collect rainwater for the 
garden, and the roof is detached from the walls 
for passive cooling. 

Alima Konate, the center’s director, says that 
the PV panels produce enough energy for the 
center, but dust and heat are issues in summer. It 
is taboo for women to seek help in this area and 
the center o"ers a necessary level of privacy, 
according to AIDOS Project Manager Paola Cirillo. 
“For gynecological diseases we were ashamed to 
go and get help. Now we go to the center for 

awareness sessions,” Ilboudo, a client, says. 
One of the most common legal issues women 

request assistance with is marriage protection. 
The center organizes legally recognized weddings 
to help ensure women will be provided for if a 
marriage fails. “This is not just something nice but 
something important from the legal point-of-
view,” Cirillo says. “Women usually only have a 
traditional wedding. This means that if the 
relationship ends they are left with nothing; no 
child support or alimony.” Spurred by success of 
the center, the government has started to 
contribute funding for additional infrastructure 
to the area. A maternity center was completed in 
December 2010.
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lighting illuminates the surface of the bridge and 
overhead theatrical framing projectors direct 
focused beams of light when more illumination is 
needed, at the same time minimizing light 
pollution on the river below. The “lumibenches” 
are a “lensed, gasketed, marine–grade fluorescent 
fixture placed within the reflective white cavity of 
the hollow benches,” providing dramatic lighting 
for the performance space.

The revitalized Urban Plaza also features a 
multimedia art installation called RiverPulse by 
local artist Ray Chi. Real–time data about the 
Milwaukee River’s temperature, turbidity, 

electrical conductivity, dissolved oxygen and 
water flow directs light animations on a long 
vertical surface that mimics the play of light along 
the surface of the water. 

The projects have been successful in creating a 
stronger connection between two sides of 
Milwaukee. “I really liked that [the designers] 
recycled the infrastructure of the bridge to 
reconnect Milwaukee over the river,” Kupfer says. 
“The river was a total industrial wasteland for 
decades and projects like this are critical to the 
reformation of urban communities.” 

Glowing acrylic “lumibenches” keep 
the urban space safely lit at night and 
provide seating for visitors.
Photo: La Dallman Architects

Tiuna el Fuerte 
Cultural Park
LOCATION  El Valle, Caracas, Venezuela
DATE  2006–10
END USER  500 at–risk children daily
CLIENT  Latent Voices Collective, Tiuna El Fuerte 
Foundation, 
DESIGN FIRM  Lab.Pro.Fab
DESIGN TEAM  María Alejandra Bausson, Silvia 
Colmenares, Dis. Sebastián Miranda, 
STRUCTURAL ENGINEERS  Carlos Bezanquen, 
Esteban Tenreiro
ELECTRICAL!MECHANICAL  Tomas Borras 
CONTRACTOR  Fab T Workshops
FUNDERS  Consejo de Prevencion Social y 
Seguridad Ciudadana; Funvi; Funda Caracas; 
Fundacion Infocentro; GOB. Dtto. Capital; 
Odebrecht; Ministerio del Interior y Justicia; 
Ministerio de Transporte y Comunicaciones; 
MOPVI; Pdvsa La Estancia; Proyecto Capsula
COST  $3.3 million USD total; $10 000 USD (per 
unit); $333 USD (per sq m)
PARK AREA  5859 sq m/63 066 sq ft 
BUILDING AREA  4118 sq m/44 326 sq ft 
TOTAL AREA  9977 sq m/107 392 sq ft

The cultural center mimics the rough 
edges of its surrounding neighborhood.
Photo: Eduardo Sauce/Lab.Pro.Fab
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ABOVE LEFT
A former parking lot, the site is  
wedged between two main roads in the 
El Valle neighborhood of Caracas.
Photo: Eduardo Sauce/Lab.Pro.Fab

ABOVE RIGHT
The stage is open for all to use,  
such as the local dance collective 
(pictured)
Photo: Eduardo Sauce/Lab.Pro.Fab

ABOVE
Rather than cleaning gra!ti o" the 
repurposed shipping containers, the 
designers embraced the artwork and 
made it a feature of the buildings.
Photo: Eduardo Sauce/Lab.Pro.Fab

BELOW
Innovative, reused shipping containers 
create the structure.
Photo: Lab.Pro.Fab

Tiuna is an experimental collective. “We came 
together in 2005, taking up the rebellious urban 
arts as arms in a struggle to radically transform the 
society in which we live,” its website states. The 
self–described “public art activists” provide youth 
ages 3 to 18 with an alternative to violence by 
encouraging personal development and 
expression through gra!ti, street art, poetry, 
video and radio production, film, circus arts, 
dance, music, and theater at the Tiuna el Fuerte 
Cultural Park. Tiuna is an alternative public space 
that “facilitates the interchange, self–expression, 
formation, recreation, and inclusion of lower–
income youth.” The collective received financial 
support from the mayor’s o!ce for the first six 
years of operation, and are now running on 

donations, mostly from corporate sponsors.
Tiuna is located in a former parking lot in the El 

Valle parish in Caracas, Venezuela, a densely 
populated neighborhood with few parks and one 
square foot of green space per person. The park 
borders a highway, the main thoroughfare to 
western Venezuela, and blocks of low–income 
apartment buildings. “Tiuna was not conceived as 
a terrain or lot, but rather an extension of the 
street,” recalls Alejandro Haiek, an architect with 
Lab.Pro.Fab.

Lab.Pro.Fab started holding community 
meetings in 2005 to discuss turning the Tiuna 
project into a living experiment for social activism 
and engagement. “We try to use at least 40 
percent of our time to research experimental 
projects,” Haiek says. “Architects, sociologists, 
landscape architects and communication experts 
are involved.”

Any organization or person can use the space, 
but they have to pay for their use by teaching an 
academic course for the local youth. Latent Voices, 
an activist group, organized a gra!ti art day in a 
juvenile prison with support from Tiuna. The 
Laboratory of Urban Arts uses the space to teach 
youth in three areas: hip–hop, popular and 
alternative communication, and performing arts 
and music. Their intensive all-day workshops have 
been held once a week since 2008, serving 
approximately 800 youth over the years. Four 
productions combining singing, dancing, music 
and street theater are a result of the program.

Tiuna’s buildings are built from converted 
containers and other recycled materials. The 
modular containers have been transformed into 
classrooms, o!ces, laboratories, a skate park, and 
a permeable theater. Other materials such as 
cardboard cup holders were used to provide sound 
insulation in the radio station and recording 
studios. Community member Lorena Freitez, of the 
activist group Latent Voices, stresses the 
importance of reusing the casto" materials. “Our 
choice of architecture reflects our political 
beliefs,” she says. “We want to create an 
alternative use or value to those materials and 
people that have been excluded from the formal 
discourse of the city.” Embraced by the 
community, the park “meets the aesthetic and 
symbolic references of the young people that we 
work with,” Freitez says.

The park is now about halfway through its 
transformation, and the architects are revising 
their original plans based on community input. 
Miqueas Figuera, a local musician who uses the 
recording studio and is a member of the collective, 
has planted many of the new trees, and advocated 
for a hostel and tennis courts.

Two of the auditoriums and their supporting 
classroom and laboratory spaces, each called a 
nucleus, have been completed and a third is in the 
works. “Our initial goal was five,” Haiek says, “But 
now three to preserve more green space. At this 
moment we really want to transform this parking 
lot into a park.”
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The new Hazelwood School for Children and 
Young People with Sensory Impairment is the only 
educational institution in Glasgow, Scotland, of its 
kind. Students may be blind and deaf, or they could 
be physically handicapped and struggle with a 
learning disability. “Our children are probably the 
most disabled children in Glasgow,” says Monica 
McGeever, the school’s head teacher. “When they 
were being schooled in [two] run–down buildings, 
that didn’t send a great message in terms of the 
value we put on children with disabilities.” In 2003, 
the Glasgow City Council decided to build a single 
school for young people with multiple sensory 
impairments. It was finally completed in 2007.

In the United Kingdom, school procurement is 
done through a public–private partnership. 
Construction companies bid to build schools and 
the local governments pay for them over time. 

Hazelwood 
School
LOCATION  Glasgow, Scotland
DATE  2003–7
END USER  54 students with  
multiple sensory impairments
IMPLEMENTING AGENCY  Glasgow City Council
DESIGN FIRM  Alan Dunlop Architect Limited
DESIGN TEAM  Maggie Barlow,  
Gordon Brown, Alan Dunlop, Fergal Feeney, 
Gordon Murray, Stacey Phillips
ENGINEER  Buro Happold
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT   
City Design Co–Operative
QUANTITY SURVEYORS  Thomas and Adamson
CONTRACTOR!MANUFACTURER   
Sir Robert McAlpine
FUNDER  Glasgow City Council
COST  £6.8 million/$10.9 million USD
AREA  2666 sq m/28 697 sq ft

Rather than select the cheapest option, as is often 
the case under this system, the Glasgow City 
Council decided to hold a design competition for  
a school that would accommodate children with 
special needs. 

Architect Alan Dunlop was selected out of the 
six local architects invited to participate and 
launched a challenging 18–month community–
focused design development period. He wanted to 
explain to students who were blind and deaf the 
design of the school and made models of 
cardboard for them to feel. The design charrettes 
with teachers, parents, therapists and doctors 
were a key way for Dunlop to learn about the 
struggles disabled youth face on a daily basis. 
“When the clinicians took me through the range  
of problems that each child can have it was 
overwhelming,” Dunlop says. “In many ways I had 

 “Now we are saying that your children are so valuable 
that we are giving them a fantastic building.”
Monica McGeever, head teacher

LEFT
The school’s design accommodates the 
site’s existing trees.
Photo: Keith Hunter

OPPOSITE
A textured “trail rail” helps guide 
students through the tactile 
environment.
Photo: Andrew Lee
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to put aside everything I had learned as an 
architect and in architecture school.”

These discoveries informed every aspect of 
the school’s design. The team developed a 
strategy that focused on using highly tactile 
materials to promote sensory navigation so that 
di!erent spaces are defined by gravel, grass, 
woodchips and floor markings. The ceiling 
heights in classrooms di!er to create distinct 
acoustical environments. A slate wall 
strategically positioned to absorb warmth from 
the sun delineates classroom levels.

The transitions between spaces facilitate 
“trailing,” which is when a visually impaired 
person runs their hand along a wall or handrail. 
The locker wall in the main corridor is faced with 
cork that helps these students find their way 
around. In the old building there were thick red 
handrails on the walls that gave the school “an 
institutional feel,” Dunlop says. “Depending on 
the angle of the wall related to the entrance of the 
classrooms they know exactly where they are.”

The thoughtful design of the main trailing wall 
also facilitates sensitizing students to closer 
contact. “There is one young man who had great 
di"culty moving independently around his 
previous school,” McGeever recalls. “When he 
came to Hazelwood, within a matter of weeks he 
was moving around the school, almost with no 
support whatsoever.”

TOP RIGHT
Non–toxic interior finishes were 
used because of the student body’s 
heightened sensitivity.
Photo: Andrew Lee

RIGHT
The building’s low profile minimizes 
its impact on the site and surrounding 
neighborhood. It weaves through trees 
that were on the site before it was built.
Photo: Andrew Lee

ABOVE
Students dine in the cafeteria. The 
design emphasizes daylight.
Photo: Andrew Lee

RIGHT
A site plan of the school shows its 
curved shape.
Image: Alan Dunlop Architects
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The podium base of the building creates 
a place for visitors to sit.
Photo:Cameron Sinclair/ 
Architecture for Humanity

Friends Center 
at Angkor 
Hospital for 
Children
LOCATION  Siem Reap, Cambodia
DATE  2006–8
PROJECT TYPE  Visitors center and o!ces
CLIENT  Angkor Hospital for Children
DESIGN FIRM  Cook + Fox Architects
STRUCTURAL ENGINEER Severud Associates
ELECTRICAL!MECHANICAL ENGINEER   
Dagher Engineering 
SUSTAINABILITY CONSULTANT   
Ryan Maliszewski, Furuyama Yasuyuki
CONTRACTOR  Villa Parc Engineering 
FUNDER   
Sterling Stamos Capital Management
COST  $250 000 USD
AREA  342 sq m/3681 sq ft

Severe poverty has threatened the health of 
Cambodian children throughout the country’s 
tumultuous history. The stunning child mortality 
rate is mainly due to preventable ailments like 
bacterial pneumonia and diarrhea. Photographer 
Kenro Izu founded Friends Without A Border in 
1996, inspired to improve children’s health after 
traveling there. Three years later, the organization 
opened Angkor Hospital for Children in Siem Reap, 
Cambodia. The Center for Friends Without a 
Border, featured here, was completed in 2008 and 
sits on the hospital’s grounds.

The center provides a separate space for visitors 
to learn about the hospital without compromising 
patient privacy. “The center is very open and you 
can see through the building to the hospital so you 
feel like you’re a part of the complex without being 
in it,” says Basil Stamos, a physician and partner 
for Sterling Stamos Capital Managment, which 
funded the building. It also provides o!ce space 
for Friends Without a Border and hosts art exhibits, 
health classes and training sessions.

New York–based Cook + Fox Architects 
designed the sustainable building. (Lead architect 
Rick Cook first adopted children from Cambodia in 
2002.) “When they are older and know about their 
country’s situation they will want to know how we 
helped,” he says. The center is inspired by sacred 
building techniques of the Khmer people 
(Cambodia’s largest ethnic group). The nine 
structural bays are laid out in a square grid, 
recalling the axial symmetry of nearby temples. 
The canted roof drains to a pool and rainwater 
cistern. “The Angkor Wat temples have very 

The Friends Center is located at  
Angkor Hospital for Children in Siem 
Reap, Cambodia.
Photo: Cook + Fox Architects 215
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MIDDLE COLUMN
A rainwater collection pond in 
the central atrium demonstrates 
resourceful water storage. 
Photo: Cameron Sinclair/ 
Architecture for Humanity

LEFT COLUMN
Sustainably harvested bamboo 
louvers on the exterior cladding satisfy 
aesthetic and environmental needs.
Photo: Cameron Sinclair/ 
Architecture for Humanity

RIGHT COLUMN
Compostable toilets are a virtually 
water–free way to dispose of waste and 
empty into a composting unit outside.
Photo: Cameron Sinclair/ 
Architecture for Humanity

advanced hydrological engineering,” Cook says. 
“This simple gesture, making the rainwater 
collection a central feature of the building, 
connects the present to a cultural tradition.”

Sterling Stamos hired Ryan Maliszewski to 
research sustainable strategies for the center. 
“The biggest challenge was trying to mediate the 
global modern e!orts toward sustainability with 
the Khmer culture and construction practices,” 
Maliszewski says. He coordinated between Cook + 
Fox and the local contractors. This eased the 
communication problems between the designers 
and builders. Shading slats around the exterior 
were originally meant to be made of koki wood, 
which has historically been used to build boats, 
but the political and cultural ramifications of its 
harvesting during the Khmer Rouge era has made it 
di"cult to procure. After exhausting all other 

options, Maliszewski was forced to order bamboo 
fiberboard from southern China. “It was sort of a 
win–lose because we were trying to source local 
but [this example] typified some of the barriers we 
hit,” he says. “If we wanted to make this work we 
had to look outside of the 250–mile radius.” 
Although koki wood is culturally valuable, the 
finished product uses a more sustainable material.

TOP
Illustration of sustainable design 
strategies used in the Friends Center.
Image: Cook + Fox Architects

BOTTOM
Exploded axonometric drawing of the 
building components.
Image: Cook + Fox Architects

Sustainably
harvested bamboo
louvers

Insulating double roof is
photovoltaic-ready

Outreach and development
office

Rainwater reservoir
channels water to a cistern
for later use

Low-flow fixtures, locally
designed ceramic tile and
sink basins

Energy Recovery Ventilator
captures + recirculates heat
to reduce electric load

Large glass panes
provide visual connection
to the adjacent hospital and
street

Moveable gallery display
boxes, to exhibit local art
work

Gallery doubles as
a space for lectures,
training workshops
and performances

Sustainable Construction
Manager employed
to source materials +
coordinate design

Local artisan crafted silk
panels provide acoustic
insulation to screening
room and office

Floor plane hovers above
a native landscape garden,
creating a natural bench for
the outdoor gathering space

Jatropha based biodiesel
will power the Center’s
generator with clean,
renewable fuel

Entry oriented to face a 
quiet side street; vestibule
airlock maximizes A/C
efficiency

Primarily daylit, the Center
is supplemented by energy
efficient lighting

Overhang calibrated
to shade glass from the
intense tropical sun
Winter Solstice: 54°
Summer Solstice: 80°

The Center for Friends Without A
Border interprets sustainability to 
include social, cultural, and economic
factors, in addition to environmental
conservation.

Sustainable Strategies Diagram
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Mahiga Hope 
High School 
Rainwater 
Court
LOCATION  Mahiga, Nyeri District,  
Central Province, Kenya 
DATE  2009–10 
END USER  1500 residents of Mahiga
CLIENT  St. Joseph Mahiga Primary  
and Secondary School
IMPLEMENTING AGENCY   
Architecture for Humanity
PROJECT MANAGERS Greg Elsner,  
Michael Jones
DESIGN FIRM  Dick Clark Architecture
CONTRACTORS   
Boslika Building Contractors  
(general contractor), Chaga Electricals 
(mechanical contractor),  
Gumbi & Associates, Samuel Maina  
Ndlrague (water tank contractor)
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSULTANT   
Mazingira & Engineering Consultants 
FUNDERS  Architecture for Humanity;  
Willie and Annie Nelson; Nike;  
Nobelity Project
COST  $84 150 USD
AREA  451 sq m/4850 sq ft
WATER STORAGE   
30 000 liters/7925 gal

It started with a tree. Joseph Mutongu, a local 
conservationist, wanted to introduce a tree 
growing program at the school his son attended. 
The Mahiga Hope School is located in a dusty  
rural village in the Aberdare Mountain Range  
in central Kenya. Most families are subsistence 
farmers and at the time were in the midst of a 
four–year drought. The school needed water to 
allow the tree to grow, but more importantly to 
provide some clean drinking water to its students. 
Joseph took it upon himself to find a way to make  
it happen.

There were three options: to rely on the 
municipal waterline, which worked two weeks of 
the year; to drill an expensive bore well; or to 
develop an o!–grid rainwater catchment system.  
A chance encounter with Turk and Christy Pipkin of 
the Nobelity Project created the opportunity for 

the third option. In 2008, Joseph, Turk and the 
school installed a simple gutter system on one of 
the school’s wooden structures. Rainwater was 
collected in a small tank and purified with an 
ultraviolet system. For a few thousand dollars, the 
school suddenly had access to a small supply of 
water. The team then had a bolder idea, to provide 
water for every student all the way to the end of 
high school.

For a rural school, access to water is the key for 
focused learning. Children don’t have to walk miles 
to collect unsafe water, school lunches can use 
clean water for cooking and for drinking, and safe 
access to sanitation prevents disease and ensures 
teenage girls stay in school. The idea was born of 
tackling two uniquely di!erent issues, the desire  
of the children to have access to sports and the 
need for safe drinking water. Turk and Christy 

worked with Dick Clark Architects to develop a 
concept for a rainwater court and entered into  
the Gamechangers design challenge run by 
Architecture for Humanity and Nike. As one of the 
winners of the competition, the school was 
awarded financing, construction management and 
a one–year design fellow who would live and work 
in Mahiga. 

Greg Elsner arrived in Mahiga with a task to 
design and build a multi–purpose basketball court 
that would collect up to 30 000 liters of water, 
with a budget on par with a simple borehole well. 
Partnering with local architects Multiplex Systems, 
Elsner and the team utilized local hand–cut stone 
(Mahiga means “stone”), a steel structure that 
mirrors traditional Kenyan art, and a two–panel 
metal roof to build the 436 sq m (4850 sq ft) 
structure. Going beyond a court, the architects 

ABOVE 
The whole community attended the 
opening of the rainwater court. 
Photo: Michael Jones/Architecture for Humanity

RIGHT
Joseph Mutongu and some kids sample 
the first purified water from the 
rainwater court. 
Photo: Greg Elsner/Architecture for Humanity
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designed a small stage that could be used for 
community meetings, movie nights and weddings.

Like many institutional projects, this was more 
than a structure; it became a community catalyst. 
In less than 18 months student test scores jumped 
from the lowest to the highest in a district of 600 
schools; enrollment in the high school tripled; the 
school had electricity for the first time; it installed 

a computer lab and a library and a two–story high 
school was built. Mahiga went from a derelict rural 
school to a model education campus.

When the court finally opened it had not rained 
in over three months. Over 1000 community 
members stood in the midday sun under a cluster 
of umbrellas to see the first basketball game 
played on the new court. As halftime approached, 

dark brooding clouds rolled across the skyline  
and by the time of the last shot the heavens  
opened up. Most building openings are dampened 
by a downpour, but in the case of the Mahiga 
rainwater court, it was the best way possible to 
celebrate. Joseph collected the first bowl of clean 
water to nourish a tree still growing in a corner  
of the schoolyard.

TOP
Schematic perspective of the court. 
Image: Greg Elsner/ 
Architecture for Humanity 

ABOVE
Students pose outside Mahiga Hope 
High School. The rainwater court 
supplies the school with water.
Photo: Turk Pipkin/Nobelity Project

LEFT
Foreman Robert Mwangi of Boslika 
Building Contractors smiles as heavy 
rains roll in.
Photo: Greg Elsner/Architecture for Humanity

TOP LEFT
Staking out the site for the  
rainwater court.
Photo: Greg Elsner/Architecture for Humanity

SECOND FROM TOP LEFT
Setting the foundation for the 
rainwater court.
Photo: Greg Elsner/Architecture for Humanity

THIRD FROM TOP LEFT
Raising the first of eight columns.
Photo: Greg Elsner/Architecture for Humanity

FOURTH FROM TOP LEFT
Underside of completed rain– 
collecting roof.
Photo: Greg Elsner/Architecture for Humanity

FIFTH FROM TOP LEFT
Wire cage framing for the water cistern 
with a capacity of 15 000 gallons.
Photo: Greg Elsner/Architecture for Humanity

BOTTOM LEFT
The water cistern, and everything 
related to water on the court, is  
painted yellow.
Photo: Greg Elsner/Architecture for Humanity

RIGHT 
Setting up a basketball hoop.
Photo: Greg Elsner/Architecture for Humanity

 “We finished it right when the rains came. 
Keep in mind it had not rained in the 
previous three months.”
Greg Elsner, Architecture for Humanity design fellow 
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10x10 Housing 
Initiative
FEATURED PROJECT  Sandbag Houses
LOCATION  Mitchells Plains,  
Cape Town, South Africa
DATE  2007–9
IMPLEMENTING PARTNER  Design Indaba  
10x10 Housing Project
CLIENT  Design Indaba/Interactive Africa, Cape 
Town
END USER  10 families,  
Freedom Park community
FIRST BENEFICIARY  Hans Jonker–House 
completed in 2008
DESIGN FIRM  MMA Architects
DESIGN TEAM  Luyanda Mpahlwa,  
Uli Mpahlwa, Sushma Patel, Kirsty Ronne
CONTRACT MANAGEMENT   
Chinedum Emeruem, Westley Van Wyk
CONTRACTOR   
Tech Homes–Schalk Van Der Welt
MATERIAL SUPPLIER   
Ecobeams and sandbags:  
Mike Trenmere, ECOBUILD Technologies
FUNDER  Design Indaba Trust
SPONSORS  DesignSpaceAfrica,  
PG Bison/Penny Pinchers
CONSULTANTS  Henry Herring,  
AKI (Structural engineer); Brian Mahachi,  
BTKM (Quantity Surveyors)
COST PER UNIT  80 000 South African rand/$10 
170 USD
AREA  54 sq m/581 sq ft
OCCUPANCY  5 or 6 people

South Africa’s post–apartheid Reconstruction 
and Development Programme provides brick and 
concrete mortar houses to people who need them 
through a program that provides subsidies to 
private housing developers. The current 
government subsidy per house is 50 000 South 
African rand, or $6900 USD. Design Indaba 
challenged architects to design an alternative to 
the standard government–funded design with 
which many people were unhappy. The Cape 
Town–based [design advocacy] organization 
organized the 10x10 Housing Project competition. 
In 2007, they invited 10 teams, each consisting of 
one international and one South African architect, 
to design a house for a family in Mitchells Plains 
township, an informal community 40 kilometers 
(25 mi) from the heart of Cape Town.

The winning design by MMA Architects employs 
sandbags as a sustainable building material. 
Sandbags can be used as a!ordable and e!ective 
insulation and o!er added protection from 
weather. “We’ve got to find di!erent ways of 
uplifting the people and one of them is obviously 
going to have to be sustainable building because 
you’ve got millions and millions of people,” says 
Luyanda Mpahlwa, a principal architect at  
MMA Architects. “You can’t use the conventional 
ways, which use high energy and increase the 
carbon footprint.” 

The winning design uses EcoBeams, a product 
of a South Africa–based company, to frame the 
house. The vertical beams are made of timber 
connected with a galvanized metal element. Nylon 

The 10x10 houses in Freedom Park, 
Mitchell Plains, Cape Town,  
South Africa.
Photo: Weiland Gleich/Archigraphy.com
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bags filled with sand are stacked within the frame 
and covered with mesh wire and plaster to form 
smooth walls. These houses do not need 
foundations and the sandbags act as the anchoring 
element to further reduce construction costs.

Sandbags have been used in South Africa but 
the designers pushed boundaries by using them to 
build a two–story home. Expanding vertically 
helps to maximize living space on small plots of 
land. “We had to be very creative about how we 
would use sandbag building technology because 
we were not aware if it had been used before,” 
Mpahlwa says. “We had to get the services of an 
engineer and he had to be innovative about how to 
support the top structure.” Concrete beams were 
placed on top of the first–floor walls to ensure 
structural stability, and a concrete beam acted as 
a foundational element for the second floor. 

Ten homes were built from the design and 10 
families are now living in them. Each house has a 
second–story platform that the occupants can use 
as a patio or make into an additional room. The 
homes were all placed close to the road to create 
the largest backyards possible. “We used 
architecture as a way of empowering a community 
that has never had a house before,” Mpahlwa says.

The second-floor terrace acts as  
a carport and can be converted into  
an additional room.
Photo: Weiland Gleich/Design Indaba  

OPPOSITE TOP LEFT
The Pillay family, residents of a 10x10 
Housing Initiative home, stand in front 
of their former home.
Photo: Yasser Booley/Design Indaba

OPPOSITE TOP RIGHT
Freedom Park, South Africa (before).
Photo: Yasser Booley/Design Indaba

OPPOSITE MIDDLE LEFT
Community members pack sandbags 
between the vertical EcoBeams.
Photo: Nadya Glawe/Design Indaba

OPPOSITE MIDDLE RIGHT 
Applying plaster scratch coat.
Photo: Nadya Glawe/Design Indaba

OPPOSITE BOTTOM LEFT 
Framing the second floor of the house.
Photo: Nadya Glawe/Design Indaba 

OPPOSITE BOTTOM RIGHT 
Construction of the second floor. 
Photo: Nadya Glawe/Design Indaba
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ABOVE
Children gathering water from the 
water bladder tap system.
Photo: Kenny Rae/Oxfam

LEFT
Water bladder is connected to  
a clean water faucet unit.
Photo: Kenny Rae/Oxfam

ABOVE 
Men filling up an empty water bladder.
Photo: Jane Beesley/Oxfam

BELOW 
A boy helps fill a water bladder in Haiti 
following the 2010 earthquake. 
Photo: Jane Beesley/Oxfam

course. Shortly after the earthquake it became a 
makeshift home to an estimated 50 000 people 
per night. The demand for water was so high that 
Oxfam had to implement five water bladders as 
well as semi–permanent storage tanks. 

The bladder has a filler cap and tap, and is 
made of thermoplastic coated polyester. This 
material can last for years, and the only 
maintenance necessary is patching the bladder 
should it spring a leak. Though the design may be 
simple, water bladders have the potential to save 
millions of lives through their deployment.

They are easy to ship and set up with the help 
of community members. It takes just one Oxfam 
worker to install a tap stand, which functions as a 

faucet. Oxfam strives to provide camps with the 
Sphere Humanitarian Charter and Minimum 
Standards in Humanitarian Response of 15 liters 
of water per person, per day. Under the Sphere 
standard, a 10 000–liter bladder can provide 
water for 700 people a day. 

Kenny Rae helped set up Oxfam’s water 
sanitation program in Port–au–Prince. “People 
always emphasized to us that water is the most 
important necessity. It was 95°F and people 
hadn’t had clean water for days, and then we 
suddenly arrived,” Rae recalls. “We not only 

provided clean drinking water, but set up 
separate men’s and women’s areas where 
they could bathe. They were so thankful.” 

The main drawback is that the tanks have 
to be shipped from the United Kingdom, which 
is a costly delay during an emergency. They 
are also dependent on water delivery from 
trucks, which can be interrupted by fuel 
shortages, tra!c or washed–out roads. 
Haitian water truck drivers are doing the best 
they can to serve their communities and keep 
the bladders full.

Water bladders are an e!cient, life–saving 
method of distributing and storing potable water 
in emergency situations. Produced by Structure–
Flex and distributed by Oxfam, an international aid 
agency, the bladders first arrived in Haiti after the 
devastating earthquake that struck near the 
capital of Port–au–Prince in January 2010. Oxfam 
has been using the water bladders for over 20 
years. Resembling huge yellow pillows, they are in 
high demand in Haitian communities. In the wake 
of the magnitude 7.0 earthquake, half a million 
people are dependent on such systems for water. 

Oxfam implemented the water bladders in 
Delmas 48, a refugee camp located in Port–au– 
Prince that is situated on what used to be a golf 

Emergency  
Water Bladder
LOCATION  Various 
DATE  1990–present
DESIGNER  Structure–Flex 
MANUFACTURER  Structure–Flex
END USER   
60–3300 people per day at minimum  
Sphere standards of  
15 liters per person, per day
CAPACITY   
1000–50 000 liters/264–13 208 gal
FEATURED AGENCY  Oxfam
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“I want to say one word to you. Just one word . . . 
plastics.” So goes one of the most memorable lines 
from the iconic film The Graduate. That was 1967. 
Today, the limitless potential of plastic has come at 
an environmental cost that has led many to question 
the material’s widespread use and benefits. Plastic 
waste is perhaps the most visible drawback, and has 
created a large and looming problem. The North 
Pacific Gyre, a swath of circular currents twice the 
size of Texas, has trapped a large amount of plastic, 
which ultraviolet rays degrade into microscopic 
particles. A 2001 study by oceanographer Charles 
Moore, published in the Marine Pollution Bulletin, 
reported an average of 334 271 pieces of plastic per 
square kilometer of ocean.

David de Rothschild, founder of the environ-
mental organization MYOO, formerly Adventure 
Ecology, was inspired by a United Nations 
Environment Program report outlining the threat to 
our oceans, and Thor Heyerdahl’s pioneering 
Kon–Tiki expedition of 1947. He decided to draw 
attention to the problem by building the Plastiki, a 
60–foot–long catamaran made of reclaimed soda 
bottles that instantly became a plastic waste 
pin–up when it set sail from San Francisco, 

California to Sydney, Australia, in March 2010.  
On a mission to reevaluate plastic waste as a 
resource, the Plastiki spent four months at sea 
sending a “message in a bottle” to the watching 
world. “Waste is fundamentally a design issue and 
plastic is not the enemy,” de Rothschild says.  
“We need to redefine our understanding and use  
of the material.” 

He journeyed 8000 nautical miles to report on 
the health of the world’s oceans, in particular the 
colossal amount of plastic waste floating out of 
sight. The concept of this ambitious project was to 
construct the entire vessel out of recycled 
polyethylene terephthalate (PET) bottles. MYOO 
approached the design team behind the product 
development and incubation company, Level 2 
Industries, to experiment with the material. After 
research and testing, they decided to fill the 
catamaran’s two pontoons with 12 500 2–liter 
plastic bottles filled with carbon dioxide to make 
them more rigid.

The cabin acts as a self–sustaining home for 
the six–person crew, providing shelter from the 
unforgiving heat and tropical storms of the Pacific 
Ocean. The design team employed principles of 
“biomimicry” design, looking to nature for 
solutions.

A specially developed technology 
incorporating recycled PET (rPET) was used to 
engineer the superstructure of the boat. 
Recycled plastic fibers replace the commonly 
used unrecyclable fiberglass or costly carbon 
fiber. The two masts, measuring 12 and 18 meters 
(40 and 60 ft) tall, are made from reclaimed 
aluminum irrigation pipes and the sails are 
handmade from recycled PET cloth. The bonding 
agent is recycled and also biodegradable—it is 
made from sugarcane and cashew nut husks. 
Following the success of Plastiki, MYOO has 
entered into a joint venture to market recycled 
PET under the name Seretex for a variety of uses, 
from sporting goods to disaster relief shelters.

TOP LEFT
Production of recycled polyethylene 
terephthalate (rPET) sheets used to 
build the Plastiki.
Photo: Luca Babini

TOP RIGHT
The rPET sheets are cut and sanded into 
pieces that make the Plastiki’s hull.
Photo: Luca Babini

BOTTOM LEFT
This large panel of rPET forms the 
bottom of one of the pontoons.
Photo: Luca Babini

BOTTOM RIGHT
The Plastiki is the world’s only fully 
recyclable boat.
Photo: Nathaniel Corum/Architecture for 
Humanity

Plastiki rPET
LOCATION  Pacific Ocean
PROJECT TYPE  Plastiki Expedition
DATE  2010
SPONSORING ORGANIZATION  MYOO
PROJECT COORDINATOR   
Matthew Grey, MYOO
NAVAL ARCHITECT  Andrew Dovell
DESIGN TEAM   
Nathaniel Corum, Jason Iftakhar,  
Michael Jones, Michael Pawlyn,  
Greg Pronko, Mike O’Reilly 
ADDITIONAL SUPPORT   
Andy Fox, Architecture for Humanity;  
Ashley Biggin, University of Southern California 
School of Architecture 
LENGTH OF VESSEL  18 m/60 ft
OCCUPANCY  6 people

TOP
The Plastiki prototype sits in San 
Francisco Bay, in 2009. The design  
was improved for better handling 
turbulent ocean waters.
Photo: Nathaniel Corum/
Architecture for Humanity 

BOTTOM
Interior of the Plastiki’s cabin, outer 
shell designed by volunteers with 
Architecture for Humanity.
Photo: Nathaniel Corum/ 
Architecture for Humanity
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Svalbard Global 
Seed Vault
LOCATION  Svalsatveien, Longyearbyen, Svalbard, 
Norway
DATE  2006-8
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES  The Global Crop 
Diversity Trust; Government of Norway; Nordic 
Genetic Resource Center (NordGen)
PROPERTY MANAGER  Statsbygg, on behalf of the 
Norwegian government
DESIGN FIRM  Barlindhaug Consult AS
DESIGN TEAM  Trond A. Hansen, Louis Lunde, 
Peter W. Søderman
STRUCTURAL ENGINEER  Barlindhaug Consult AS
GEOTECHNICAL ENGINEER  Sverre Barlindhaug, 
Multiconsult AS
CONTRACTOR  Leonhard Nilsen & Sønner
FUNDERS  The Royal Norwegian Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food; The Royal Norwegian 
Ministry of Environment; The Royal Norwegian 
Ministry of Foreign A!airs
COST  $9 million USD
CAPACITY  4.5 million seeds, samples of 500 
seeds each

Cary Fowler collects seeds. “Most people don’t 
think about this, but our agricultural crops are 
on the frontlines of climate change and will be 
the first to be a!ected,” says Fowler, president 
of the Global Diversity Crop Trust. “What we are 
conserving for the future are options.” The seeds 
collected contain precious genetic variation that 
might otherwise be lost. They are being preserved 
in the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, located in arctic 
Norway. Although there are over 1000 seed banks 
in the world, this seed vault, close to the North 
Pole and lodged in a permafrost mountain, is the 
ultimate lair for preservation.

Barlindhaug Consult AS won the bid because 
of its previous work in Svalbard and 
understanding of the unique and harsh building 
conditions. “It is a combination of mining 
construction and building construction because 
the portal building is actually a building, but 
everything from the portal building into the 
vaults is like a mine,” says lead architect Peter 
Søderman. “It is strange for an architect to 
design a building that is not supposed to have 
any inhabitants except seeds and is not 

supposed to be a place that you visit.” 
The sleek architecture portal building (the 

only visible part of the facility) protrudes from 
the snowy hostile environment and is adorned 
with a jewel lighting art installation that glows at 
night and reflects the sun in the day. “It is a very 
picturesque facade but it is also a practical 
thing,” Søderman says. “[The wedge shape] 
divides the stone masses and snow on the slope 
so that rocks and snow roll down on either side of 
the entrance.” The design team worked with 
geologists and engineers to understand the 
geology of the mountain, which directed their 
construction and design decisions. A 100-meter 
(328-ft) steel tube protrudes from the portal 
entrance through the di!erent geological layers 
and connects to the main three cave-like 
chamber vaults, each with the capacity to store 
1.5 million di!erent seed samples. 

The team faced many challenges constructing 
a building that could hold up to the low 
temperatures necessary to preserve seeds. 
Limited building materials and sub-zero 

Artist Dyveke Sanne’ s work 
adorns the entrance.
Photo: Mari Tefre/Global Crop Diversity Trust

BOTTOM
Rendering of interior and exterior 
of the Seed Vault.
Image: Global Crop Diversity Trust
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TOP LEFT
Women preparing seed packets in Ibadan, 
Nigeria at the International Institute of Tropical 
Agriculture
Photo: International Institute of Tropical Agriculture/Global Crop 
Diversity Trust

ABOVE LEFT
Shelves inside the Seed Vault hold seeds from 
around the world
Photo: Mari Tefre/Global Crop Diversity Trust

TOP RIGHT
International Rice Research Institute 
employees preparing packets in Los Baños, 
Laguna, Philippines, to ship to the Seed Vault. 
International Rice Research Institute/Global Crop Diversity Trust

ABOVE RIGHT
Professor Cary Fowler holding seed containers 
in the bank.
Photo: Kalie Koponen/Global Crop Diversity Trust
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Favela Painting
Project
LOCATION  Vila Cruzeiro,  
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
DATE  2005–present
END USER  34 houses and  
nearby favela residents
IMPLEMENTING AGENCY   
Soldados Nunca Mais Program of  
the Ibiss Foundation
DESIGN FIRM  Haas&Hahn
ARTISTS   
Jeroen Koolhaas, Dre Urhahn, and  
young men living in the Rio Favelas 
FUNDER   
Grants, donations, sponsorships
COST  $200 000 USD
AREA  150 sq m/1615 sq ft (Boy with Kite);  
2000 sq m/21 528 sq ft (Rio Cruzeiro);  
7000 sq m/75 347 sq ft (Praça Cantão )

Colorful painted rays decorate the 
exteriors of 34 houses in the hillside 
slum Praça Cantão in the center of Rio 
de Janeiro, Brazil. Artists Jeroen 
Koolhaas and Dre Urhahn (Haas&Haan) 
enlisted locals to help create the 
artwork spanning 7000 square meters.
Photo: Haas&Hahn
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Faces of Favelas
LOCATION  Kibera, Kenya; Morro da Providência, 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
DATES  2003–present
ARTIST  JR
FEATURED PROJECTS  28 Millimeters: Women Are 
Heroes; The Wrinkles of the City; Face2Face 
FUNDER  Self–funded 

About 827 million people live in slums 
worldwide. Yet investments focused on water 
sanitation and infrastructure do little to mark a 
visual change in the community. With minimum 
expenditure in comparison to mainstream 
interventions, street artists are reimagining 
informal settlements from Kenya to Brazil. 

In 2006, after filming a documentary for  
MTV in Rio de Janeiro and São Paolo, Brazil, Dutch 
painters Jeroen Koolhaas and Dre Urhahn were 
inspired to start the Favela Painting Project 
through their new organization, Haas&Hahn.  
They created murals in two poor areas to help 
beautify the landscape. “All the hills are  
covered with slums and the slums are used as  
the scapegoats to all the problems of Brazil,” 
Urhahn says. “We wanted to make a visual 
intervention, so that just by looking at the favelas 
you get a completely di!erent perspective and 
you are forced to change your thinking.” As of 
2010, three large–scale painting projects had 
been completed.

The program hires and trains young men from 
the community to paint in the favelas, providing 
an alternative direction for the most likely 

LEFT
Japanese–style painted river on a 
concrete retaining wall in Rio Cruzeiro, 
2008.
Photo: Haas & Hahn

BELOW
The mural Boy with Kite (pictured) was 
the first in the Favela Painting Project.
Photo: Haas & Hahn 

OPPOSITE
Women Are Heroes Project,  
Morro da Providência,  
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 2008.
Photo: jr–art.net
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demographic to join gangs. “Everybody asks me if 
I made that painting,” said Vitor Luis da Silva, 15, 
while playing basketball on a court next to the 
mural Boy with Kite, spanning 150 square meters 
(1614 sq ft). “Thanks to God, yes. I learned a lot by 
doing it. If I wasn’t involved in these projects, I 
think I would be in the drug gang, maybe even 
shooting,” he said. 

After the first mural, people took note and 
thousands poured into the favelas for the 2008 
Rio Cruzeiroo opening ceremony to see the 
Japanese–style painted concrete river of fish 
swimming 2000 square meters (21 527 sq ft) down 
the hillside. In addition to tourists visiting the 
favelas to view the art, the employment 
opportunities for the young men who worked on 
the project are expanding.

Residents of the area have a new perception of 
their neighborhood, especially the 34 houses 
painted in colorful stripes for the O Morro project. 
“We wanted to find a way for these people to have 
a sense of pride about their neighborhood and to 
show the outside world that they feel good about 
themselves. By putting a small film of paint on the 
whole surface of the favela we thought that we 
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would be able to bridge this gap,” Koolhaas says. Haas&Hahn 
hope to expand the project, bringing color to the strong–
spirited community as it strives to overcome crime and 
violence. 

JR, a photographer from Paris, is similarly bringing art to 
slums. In 2006, JR went to Clichy Montfermeil, a low–income 
area of Paris, and took portraits of community members. He 
then pasted them in the bourgeois areas of Paris to draw 
attention to the conflicts among them. 

Motivated by an ambitious mission “to post art all over  
the world,” JR travels to embattled areas and uses renegade 
art to amplify the issues. His projects focus on women as 
heroes, among other themes. “I want to celebrate the strength 
and courage of women who live in places where they are targets 
in wartime and are discriminated against in times of peace,”  
he says.

DIRECTIONAL Caption.  
The kiln brick detail enlisted 
craftspeople from a district 
20 kilometers away.

LEFT 
Women Are Heroes project,  
Morro da Providência,  
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 2008.
Photo: jr–art.net 

ABOVE
Women Are Heroes Project,  
Kibera Slum, Nairobi, Kenya, 2009.
Photo: jr–art.net
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Proyecto 
Urbano 
Integral
LOCATION  Medellín, Colombia 
DATE  2004–9
AFFECTED POPULATION  170 000 inhabitants
IMPLEMENTING AGENCY   
Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano de Medellín 
(Economic Development of Medellín) 
PROGRAM MANAGEMENT  Carlos Alberto 
Montoya Correa, Carlos Mario Rodríguez Osorio, 
Alejandro Echeverri Restrepo 
DESIGN TEAM  Luis Fernando Arango Arboleda, 
Eliana Idárraga Castaño, Carmen Elisa Hurtado 
Figueroa, Andrés Benítez Giraldo, Esteban Henao, 
Héctor Javier Cruz Londoño, John Octavio Ortiz 
Lopera, Mauricio Iván Mendoza Martinez,  
Ana Milena Vergara Monsalve, Oscar Montoya, 
Francesco Maria Orsini, Diego Armando Pino Pino, 
Claudia Juliana Portillo Rubio, Carlos David 
Montoya Valencia, Oscar Mauricio Santana Vélez, 
Isabel Arcos Zuluaga
ADDITIONAL AGENCIES   
Programa de Paz y Reconciliación  
(Peace and Reconciliation Program) 
FUNDER  City of Medellín 
PROGRAM COST  $365 million USD
AREA  158 hectares/390 acres

FEATURED PROJECT  Metrocable
LOCATION  Zona Nororiental de  
Medellín, Colombia
DATE  2003–4
BENEFICIARIES  170 000 residents  
in the Zona Nororiental
PROJECT ARCHITECTS  María Bustamante,  
Edison Escobar Osorno
PROJECT ENGINEERS  Sergio Acosta,  
Adriana Arcila, Jorge Ramos
CONSTRUCTION TEAM  U.T. Telecabinas  
Medellín (Pomagalski, ConConcreto, y 
Termotecnica Coindustrials)
FUNDERS  City of Medellín;  
Metro Medellín
COST  $25 million USD
AREA  2072 m/6797 ft
OCCUPANCY  93 cabins

Starting in the 1960s, political instability led to 
the rise of paramilitary groups and armed conflict 
throughout Colombia. As groups such as 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia rose to 
power, violence forced Colombia’s rural poor 
from their land. The flight from the countryside 
into the urban area led to the rise of informal 
settlements and street crime. Para–military 
groups and gangs controlled the hillside slums of 
Medellín. Throughout much of the 1980s and 
1990s Medellín was considered the capital of the 
cocaine trade. (In 1987, Forbes magazine 
estimated that 80 percent of the global cocaine 
market was controlled by the Medellín Cartel.) 

In 1999, then President Andres Pastrana 
proposed “Plan Colombia.” With aid from the 
United States and other countries, Plan Colombia 
called for the investment of $7.5 billion USD over 
the course of the next decade in sweeping reforms 
aimed at ending the drug trade. While the bulk of 
these funds were directed toward demilitarization 
and counternarcotics, Plan Colombia also made 
way for significant investment—more than $1.3 
billion in the United States alone for social 
infrastructure and programs. These programs 
worked to disarm paramilitary groups. The 
national government signed an accord with the 
paramilitary and narco–tra!c groups, and began 
a long–term commitment to reintegrate 
ex–combatants into the social fabric of the nation. 
On the heels of these investments, Medellín’s 
transformation began. 

In 2003, Sergio Fajardo, a mathematician and 
the son of an architect, was elected mayor of 
Medellín. “We spent all our time saying how our 
society should be, but the politicians are the ones 
who make all the decisions in society. So, with a 
group of friends, we said we are going to have to get 
into politics.” Fajardo ran on a platform of social 
renewal and articulated a plan for reducing 
violence and revitalizing the city. When he was 
elected in 2003, he began implementing the plan: 
“We had a formula to solve the problem. We have 

ABOVE
Medellín’s Metrocable scales  
the hillside city.
Photo: Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano/ 
Alcaldía de Medellín

FAR LEFT
Near the Santo Domingo area 
before improvements were made.
Photo: Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano/ 
Alcaldía de Medellín

LEFT
Paved pathways replace steep  
dirt pathways.
Photo: Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano/ 
Alcaldía de Medellín

to start reducing violence, but whenever we reduce 
violence we immediately have to come back with 
social interventions. And we brought in architec-
ture,” Fajardo explained in a television interview. 

“We would go to the poorest neighborhoods 
and build the most beautiful buildings. So 
suddenly in the places where there was no hope 
we were building the most incredible spaces—
but all were related to opportunities. “ During his 
administration, the city invested 47 percent of its 
budget in schools, libraries, cultural centers, 
public spaces, job training centers and transit. 
These investments were tied to slum upgrading 
programs and social programs to reintegrate 
ex–combatants. 

“Our most beautiful buildings must  
be in our poorest areas.” 
Sergio Fajardo, mayor of Medellín, Colombia, from 2003 to 2007
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Proyecto Urbano Integral not only focused on 
building safe transportation systems, education 
hubs and business development facilities, but 
also focused those investments in place, ensuring  
that new libraries were located near transit hubs  
and bridging barrios separated by creeks and 
deep ravines. 

“We use architecture in a very simple way to 
change the mind of the people and the barrios,” 
said Alejandro Echeverri Restrepo, then the city’s 
director of urban projects for the mayor’s o!ce  
of Medellin.

The first Proyecto Urbano Integral revitalization 
area was Communa Noroiental in the Santo 
Domingo—one of the city’s poorest and most 
violent neighborhoods. It is home to 11 neigh-
borhoods of 170 000 residents, most living in 
informal dwellings along the steep hillsides to the 
north of the city center. Perhaps the most 
attention–getting project is the city’s Metrocable 
transit system. To connect the informal barrios to 
the subway and the formal city in the valley below, 
the city built a public gondola that scales the 
steep hillside. Running the length of the gondola 

is a series of public parks, job training centers and 
schools. At the top, purposely situated next to the 
metro station, the city built Parque Biblioteca 
España (now one of five library parks in Medellin). 
Designed by architect Giancarlo Mazzanti, it 
resembles three massive, etched black boulders 
and is visible throughout the city. Completed in 
2007, at a cost of $4 million USD, it marked the first 
formal civic structure in the informal settlement. 

“Violence has terrible consequences all over, 
one of those is that violence splits society into 
smaller groups. So instead of becoming citizens, 
we are fearful of other people in the city, we are 
restricted. So what we did was we created new 
public spaces which are going to come together. 
Together these public spaces and new transit 
helped to create links between barrios and the 
city, providing greater access to jobs, services 
and opportunity. 

Medellin, the center of Colombia’s textile 
industry, funded the upgrades through a mix of 
national funding and new taxes. In 2002 the city 
had expanded the scope of an existing local 
economic development corporation, charged 

with upgrading public spaces, and renamed it 
Empresa de Desarrollo. As an autonomous 
agency, it had broad latitude to partner across 
sectors and across agencies allowing it to direct 
and thread funding from di"erent city budgets. 
This was a key element to the success of the city’s 
urban upgrading initiatives. To date, the city has 
invested 424 billion Colombian pesos ($212 million 
USD) in tandem with another $360 million USD in 
annual spending on education. 

By 2007, the city’s murder rate had fallen to 26 
murders per 100 000 inhabitants. While the 
changes have not ended violence altogether (after 
a downward trend, the city’s murder rate spiked 
again in 2009, more than doubling to 170 per 
population of 100 000), they have brought a sea 
change in the social landscape of the city. Today, 
the Empresa des Desarrollo has more than 180 
projects underway. In each barrio a community 
manager helps to coordinate and integrate the 
projects with social initiatives and goals, such as 
job training for ex–combatants. Tourism has 
increased, along with property values—and 
property taxes.

Kids play in one of several new parks 
intended to create peace through the 
creation of public space.
Photo: Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano  
Alcaldía de Medellín

Ex–combatants who participated in 
jobs training in tandem with 
development.
Photo Credit: Michael Grote/ 
Architecture for Humanity

Children’s park in Santo Domingo provides a safe 
place fo r youth to play.
Photo: Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano  
Alcaldía de Medellín

Image: Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano 
Alcaldía de Medellín.

Terraced pathways reinforce steep inclines around 
the Metrocable.
Photo: Michael Grote/Architecture for Humanity

The Cedzco are business centers that o!er workshops 
and business advice.
Photo: Michael Grote/Architecture for Humanity

Parque Mirador Niños is located at the base of  
a Metrocable station. The park hosts community 
festivals and performance events. 
Photo: Diana Moreno/Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano  
Alcaldía de Medellín

A health center was one of the many community 
projects built to improve the city.
Photo: Michael Grote/Architecture for Humanity

The Parque Biblioteca España, designed by Colombian 
architect Giancarlo Mazzanti, enhances education 
opportunities for the Santo Domingo barrio youth.
Photo: Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano  
Alcadia de Medellin 

The Line K Metrocable station was completed in 2006 
and helps connect the barrios to downtown.
Photo: Diana Moreno/Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano  
Alcaldía de Medellín.
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Map showing corridor  
of project locations.
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David Baker + Partners Architects
Design Indaba
Diller Scofidio + Renfro
Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano de Medellín
Engineers Without Borders
FAREstudio
Frédéric Druot Architecture
FrontlineSMS

Gehry Partners
Global Crop Diversity Trust
Gra"ti Research Lab
Greywater Action
Human Translation
Haas&Hahn
International Dark–Sky Association
IOU RAMPS
Jaime Grau
James Corner Field Operations
JR
Kristofer Nonn
LA DALLMAN
LAB.PRO.FAB
Lacaton & Vassal
Let’s Do It! World
Li Xiaodong Atelier
Mari Gallagher Research & Consulting Group
Make It Right Foundation
Mangado y Asociados SL
Ministry of the Environment of Japan
New York City Department of Transportation
New York City O"ce of  
    Emergency Management
Oakland Housing Authority

OpenStreetMap
Parsons Design Workshop
Perkins Eastman | EE&K 
Postgreen Homes
PT Bambu
Rainwater HOG
Richard Meier & Partners Architects
Rural Architecture Studio
Salvation Army of New Orleans 
School of Architecture at Instituto       
Tecnológico y de Estudios Superiores
SHoP Architects
Society for the Promotion of  
    Area Resource Centres
Solar Decathlon 
Structure–flex
Studio Gang Architects
SUN Development
Tezuka Architects
Transition Network
TYIN tegnestue
Urban–Think Tank
Ushahidi
Walking School Bus
Work Worth Doing
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