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Introduction

Nikolaus Zieske
Professor Dipl.-Ing., Architect
Technische Hochschule Mittelhessen, Gießen, Germany

architects and engineers have to think about the new 
needs of society, taking into account right from the 
beginning the requirements of refugees, children, 
the elderly and the increasing number of students. 

On one hand, this phenomenon will lead to an 
acute lack of affordable housing, not only in the 
metropolitan areas but also in medium-sized cities 
like Gießen. In 2015 in the whole of Germany there 
was a shortage of adequate housing corresponding 
to approximately 770,000 apartments. This means 
that until 2020 we will have to build about 400,000 
apartments/year. Focusing specifically on Gießen, 
until 2020 about 3,000 more apartments are required 
in addition to the already on-going completions. 
This means that in the 4 years between 2016 and 
2020, 750 apartments/year have to be completed. 

As the director of the committee, it is a great 
honour for me to hold our first International Design 
Workshop here at the THM in Gießen.

The workshop is called S.A.F.E. - “Sustainable and 
Accessible Future for Everybody” - and it is aimed at 
improving the students’ knowledge on the current 
social changes. We want to develop new projects for 
housing and common spaces by designing inclusive, 
flexible and sustainable architectural solutions, 
especially for our city of Gießen.

As a reaction to the huge number of refugees who 
have arrived in Germany, including in Gießen, within 
the past year, we have been involved in various 
discussions about how this phenomenon could 
change our society and our daily life. Designers, 
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Fig. 2 - S.A.F.E. participants during a didactic tour in 
Frankfurt. Photo by Valentina Giacometti.

very close connections to sociological themes, we 
invited Ph.D. candidate Andreea Racleş from the 
Institute of Sociology of Justus-Liebig-University to 
support us in these issues, with the aim to get more 
input about how to obtain real social inclusion, to 
improve the so called “conviviality” and to integrate 
the new housing with the urban structure in order to 
avoid ghettos in the suburbs.

In order to develop new design approaches 
and to share work experiences, we chose 3 
partner universities from different countries with 
diverse socio-cultural, economical and religious 
backgrounds: 5 students and prof. Alessandro Greco 

Currently, we are finishing about 250 apartments/
year. We have to triple our efforts.

On the other hand, we have to solve the problem of 
social integration. As an architect, I think back to the 
failures made in former times, to the satellite cities, 
which were built in the 1960s, and to the problems 
of integration in such neighbourhoods or cities, for 
example in France or elsewhere. These are some of 
the social hot-spots of today. 

What can architecture contribute and what is the 
most suitable form of architecture to avoid these 
problems? In order to answer this topic, which has 

Fig. 1 - S.A.F.E. international mixed teams working on the 
projects. Photo by Ulrike Wassermann.
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Fig. 3 - S.A.F.E. participants during the presentation of the 
final results. Photo by Valentina Giacometti.

from the University of Pavia (Pavia, Italy); 5 students 
and prof. Jaime Migone Rettig from the Universidad 
Central de Chile (Santiago, Chile) and 5 students 
and prof. Erdem Ertem from the Izmir Institute of 
Technology (Izmir, Turkey). 

The THM group was made up of 6 students, 5 tutors, 
prof. Maik Neumann as scientific coordinator and 
Ulrike Wassermann and Valentina Giacometti as 
organisers.

To stress the participatory approach, we also invited 
Ghaith Kalago, an architect from Syria, who gave us 
important feedback based on his own experiences 

and joined the design teams. The participating 
students were divided into 5 internationally mixed 
working teams. Each team was supported by one 
tutor from the THM. 

The teams had to develop design proposals, 
producing sketches, drawings, 3D-models and 
presentations. They could compare their different 
design approaches and experiences, making 
reference to real problems. 

The international and multidisciplinary approach 
helped to develop sustainable and flexible 
architectural solutions that could improve 

Fig. 4 - S.A.F.E. participants and authorities during the 
closing ceremony of the workshop. Photo by Sonja Hähner.
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5. the need for common areas for meetings or 
parties (i.e. rentable shared offices or common 
guest apartments, laundry room with a coffee 
machine, or maintenance workshop, common 
areas, which also allow links with the originating 
cultures);

6. the need for private outside spaces connected 
to the apartments, such as balconies, terraces 
or preferably loggias; 

7. the need to think about economical vertical 
circulation and access systems, also to 
enhance communication (i.e. pergola access 
with extensions for communicative living 
spaces, staircases with minimum three or four 
apartments per storey);

8. the need to design the facades of the ground 
floor with hard rugged materials to withstand 
vandalism and in general to use qualitative and 
durable materials;

9. the need to design modules and think about 
prefabrication to enhance the construction 
process;

10. the need for a high design quality for a proper 
identification of the users, with an outstanding 
architectural language and not with a faceless 
appearance.

The results were presented to the community during 
the closing ceremony. This publication collects 
the scientific contributions written by the visiting 

everybody’s quality of life, paying particular attention 
to the needs of refugees whilst also making them 
applicable to possible other uses.

We selected 5 different typologies of project sites, all 
located in Gießen, with the aim of covering a large 
range of case studies and give real answers to the 
refugees arriving in our city.

In particular, S.A.F.E. tried to give answers to the 
following 10 issues, regarding sustainable and 
affordable housing in Gießen:

1. the need for a higher density in urban planning;
2. the need to reduce the required parking spaces 

for housing construction in order to promote 
car sharing, bicycles and public transportation;

3. fewer cars in the ground floor or underground 
parking (which is extremely expensive) allows a 
number of different uses alongside commercial 
ones on the ground floor. Here, space can 
be allocated for educational infrastructures, 
like schools, kindergartens, sports, leisure 
and culture centres (theatre, music, dance). 
Therefore, a minimum height of more than 3 m 
is required;

4. the need for flexible floor plans for different 
users: individual rooms without any specific use 
allocation (i.e. a room can either be a child’s 
room or a living room);
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the IKEA Foundation, the Camber of Architects in 
Hessen, the Knauf Company, the Weimer Company 
in Lahnau and the Ziegelzentrum Süd.

Finally, let me underline that these projects can 
only work with a strong support and with the 
involvement of the local authorities. I thank Gerda 
Weigel-Greilich, the Mayor of the city of Gießen, for 
having participated in and for the interest shown 
in the project. Taking the workshop’s results as a 
starting point, the city will be able to find important 
insights for future strategies and developments.

professors and the final projects of the international 
students described by the tutors. Its aim is to relay 
our approaches and outcomes. 

The five projects are very interesting and well 
developed. The social, urban and architectural 
aspects are all properly mixed together. All the 
results fulfilled the workshop goals whilst also being 
very different from one another, mainly due to the 
diversity of the sites.

We strongly believe that this working method is 
exportable: it can be easily applied to other social 
challenges, creating a strong networking between 
universities, professionals and final users coming 
from different realities. 

Thank you to everybody who was responsible for 
organising this workshop and made it happen, 
in particular Valentina Giacometti and Ulrike 
Wassermann for the organisation and prof. Maik 
Neumann who acted as scientific coordinator of the 
activities.

This workshop was possible thanks to the efforts 
and the support of our Department of Architecture 
and Civil Engineering. Our dean prof. Jens Minnert 
strongly believes in these international and 
multidisciplinary activities. The workshop was also 
supported and sponsored by the THM Reserch font, 
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Criteria and Models for International Design 
Workshops in the field of Architecture

Maik W. Neumann
Professor Dipl.-Ing., Architect
Technische Hochschule Mittelhessen, Gießen, Germany

pursuing sustainable development. The workshop 
S.A.F.E. represents the first application of this 
model. Its main goal is the design of new sustainable, 
inclusive and flexible houses, in response to the 
increasing arrival of refugees and migrants in the city 
of Gießen and in Europe in general.
 

Definitions

According to the United Nations, sustainable 
development is defined by 17 main goals: no 
poverty, zero hunger, good health and well-being, 
quality education, gender equity, clean water and 
sanitation, affordable and clean energy, work 
and economic growth, industry innovation and 
infrastructure, reduced inequalities, sustainable 

Preamble 

The International Design Workshop S.A.F.E. 
“Sustainable and Accessible Future for Everybody” 
follows a specific model which is aimed at enhancing 
the value of international and multidisciplinary 
teamwork. In particular, this model focuses on the 
definition of specific design roles to be assigned to 
the various team members.

The contents of the present text are based on 
a research, also presented at the 11th SDEWES 
Conference (Lisbon, 2016), aimed at defining the 
main criteria to set up successful international design 
workshops. These criteria are structured into an 
exportable model to be used in different workshops 
investigating global architectural challenges and 
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knowledge and experiences, discuss international 
challenges from different points of view and 
propose innovative ideas. The activities are both 
theoretical and practical, to give participants all 
the tools to deepen specific themes and improve 
their knowledge. In particular, the involvement of 
international, multicultural and multidisciplinary 
members and the contamination of their experiences 
and approaches are fundamental to accomplish 
global challenges.

Dynamic people power the workshop activities. The 
combination of their different skills, experiences and 
socio-cultural backgrounds is the real engine to obtain 
successful results. That is why the heterogeneity 
of the teams and the active participation of all the 
members are fundamental elements. 

In fact, successful teamwork is not only based on the 
single members’ skills and capabilities, but also on 
the work methods used by people to interact with 
each other (Marks et al., 2001).  For this reason, the 
composition of the working teams has to be properly 
coordinated by the workshop’s scientific committee. 
They have to guarantee the maximum mix of 
countries of origin and skills. In addition, assigning 
different and specific roles to the members can help 
guarantee the equal contribution of everybody to 
the work. This strategy also helps to make the best 
use of the workshops’ limited time frame.

cities and communities, responsible consumption 
and production, climate action, life below water, 
life on land, peace, justice and strong institutions, 
partnerships for the goals (United Nations General 
Assembly, 2015). 

All these challenges, to be achieved by 2030, imply 
specific targets and cross-disciplinary aspects. They 
mix together social, economic and environmental 
fields, with complex dynamics that can be faced only 
through international and participatory approaches. 
Local studies and standardized solutions are not 
enough to reach these goals.

As far as concerns the architectural field, inclusive 
projects, which are able to answer the human needs 
with equity and coherence, can arise only from the 
combination of architectural, engineering and social 
studies, and from international and participatory 
working methods.

International design workshops can represent an 
important tool in this direction. They are intensive 
design activities that include theoretical lectures and 
practical laboratory activities and focus on specific 
goals to be reached in a short period of time. They 
allow international designers, students, professors, 
theoreticians, professionals, end-users and city 
authorities to work together in order to reach a 
common goal. The workshop participants share 
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Workshop criteria

From the theoretical considerations above and 
learning from the analysis of other workshops, 
we defined 12 criteria (C01-C12). Their combination 
creates a clear model, which helps greatly in setting 
up successful international design workshops, in 
different context and with different goals. These 
criteria concern 3 main fields: participants (who), 
management (how) and didactics (what).

Participants: C01 Internationality - participants have 
different countries of origin, come from different 
institutions and educational backgrounds, have 
different social experiences, cultures and skills; 
C02 Multilevel - participants are not only from the 
academic world (university students, researchers, 
professors), but are also professionals, specialists and 
end-users; C03 Multidisciplinary - participants come 
from different disciplines (sociology, architecture, 
urban design, engineering, anthropology, etc.); C04 
Language - the working language is English.

Management: C05 Limited Time - the workshop 
activities are structured with a time schedule with 
intermediate deadlines and specific targets, the 
overall duration is between one and two weeks; C06 
Intensive Program - the workshop is concentrated 
into consecutive working days, with full-day 
activities; C07 Focused Targets - the workshop goal is 

divided into focused and time-limited targets, which 
help to expand all the various aspects of the main 
objective; C08 Focused Roles - specific roles have to 
be clearly assigned to the team members: the first 
workshop phases are functional to form “experts” 
within the teams.

Didactics: C09 Case Studies - the critical analyses of 
case studies according to different aspects (clusters) 
are the starting point of the workshop: they are 
fundamental to form specific skills and to guide 
participants in becoming “cluster experts”; C10 
Team composition - the heterogeneous composition 
of the international teams has to be organized 

Fig. 1 - Workshop criteria (C01-C12) concerning 3 main fields: 
participants (who), management (how) and didactics 
(what).
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studies and the main clusters to be used. For S.A.F.E. 
we selected 15 projects and 4 clusters (flexibility, 
efficiency, urban context and inclusion).

In order to manage the composition of the teams and 
the need to mix the participants’ countries of origin, 
a matrix is used (Figure 2): during the first day, the 
teams formed using the matrix rows (A/B/C/D/E/…/Z) 
become cluster experts analysing the case studies, 
while the final teams of cluster experts are created 
using the matrix columns (1/2/3/4/5/…/n). 

At the beginning of the workshop, the participating 
students are divided into mixed teams, and one 

properly, mixing the different countries of origin and 
the cluster experts formed during the workshop’s 
first phases; C11 Participatory Approach - the 
active participation of everybody with discussions 
and debates is fundamental, together with the 
involvement of the end-users during the lectures and 
in the design activities in order to understand their 
real needs; C12 Different Activities - the workshop is 
structured into design laboratory activities, general 
revisions, presentations, debates, joint activities and 
frontal lectures. These different activities have to be 
properly mixed together.

International teams of cluster experts

As mentioned above, this workshop model implies 
the critical analysis of case studies (examples of good 
practices) as the main activity in the initial phases. 
It helps to deepen the knowledge of the workshop 
theme and represents a fundamental prerequisite to 
achieve successful results in time-limited activities. 

In order to maximise the results deriving from this 
phase, the critical analyses are guided by main 
“clusters”, which are defined according to the 
specific themes and targets of the workshop. These 
clusters are the invariant elements to be developed 
through the projects of each team. The workshop’s 
scientific committee selects in advance a set of case 

Fig. 2 - Matrix used to create international teams of cluster 
experts.
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cluster is assigned to each team: they analyse the 
case studies in detail by keeping the focus on their 
main cluster. For example S.A.F.E. participants were 
divided into 4 teams: team A analysed the 15 projects 
according to the cluster of “flexibility” (construction 
details, variability in dimensions, functions and 
composition, etc.), team B to the cluster of 
“efficiency” (orientation, materials, consumption, 
use of renewable energies and passive systems, 
etc.), team C to the cluster of “urban context” 
(architectural integration with urban mobility and 
the environment, green, etc.), team D to the cluster 
of “inclusion” (architectural strategies to improve 
social equity, such as typology, distribution, universal 
design solutions, etc.)

At the end of these activities, the teams present their 
clusters-analyses to all the participants and they 
acquire the role of “cluster experts”. Thus, each final 
team is formed by different cluster experts. 

It is important to underline that in a workshop 
context being an “expert” means playing a specific 
role in the team, answering cluster-related questions, 
discussing and guiding the development of particular 
design details.

By forming international teams of cluster experts, 
the work is maximised and the limited time for 
the activities is fully exploited. In addition, the 

final projects are the coherent combination of 
cluster-detailed solutions and of international and 
multicultural approaches and experiences.

Workshop Model

This experimental method of team composition and 
the combination and systematization of the 12 criteria 
define the workshop model, which is composed of 3 
main phases: the pre-workshop phase, the workshop 
phase and the post-workshop phase.

During the pre-workshop phase, the workshop 
scientific committee analyses the overall questions, 
selects the main goal to be achieved by the workshop 
and identifies its architectural targets and social 
aspects. In this phase, the daily and final objectives 
(both practical and educational) are defined and the 
projects sites are chosen.

The workshop phase is characterised by intensive 
action, usually concentrated into one or two weeks. 
The international participants work together, 
divided into mixed teams, to reach the workshop’s 
goals. They are guided by tutors and professors and 
they are stimulated by the specific suggestions of 
multidisciplinary professionals and end-users. This 
phase can be divided into two sub-phases: the first 
one is analytical and helps in forming the cluster 
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community in general. It also helps in assessing 
the feedback from the participants regarding the 
organization, the teamwork structure and the 
activities, in order to identify possible improvements 
for future workshops.

Conclusions

Workshops are intense experiences, which greatly 
enhance the didactic offer for university students 
and develop new networks between international 
academics. The participating students have the 
possibility to work with end-users, city authorities 

experts; the second and larger one includes specific 
lectures to deepen the workshop themes, design 
laboratory activities where teams of cluster experts 
develop their projects and innovative solutions, 
general revisions to check the work’s progress, 
and joint activities to enrich the international 
contaminations. The common thread of all these 
activities is represented by the participatory 
approach between the participants, the end-users 
and the city authorities.

The final post-workshop phase includes the activities 
of transmitting the architectural results to the 
city authorities, the academic network and the 

Fig. 3 - Workshop Model.
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Orasanu J., Salas E., Team decision making in complex 
environment. In Klein G., Orasanu J., Calderwood R., 
Klaus D. J., Glaser R., Increasing team proficiency 
through training, Technical Report No. AIR E 
1-6/68FR, Clearinghouse for Federal Scientific & 
Technical Information, Springfield, VA, 1968.
Rossman J., The Psychology of the Inventor. 
Washington, Inventors Publishing, 1931.
United Nations, Transforming our world: the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, General 
Assembly, A/RES/70/1, October 2015.
Various Authors, Guidelines for Inclusion: ensuring 
access to education for all, United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization, UNESCO, 2005.
Wallas G., The Art of Thought. New York, Harcourt, 
Brace, New York, 1926. 

and multidisciplinary professionals. They face 
real problems, needs and opportunities and they 
experiment real professional scenarios by working 
in participatory teams of international “experts”. 
Thanks to these activities they can greatly improve 
their social sensibility. They can also develop their 
capability to transfer feedback and experiences into 
tangible projects in a short time.

This workshop model is applicable to different topics, 
challenges, contexts and participants. New lines 
of researches and future works will start from the 
analysis of the S.A.F.E. results, such as pedagogical 
studies on teamwork dynamics and strategies, the 
importance of assigning specific roles within teams 
and the impact of time-limited activities.
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S.A.F.E. International Design Workshop: 
challenges, methods and structure

Valentina Giacometti
Ph.D., Engineer, Visiting Researcher
Technische Hochschule Mittelhessen, Gießen, Germany 

October 2015 Gießen received more than 5,000 
refugees (Source: Eurostat). The city faced the 
emergency by organizing tents in the old US military 
area; in June 2016 47 temporary units made by 
containers were built. However, these temporary 
solutions are only suitable for the first emergency 
phases: the real socio-cultural challenges come after. 

In order to pursue these goals, focused architectural 
solutions, urban planning and social researches 
are needed, so as to prevent the development of 
ghettos marginalized from the rest of the city. 

This can be obtained only by studying the new users’ 
needs and their different socio-cultural backgrounds, 
and by using international, participatory and 
multidisciplinary approaches and work methods.

Challenges

S.A.F.E. “Sustainable and Accessible Future for 
Everybody” is aimed at answering the demand 
for refugee housing in the city of Gießen. Its 
main purpose is the development of sustainable 
architectural solutions for new dwellings and urban 
spaces. These should also be easily accessible to 
people with special needs (disabled people, the 
elderly and children), flexible for different uses and 
included within the urban social structure.

The theme’s choice reflects one of the main problems 
of today on an international scale. According to the 
UNHCR, in 2015 about 36% of the asylum applications 
in the European Union was registered in Germany, 
with more than 476,000 people. In particular, in 
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Kalago, a young architect from Syria, to join the 
activities and work with the students. Each visiting 
professor of the 3 partner universities managed the 
selection of 5 students from their university. 

Thus, in total 22 international students, 5 tutors, 1 
supervisor, 7 international professors and assistants 
took part in the workshop. In addition, external 
professors, professionals and refugees were also 
involved.  

Activities and structure 

S.A.F.E. included different activities, which were 
concentrated into 11 consecutive working days, from 
12th to 23rd September 2016. These activities were:

•	 design	laboratory	activities, where international 
teams of university students analysed case 
studies and developed design solutions to 
answer the workshop goal of creating new 
sustainable housing and urban spaces for 
refugees in the city of Gießen; 

•	 specific	frontal	lectures, in which professors and 
professionals gave fundamental insights aimed 
at improving the students’ knowledge about 
the specific theme of the workshop; 

•	 general	 revisions	 and	 presentations, where 
teams presented and discussed their ideas and 

The International Design Workshop S.A.F.E. could 
represent the right tool to reach these purposes. It 
called students from different universities to work 
together, sharing experiences and knowledge. The 
multidisciplinary and multicultural debates, that also 
included refugees, had the aim of enhancing the 
different aspects of the workshop goal.

Participants 

The scope of S.A.F.E. was international. It included 
the participation of the architectural and engineering 
departments of 4 universities from 4 different 
countries: the promoter THM Technische Hochschule 
Mittelhessen (Gießen, Germany), the Università di 
Pavia (Pavia, Italy), the Izmir Institute of Technology 
(Izmir, Turkey) and the Universidad Central de Chile 
(Santiago, Chile).  

The workshop’s scientific committee was composed 
of prof. Nikolaus Zieske (director), prof. Maik W. 
Neumann (scientific coordinator), arch. Ulrike 
Wassermann and eng. Valentina Giacometti 
(organization). It selected 6 students and 5 
tutors from the THM and called sociologist and 
anthropologist Andreea Racleş (Ph.D. student at 
the Graduate Centre for the Study of Culture and 
research assistant at the Justus-Liebig-Universität)
to act as supervisor. In addition, it invited Ghaith 
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their projects with professors, professionals 
and also refugees; 

•	 joint	activities, which were aimed at enhancing 
the cross-contamination of diverse experiences 
and cultures. Ethnic dinners and events were 
proposed and a full-day excursion to Frankfurt 
was organized by prof. Dietmar Brilmayer.

The workshop’s structure was the result of the 
application of the 12 workshop criteria described in 
the previous chapter: 

• C01 - Internationality - THM of Gießen (promoter), 
Università di Pavia, Izmir Institute of Technology 
and Universidad Central de Chile (partners);

• C02 - Multilevel - the university world was 
combined with the professional one. In addition, 
representatives of refugees and city authorities 
were invited to take part;

• Co3 - Multidisciplinary - participants came from 
the fields of architecture, engineering, sociology 
and anthropology;

• C04 - Language - English;
• C05 - Limited	 Time - the workshops’ activities 

were concentrated into 2 weeks, from 12th to 
23rd September 2016;

• C06 - Intensive	Programme - the programme was 
structured into 11 consecutive working days, 
with full-day activities; 

• C07 - Focused	 Targets - the global challenge 

concerning the design of social housing for 
refugees was broken down into 4 specific 
clusters (flexibility, efficiency, urban context 
and inclusion);

• C08 - Focused	Roles - the international working 
teams were made up of “cluster experts”, 
established during the first day of the workshop 
through specific educational activities;

• C09 - Case	Studies	 - examples of good practise 
were given to the students. They analysed the 
case studies by focusing on the 4 clusters. This 
educational activity helped them understand 
the goals and become “cluster experts”;

• C10 - Team	composition - the students’ affiliations 
and their expertise were mixed to form the 
international teams of “cluster experts”;

• C11 - Participatory	Approach - representatives of 
refugees were involved in the design activities, 
in order to learn from their experiences;

• C12 - Different	Activities - 60% of design laboratory, 
10% of frontal lectures, 15% of revisions and 
presentations, 15% of joint activities.  

Clusters’ definition and analysis of case studies

As previously described, S.A.F.E. is aimed at 
proposing new sustainable social housing and urban 
spaces for refugees, flexible for different uses and 
properly included within the urban structure. 
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cluster, identifying problems, opportunities and 
architectural solutions (team A - flexibility, team B - 
efficiency, team C - urban context, team D - inclusion). 

At the end of the first day, each team presented 
their analyses. Following these critical discussions, 
the students acquired the role of “cluster experts” 
(team A - experts in flexibility, team B - experts in 
efficiency, team C - experts in urban context, team 
D - experts in inclusion). 

The 5 final international teams were formed by 
mixing the “cluster experts”. They worked together 
from the second day until the end of the workshop, 

To study this challenge, 4 main design clusters were 
identified by the workshop’s scientific committee:

•	 flexibility	 - adaptability of the new buildings to 
different functions and dimensions; 

•	 efficiency	- energetic and construction efficiency 
of the new buildings;

•	 urban	 context	 - physical and functional 
relationship of the intervention with the urban 
surrounding, services and mobility systems;

•	 inclusion - community acceptance of all the 
minorities (refugees, people with disabilities, 
the elderly, children, etc.) and their equal 
participation in the society, regardless of their 
cultures or capabilities. This cluster includes 
all the social aspects to be considered in the 
projects.

Each cluster implies specific design requirements, 
such as dry and modular construction, use of 
renewable energies, high performance materials, 
universal design, proper distribution and orientation, 
urban mobility, green and nature, etc. 

The clusters guided the critical analyses of the 
case studies on the first day of the workshop. This 
phase was functional in order to turn students into 
“cluster experts”. The first 4 teams carried out the 
critical analysis of the same set of 15 case studies, 
expanding on the requirements of their specific 

Fig. 1 - Case study: “8 House” project by BIG Bjarke Ingels 
Group - Copenhagen, Denmark; Cluster of analysis: “urban 
context”. Sketches	by	team	C.
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Programme

S.A.F.E. was structured into 11 consecutive working 
days, with full-day activities, from 12th to 23rd 
September 2016. A welcome ceremony was 
organized on 11th September: on this occasion 
Robbin Bastian (THM International Office) explained 
participants the main opportunities of international 
exchanges.

On 12th September, prof. Nikolaus Zieske and 
Valentina Giacometti presented the workshop’s 
goals and structure and Andreea Racleş explained 
the social aspects related to the theme of refugees. 

with the goal of developing new projects on 5 sites 
in the city of Gießen. 

This method was an experiment. It allowed to 
maximize the teams’ heterogeneity and guarantee 
the sharing of multicultural experiences, the 
enhancement of the personal skills and the active 
participation of all the students in the design 
activities. Each team member had an equally 
important role in the design process, could better 
concentrate on specific targets and brought detailed 
contributions to the project. Thanks to this structure, 
the 5 final projects were the result of the coherent 
combination of the 4 clusters.

Fig. 3 - Design laboratory activities. Teams building models. 
Photo	by	Valentina	Giacometti.

Fig. 2 - Design laboratory activities. Teams at work. Photo	by	
Ulrike	Wassermann.
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helped the teams focus on their specific targets and 
combine the different design aspects into coherent 
projects.

Together with a technical seminar given by arch. 
Waltraud Vogler of the Ziegel Zentrum (one of the 
workshop’s sponsors), 5 lectures enriched the 
workshop’s didactic insights. These were held by 
sociologist Andreea Racleş, by architect Ingo Jung 
and by the workshops’ visiting professors. Their 
main aim was to give new international and technical 
inputs to the workshop’s participants. Although not 
always strongly related to the workshop’s themes, 
they all were fundamental in giving students new 

After this introduction, students started to work 
on the analysis of case studies to become “cluster 
experts”. At the end of the first day, students 
presented their analyses and the 5 international 
teams of “cluster experts” were formed.

On the second day (13th September), each team 
visited its project site. They analysed the area, the 
surrounding, the urban connections and the social 
context.    

During the design laboratory, the teamwork was 
guided by the professors, the tutors (1 tutor for 
each team) and the supervisor Andreea Racleş. They 

Fig. 4 - S.A.F.E. programme, 12th - 23rd September 2016.
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Fig. 6 - First general revision of the projects. Prof. Nikolaus 
Zieske explaining participants some design details. Photo	
by	Valentina	Giacometti.

the first general revision and prof. Francesco Leoni 
of the Università Politecnica delle Marche (Ancona, 
Italy) for the second general revision. These public 
presentations gave teams the opportunity to 
organize and fix their ideas and get important tips 
from professors, professionals and end-users, 
confirming the international and participatory 
approach of the whole workshop.

The workshop’s results were presented on 23rd 
September. The 5 teams explained their projects, 
from the idea until the construction details. They 
produced sheets (A1 format, vertical layout), 3D 
models and digital presentations. On this occasion, 

points of view and inputs for constructive discussions. 
They showed international architectural examples 
of new buildings and historical restorations, they 
explained new socio-cultural aspects applied to the 
architectural and urban fields and they demonstrated 
the importance of the participatory approach in the 
design process.

Two general revisions were organized, on 15th 
and 20th September. These activities were aimed 
at allowing teams to present their partial results 
to everybody. External professors were called in 
to check the projects together with the scientific 
committee: prof. Alexander Pellnitz of the THM for 

Fig. 5 - Lecture by prof. Erdem Erten, workshop’s visiting 
professor from Izmir Institute of Technology, Izmir, Turkey. 
Photo	by	Valentina	Giacometti.
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Apart from the design results, there was an excellent 
degree of personal growth for both students and 
professors, such that it could also represent a 
fundamental aspect for next professional activities. 
Academics, professionals, end-users and also the 
municipality worked in synergy to achieve the goals.

The workshop’s lectures represent the bases of 
the contributions collected in the following Section	
A	 -	 Participants’	 education	 and	 insights. The 5 final 
projects described by the tutors are reported in the 
Section	B	-	Teamwork	and	results.

Fig. 7 - Final presentation of the projects during the closing 
ceremony of the workshop. Photo	by	Valentina	Giacometti.

prof. Dietmar Brilmayer (THM professor), prof. Jens 
Minnert (dean of the Department of Architecture 
and Civil Engineering at the THM), prof. Olaf Berger 
(THM vice-president) and Gerda Weigel-Greilich 
(Mayor of the city of Gießen) were also present.

Conclusion

The 5 final projects were the coherent combination 
of all the different international approaches and the 
clusters’ requirements. The architectural and social 
dimensions were successfully investigated in the 
works.  

Fig. 8 - Workshop’s tutors with 3D models of the projects 
during the final exhibition. Photo	by	Ulrike	Wassermann.
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A few socio-cultural implications of architectural 
and urban planning practice

Andreea Racleş
Graduate Centre for the Study of Culture
Justus-Liebig-Universität, Gießen, Germany

of the arrival of newcomers. Apart from policy 
makers, local, national and international institutions, 
consultants, social workers and others, designers, 
architects and engineers also play an important 
role in accommodating a diversity of needs of the 
increasing diverse users concentrated in the same 
socio-territorial realms.

In accomplishing this role, it is important to rethink 
the architectural practices of producing spaces in 
accordance to the changing global economic and 
socio-political dynamics. Since migration is one of 
these dynamics, it is relevant to contemplate the 
potential of architecture to provide mechanisms 
for inscribing the self into the environment, for 
facilitating identification and for engendering a sense 
of belonging (Leach, 2002). All these aspects relate 

In the contemporary world, characterised by 
historically unprecedented flows of goods and 
people, the urge to belong, “to get, to be, to stay 
inside” (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2011) transpires as one 
of our main preoccupations. The global economic 
and socio-political dynamics which contextualise 
people’s decision or compulsion to move away 
(often the case of migrants, refugees, asylum 
seekers) frame a series of concerns regarding place-
making processes, home-establishing practices, 
attachments to and disattachments from inhabited 
spaces. Against this backdrop, an understanding of 
home “as spatialized feeling of belonging” which 
refers to “a place/site, a set of feelings/cultural 
meanings, and the relations between the two” 
(Blunt and Dowling, 2006: 2) is significant for the 
political actors involved in the mediating processes 
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being in the world, their choices, system of values 
and complex of practices is not always constructive. 
For instance, one of the aspects that anthropologists 
warn about is that reifying cultural differences (thus 
treating them as concrete things, essential and 
immutable features of “other” people) creates the 
perfect context for the onset of social inequalities 
rationalized through cultural dissimilarities. In other 
words, individuals seen as different mainly because 
they share “a different culture than ours”, are prone 
to be discriminated and excluded on the basis of 
these ascribed markers of difference. But what 
counts in the context of this paper is the fact that 
it is not essentially culture which determines the 
needs and housing aspirations of individuals which 
are identified (and perhaps identify themselves) 
as members of ethnic minorities or as migrants, 
refugees or asylum-seekers.

Plenty of examples of European and non-European 
housing practices could be interpreted as “culturally 
different from ours”: the existence of a room 
for tea ceremony in Japanese traditional houses 
(Kondo, 1985); the haveli - the traditional area of the 
courtyard house specific to households of mid-caste 
families in India (Bryden, 2004); the existence of two 
kitchens in middle-class and upper-class homes in the 
Philippines, justified by the attempt to control the 
spread of food malodours (Manalansan IV, 2006); 
the existence of the toilet outside the house in the 

to the importance of a socially inclusive approach to 
architecture which has been acknowledged in the 
last decades through several academic and artistic 
projects, policy and social intervention initiatives.

At the crossroads between practice and concept, the 
S.A.F.E. International Design Workshop organised by 
the Technische Hochschule Mittelhessen University 
of Applied Sciences (Gießen, Germany) is a design 
project which sought to actively acknowledge 
the social implications of housing. Combining the 
reflections and experience that I acquired during 
the S.A.F.E. workshop with other examples from 
my anthropological work related to space concerns, 
I aim to discuss here a few of the socio-cultural 
implications of architectural and urban planning 
practices.

(1) What are the cultural particularities of people with 
diverse ethnic backgrounds - be they categorised 
as ethnic minorities, migrants, refugees or asylum-
seekers - which need to be considered when housing 
projects are being designed? This question is often 
addressed by architects, who seek to implement 
the principles of inclusivity, and by the sociologists 
or anthropologists with whom they collaborate. It is 
a meaningful question in a world which seeks to be 
more considerate towards issues such as tolerance, 
equality, social justice. However, treating culture 
as if it were the main variable that shapes others’ 
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nomadism. However, they are often depicted in the 
media, local authorities’ or politicians’ discourses as 
nomads, wanderers, as people who do not nurture 
attachments to the places they inhabit or who do 
not have housings needs or aspirations specific to 
the contemporary “modern” world.

During my seven-month ethnographic research 
among Roma/“Gypsies” people from North-East 
Romania, I identified a commonly shared rhetoric 
developed by non-Roma according to which 
Roma/“Gypsies” are: culturally different people who 
do not care about their houses, whose domestic 
environment is characterised by chaos and lack 

case of Kalderash Roma/“Gypsies” associated with 
an understanding of the world in terms of a pure-
impure dichotomy. However, these housing practices 
are not only determined by people’s culture: they 
are shaped by the combination of several variables 
such as class, housing policies, socio-economic 
position of the individuals in a specific society, 
individuals’ access to resources and to education, 
level of attachment to traditional values, migration 
background, stereotypes projected onto people 
seen as different, etc. For instance, as previously 
mentioned, only the middle-class and upper-class 
Filipino households can afford having two kitchens 
in their houses. Thus, being Philippine citizens and 
perhaps sharing similar cultural values with their co-
nationals does not necessarily mean that the housing 
aspirations and practices will be the same for all the 
inhabitants of the country.

Furthermore, treating culture as the main variable 
that shapes people’s decisions, needs and practices 
often favours the creation of stereotypes and 
preconceptions. For this reason, circumventing 
the structurally embedded stereotypes and 
presumptions about the cultures of “others” is 
significant for the work of architects and engineers. 
Several counter-examples can be provided in relation 
to the generically called Roma/“Gypsies” people. 
For instance, in Eastern Europe, where most of the 
world’s Roma/“Gypsies” reside, less than 1% practise 

Fig. 1 - A north-eastern Romanian town, August 2014. 
Source: digitalisation of printed photograph by Andreea 
Racleş.
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visual representations of people’s sense of place and 
of their inhabitation aspirations and needs. In Latin-
American contexts it has been mostly implemented 
within development projects in order to involve 
inhabitants in the political processes of local decision-
making (for an example see Sletto et al., 2013). 
However, it has also been applied within cultural 
heritage-related projects where it was relevant to 
include people’s perceptions regarding tangible (as 
seen in Aichino et al., 2012) and intangible (as seen in 
Grasseni, 2012) cultural heritage.  In brief, this method 
supposes inviting future or current inhabitants 
of the area in question and asking them relevant 
questions to which they are supposed to answer and 

of order and who do not deserve state support as 
their precarious living conditions are a result of their 
carelessness. These ideas were also shared by the 
local architect and by an engineer who was in charge 
of the construction of houses for Roma/“Gypsies” 
families whose homes were flooded in 2008. These 
houses were built in an isolated area of the town and 
far enough from the centre where most of the local 
Roma/“Gypsies” carry out their income-generating 
activities. For that reason, many of them refused to 
move into these houses (see Figure 1) and sought to 
rebuild their former homes as the location made it 
easier to access the town and their existing social 
networks.

(2) Apart from the architects’ inclination to consider 
the cultural aspects with which users of different 
socio-economic or ethnic background might identify 
(or not), direct consultation with the potential users 
is an important opportunity for the realisation of 
socially inclusive design. It is only by accessing the 
knowledge and the experience of the future users 
that a project can effectively try to accommodate 
their housing needs and aspirations.

One method through which potential users could 
be consulted is social/participatory cartography or 
community mapping. Stemming from the history 
of visual anthropology and geographical practice, 
this methodological approach is intended to enable 

Fig. 2 - Cartography workshop organised by M.A. Andreea 
Racleş and architect Elkin Vargas Lopez in August 2011, in a 
southern Romanian village. Photo by Andreea Racleş.
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subsequently drawing up a common map based on 
their personal perceptions. The maps thus become 
“spatialized visualisations of knowledge” (Favero, 
2014: 174).

Figure 2 shows a group of Roma people from a South 
Romanian village where an international housing 
NGO intended to further develop dwelling projects 
after having built five houses for and together 
with the future inhabitants. The NGO supported 
this cartography workshop with the intention of 
identifying what people’s most stringent needs 
were. Figure 3 was taken during a workshop 
that took place in the context of the “Sensorial 

Encounters and Visualisations of Space” project 
carried out by Research Area 7 “Global Studies 
and Politics of Space” (Graduate Centre for the 
Study of Culture). This event intended to provide a 
common representation of Gießen according to the 
newcomers’ perceptions of the urban space and to 
their everyday life commitments and encounters 
with/in this town.

Within the S.A.F.E. Workshop, the consultation 
of potential inhabitants of the envisaged housing 
projects was carried out through conversations with 
Mohammad Sowaid - a refugee who had lived with 
his daughter in Gießen for more than a year - and 
with Marah Theuerl who collaborates with the an_
ge_kommen association which works with refugees 
from Gießen.

From the discussions they had with workshop 
participants (Figure 4), the latter could better grasp 
the housing needs and aspirations of people who 
arrive in a town like Gießen after having gone through 
hardships that “the refugee condition” brings along. 
One of these aspects expressed by Mohammad and 
Marah was the importance of living close to the city 
centre or of having access to mobility infrastructures 
which could facilitate contact with locals and other 
German speaking inhabitants. Both emphasised the 
significance of living interspersed throughout the 
city instead of living only with and among other 

Fig. 3 - Cartography workshop organised by M.A. Andreea 
Racleş and M.A. Maike Neufand in May 2015, Gießen 
(Germany). Photo by Abdalaziz Ahmad Alnasser.
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refugees, while Mohammad provided examples of 
difficulties he had been going through while living 
in such conditions. Moreover, he emphasised the 
importance of privacy in what regards the use of the 
toilet and of the kitchen. According to him, sharing 
these facilities with several people who are not 
related and who do not know each other is often 
a trigger of personal discontent and of conflicts 
among them.

(3) Another important element for a socially inclusive 
design is considering the future users’ possibility 
to further build or contribute to the place-making 
process. This is an aspect interestingly reflected at 

the level of the projects designed by the S.A.F.E. 
workshop participants. Elements incorporated in 
the project such as space for a semi-public garden, 
flexibility of units, involvement of the future users 
in the building process have the potential to allow 
for people’s engagement with their inhabited space 
and thus to forge people’s sense of belonging. Being 
able to shape the space according to our own needs 
and aspirations, to make decisions about the place 
we inhabit, to arrange it in a way that corresponds 
to our values and familiar practices, is essential for 
attaining a feeling of being an insider and of having a 
place of our own in the world. 

In the process of designing housing, considering the 
inhabitants’ further dwelling capabilities and needs, 
means acknowledging the “non-fixity of place”. 
Such a processual approach to space sees place as 
“a constantly changing event” (Casey, 1996) and as 
constituted through “entangled” pathways, rather 
than containing pathways (Ingold, 2007 cited in Pink, 
2008) for which everyday human activity is essential. 
Differently put, the creation of spaces supposes 
conjoint processes in which the architects’ thoughts 
and practices intermingle with people’s everyday 
uses and involvement with domestic and urban 
spaces. It is only when people, regardless of their 
ethnic, national or socio-economic background, are 
allowed to dwell, in other words to make a home, 
that a society becomes more inclusive, more tolerant, 

Fig 4 - Participatory discussions during the International 
Design Workshop S.A.F.E. with Mohammad Sowaid. Photo 
by Valentina Giacometti.
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more just. In this sense, the words of Juanba Ybañez 
- who moved from Burgos (Spain) to Gießen about 10 
years ago - are symptomatic for what “appropriation 
of space” might mean and for the self-perception of 
belonging to a place one has been long contributing 
to: “I’m not interested in the politics of Germany, 
but I’m interested in the Gießen-city politics. This is 
my town, I know it, I know the people, I know what 
there is and there is not. I know what I like about 
it and I know what I’d like to change. I speak the 
language… so… I’m not German, but I’m a Gießener. 
It’s my town!”.
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Hessian reception centre by the government went 
to the HEAE centre in Gießen. 

Because of the high number of refugees who arrived 
between November 2015 and March 2016, there 
were not enough placements, so camps were built 
in the former US barracks, able to house more than 
5,000 people. The refugees had to stay there until 
they were allocated to other federal states or to the 
local authorities (centres).

Why did refugees have to stay in the reception 
centres? Refugees had to be identified, they needed 
a medical check and accommodation and they had 
to apply for asylum. These are the requirements 
to stay in Germany. This procedure takes between 
two weeks and three months before people can be 

On account of the refugee crisis in Europe between 
the end of 2015 and the summer of 2016, the county 
of Gießen had to take in more than 140 refugees 
each week during the most critical month. The 
main countries of origin of refugees in this period 
were Syria (41,8%), Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, Eritrea, 
Pakistan, Albania, Russia and Nigeria.

Why did refugees come to Gießen? In Gießen there 
is one of the four reception centres in the Hessen 
region (Hessische Erstaufnahmeeinrichtung - HEAE).

The refugees were picked up in public spaces, such 
as stations, airports and so on by the police. Others 
turned up by themselves at public departments or 
reception centres. Those who wanted to apply for 
Asylum in Hessen or those who were sent to the 
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Fig. 1 - The main countries of origin of the refugees, from 
January 2015 until July 2016.

houses or containers for 30 – 50 persons per facility a 
week or finding other houses, barracks, sports-halls, 
schools etc.

What could be done to solve the problem? The 
building authority of the county of Gießen had to find 
systems to build houses in a very short time. It was 
very difficult to source living-containers in the whole 
of Europe. 

However, there was one firm that offered wooden 
houses with a kind of modular concept. These were 
planned in Gießen, prefabricated in Austria and could 
then be set up in the communes. That took more or 

allocated to the centres around the city of Gießen. 
In these Centres, refugees wait as their application 
for asylum is processed so they can stay in Germany. 
Here they have the possibility to learn the German 
language, culture and system so that they can settle 
in more easily.

The problem at this point was to find suitable 
housing in the local community in a very short time. 
The county councils were forced to provide areas 
suitable for housing projects, based on the number 
of inhabitants and existing infrastructures. At the 
beginning of 2016, the Regency of Gießen offered 
140 new beds a week, which meant providing 3 - 4 

Fig. 2 - Above: container in Gießen.  Below: wooden 
prefabricated houses: cross-laminated timber, 10 cm, built 
in one day, interior fitted and functioning within 2 weeks.
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a new place to stay, which could inspire new design 
concepts regarding suitable housing solutions.

Everyone learned a lot about the problems that arise 
when many people move to other counties. There 
are so many differences in lifestyle, religion, culture, 
tradition, family life, educational background, 
language etc. There are also many problems relating 
to the place of arrival, the tediousness of having to 
wait for the asylum permit, no work, nothing to do, 
homesickness and the contrast between the idea 
and the reality of living in Germany.

The theme of the S.A.F.E. workshop is highly 
relevant to current times, and it can be very useful 
in order to find flexible solutions for living spaces for 
people with diverse cultures and religions. Designing 
comfortable and simple buildings in an attractive and 
qualitative way is the main challenge.

My impressions regarding this workshop are very 
positive. I really appreciated seeing so many students 
coming from different countries working with such 
concentration, with pleasure and fun, on the design 
of this difficult scenario. 

less three weeks. And there was the possibility to 
transfer the buildings to other sites too.  

The County of Gießen decided to buy 30 wooden 
houses for 32 people each and rent 12 container 
facilities for 32 people each and 6 container facilities 
for 50 people each.

What will happen when they are no longer needed as 
accommodation for refugees? The plan is to use the 
wooden houses as additional classrooms in schools, 
sports clubs, fire-services, hostels, red cross facilities, 
kindergartens, nursery schools, etc.. After the 
refugees get their residence permit they have to find 

Fig. 3 - Plan of the wooden prefabricated houses.
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Earthquake, heritage and immigration

Jaime Migone Rettig
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Universidad Central de Chile, Santiago, Chile

Valparaíso

On August 16, 1906 an earthquake, with epicentre in 
the port of Valparaíso, registered 8,2° on the Richter 
scale and completely destroyed the city, especially 
its lowland and the Almendral and Port quarters. 
This earthquake is notable for an additional curious 
aspect, since 10 days before - on August 6, 1906 - an 
insert was published on El Mercurio, the local and 
national main newspaper, that stated: 

Republic of Chile National Navy - Atmospheric 
phenomenon forecast: The Meteorology Section 
of the Maritime Territory Direction has predicted 
both atmospheric and earthquake phenomena next 
August 16, based on the following observations. On 
the aforementioned date there will be a conjunction 

Earthquake

Our country is located on one of the world’s most 
active tectonic faults, the Nazca plate, another 
inhabitant of our nation that has regularly had a 
permanent impact throughout Chile. The question 
is not whether there will be an earthquake in the 
near future, but when. This inherent situation of 
our geography certainly produces an uncertain 
and constantly at-risk environment, to which the 
inhabitants are already reasonably adapted to, 
cohabiting unavoidably with a “silent guest”, that 
suddenly shows up: an earthquake.

In the 20th and 21st centuries, several 7 - or more - 
Richter scale earthquakes have occurred at different 
locations.
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of Neptune and the moon and a maximum decline of 
the north part of it. As a result of these situations, the 
circumference of the dangerous circle for Valparaíso 
and the critical point formed with the Sun falls in the 
environs of the port. Captain Arturo Middleton.

Some weeks after the earthquake, a Board of 
Reconstruction was set up. It received international 
funding to manage the rebuilding of the city. 
Valparaíso was rebuilt three years later. Another 
relevant fact was the creation, in that same year, of 
the Earthquake Service of Chile, whose first director 
was the French national Fernand de Montessus de 
Ballore. 

Fig. 2 - View of Chillán after the earthquake in 1939. Source: 
http://www.memoriachilena.cl/602/w3-article-97948.html.

Fig. 1 - View of the city after the earthquake in 1906. Source: 
https://manepedia.wordpress.com/2012/03/26/321/.

Chillán

On January 24, 1939 an earthquake occurred with 
epicentre in the city of Chillán and an estimated 
7.8° Richter magnitude. This earthquake caused 
the biggest number of casualties in Chilean history, 
30,000 approximately, and the total destruction of 
the city. It had devastating consequences for Chillán: 
it changed its physiognomy and its reconstruction 
took years. For example, Chillán’s new hospital 
was completed only in 1945, over six years later. 
This tragedy set a milestone in Chilean housing and 
building regulations: following the earthquake, 
the government passed statutes and laws that still 
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Fig. 4 - View of the Building Portal Edwards on Av. Alameda, 
Santiago. Source: https://gcdn.emol.cl/los-80/files/2013/04/
terremoto-1985-4.jpg.

minutes later, with the withdrawal of the sea and the 
return of a new 10m-high wave which carried away 
ships that were left beached over 1.5 km off the 
coast. This is the largest earthquake ever recorded 
in human history. It claimed the lives of 2,000 people 
and left 2,000,000 individuals homeless. It moved 
through the Pacific Ocean and caused a big seaquake 
that devastated the shores of Japan and Hawaii.

Santiago

On March 3, 1985 there was another big earthquake 
located in the sea, approximately in line with the 
city of Santiago and with a magnitude of 8.0° on the 

Fig. 3 - View of Valdivia after the earthquake.  Source: http://
www.ruizhealytimes.com/un-dia-como-hoy/de-1960-en-chile-
tiene-lugar-el-terremoto-mas-poderoso-jamas-registrado.

represent the bases and structural regulations for 
our country.

Valdivia

On May 22, 1960 the Valdivia mega earthquake 
occurred. It is known as Chile’s strongest earthquake, 
with an estimated 9.5° Richter magnitude. It lasted 
for over 10 minutes and affected over 1,000 km of 
the country. This event was followed by over 37 
earthquakes in the same area and of course by a 700 
km-long tsunami between the city of Concepción 
and the island of Chiloé, with 8 m-high waves and 150 
km-per-hour speed. There was a second tsunami 10 
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Fig. 5 - View of the port of Talcahuano after the tsunami.  
Source:http://www.tribunadelbiobio.cl/portal/index.
php?option=com_content&task=view&id=8154&Itemid=90.

It concerned approximately 1,600 km of the 
Chilean coastline and was felt by 80% of the Chilean 
population, approximately 13,000,000 inhabitants. 
Over 2,000,000 inhabitants were strongly affected, 
500,000 houses were badly damaged and 525 people 
died. A big tsunami devastated 800 km of the Chilean 
shores, with serious damage to beaches and small 
coastal towns. It is considered the 8th strongest 
earthquake in the history of mankind and the 3rd in 
Chile.

Heritage

Every earthquake, from the 20th century onwards, 
has been a terrible test for all of the historical 
architecture and heritage all over Chile. There have 
been huge and irreparable losses and many cities, 
as stated, have changed their physiognomy in the 
twinkling of an eye.  

Construction systems in Chile during the 19th century 
and the beginning of the 20th century were based on 
sun-dried clay bricks and complementary solutions 
based on wood, latticework or mud-type walls for 
both acoustic and thermal insulation. 

In the second half of the 1800s some examples 
of masonry architecture made a somewhat shy 
appearance. This type of architecture is interwoven 

Richter scale. It destroyed an area of over 500 km 
in central Chile and caused a vast destruction of the 
entire region. Its consequences were not very big 
but about 500 people lost their lives. For example, 
the Port of San Antonio was so severely damaged 
that its loading and unloading operations were 
considerably impaired.

Concepción

The first big Chilean earthquake of the 21st century 
took place on February 27, 2010. It had an 8.8° 
Richter scale magnitude and was called 27F. Its 
epicentre was very close to the city of Concepción. 
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This whole period of time has brought forth a 
considerable improvement in the knowledge of 
solution options in all the fields concerning the 
well-being and quality of life of human beings when 
confronted with a big earthquake that, as previously 
stated, we know is going to happen, but we just do 
not know when. 

The experience itself represents a highly valuable 
and relevant “heritage”, not only for Chile, but 
for the whole world as well, a heritage that we 
must take permanently into consideration when 
designing, planning and building future cities and 
housing solutions. 

Another important issue is also the preservation and 
maintenance of the architecture of the past that has 
reached our present days and which we must keep 
for the future. The architecture of the last century 
has become tomorrow’s heritage, thanks to its anti-
earthquake resiliency and its increasing durability.

In spite of the magnitude of the earthquakes that 
have taken place over the last few years, this 
heritage has in fact allowed the country to have very 
few casualties and to increasingly safeguard people’s 
lives as a result of a progressively and qualitatively 
improved architecture, better earthquake resistance 
and better performance in compliance with all the 
requirements.

and completed with adobe and as a result it is not 
very durable, since the very diverse oscillation tones 
during an earthquake create a dissociation among 
the various parts thus causing great damage.

There was at the same time a vast development in 
wood architecture of English origin, such as the 
Balloon Frame and its variants, which is deeply 
rooted in Chilean ports, from Arica to Punta Arenas. 
This type of architecture has worked quite well when 
subjected to earthquakes.  

The same cannot be said for baked and raw soil 
architecture. Luckily, the introduction of masonry 
and reinforced concrete resulted in high-security 
anti-earthquake solutions, which have better 
sustained the telluric movements of Chile. 

Throughout these tragic and disastrous events from 
1906 to 2010, experience and wisdom have increased 
positively in relation to many issues such as technical 
solutions, behaviour of material, knowledge of the 
various type of soils and foundations, rigidity and 
flexibility of the construction systems, law making 
and regulations, on-site trials and tests, how to 
react during and after an earthquake, how to face 
a tsunami and in general regarding the proper 
“building know-how” in order to guarantee first of 
all the safety of the people and, secondly, of the 
houses.
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An example of this is the case of the Spanish 
architect of Italian origin, Joaquín Toesca, who was 
sent by the King of Spain approximately in 1780, to 
rebuild Santiago Cathedral for the sixth time, since 
all the previous versions had been destroyed by 
earthquakes of various magnitudes. Toesca came 
to our country with a specific mission, to design an 
earthquake-proof cathedral.  And he actually carried 
out his duty, albeit partially, since he died before its 
completion. 

After Toesca, several attempts were made to 
complete the missing bell-towers of the cathedral, 
but the various solutions failed and were thrown 
to the ground with each new earthquake. Finally, 
another architect of Italian origin immigrated to 
Chile and found an anti-earthquake solution, based 
on a steel structure, covered by monolithic and 
stony figurative images. This architect was Ignacio 
Cremonesi, who like Joaquín Toesca before him 
came from Rome to work in Santiago in order to 
finish the Cathedral. Other notable examples were 
the architects Arnaldo Barison and Renato Schiavoni, 
who worked for the Ottorino Zanelli family, also of 
Italian origin, and then for Pascual Baburizza, a 
Trieste businessman. 

After the Valparaíso earthquake of 1906, they 
designed and built the Baburizza Palace, as well as 
the Santiago Severin Library and many other early 

Immigration

The immigration phenomenon in Chile has been 
constant since the independence of our nation. A 
2013 survey, known as “Proyecto Candela” states 
that the genetic composition of Chileans nowadays 
is made up by 52% European genes, 44% Native 
inhabitant genes and 4% African genes.

Immigration towards our country has been steady. 
The cycles are due to many reasons, almost always 
economic reasons and the search for a better 
future. In the specific case of earthquakes and the 
issues related to reconstruction, we can say they 
have played a major role in the immigration of 
professionals, technicians and workers, who have 
come to our country following these events. 

Reconstruction is proof that even earthquakes have 
a silver lining. Historically, earthquakes have meant 
five or more years of restless economic activity in 
Chile, based on the reconstruction of architecture 
and of infrastructures in general. 

The period after each earthquake has been 
associated with the need to re-erect anything that 
had fallen down, to repair all damaged things and to 
make all the crucial improvements and these  have in 
turn resulted in the need for intelligence, design and 
accomplishment.



53

Jaime Migone RettigEarthquake, heritage and immigration

20th century buildings in Valparaíso, destroyed by 
the earthquake.

The destruction caused by earthquakes is usually 
coupled with its construction counterpoint due to the 
needs, urgencies and resources involved in rebuilding 
what has been lost and with a strength and vitality 
that attract immigrants from all over parts of the 
world thus resulting in a virtuous circle. Immigrants, 
whether they be architects, engineers, builders 
or workers, are a highly valued human resource of 
great importance, who can contribute with their 
own vision, culture and different viewpoints to this 
chain of painful events, transforming them into  a 
new life and a new future, not only for themselves, 
but also for the cities, places and communities that 
have welcomed them.
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Housing the future of everyone: 
a brief meditation on the S.A.F.E. Workshop

Erdem Erten
Ph.D., Professor, Architect
Izmir Institute of Technology, Izmir, Turkey

together participants from diverse backgrounds, 
the workshop’s aims were well served right 
from the start, both in the re-enactment of this 
multiculturalism and in providing the opportunity to 
interact and share ideas within the laboratory of the 
THM studios.

In fact, the success of the workshop was largely 
due to the facilitation of this dialogue that was set 
up by the organising minds, though of course the 
participants’ performance and the quality of the final 
products in the form of housing projects were also 
highly valuable.

These visible outcomes of the workshop, however, 
should be seen only as a minor component within 
the workshop’s total output as the participants took 

Within the unassuming framework of a two-week 
architectural design workshop with the participation 
of a multicultural group of students and professors, 
S.A.F.E. harboured quite a noble intention: creating a 
sustainable and accessible future for everybody.

Our future highly depends on how we inhabit our 
small planet, which is becoming increasingly smaller 
every day, thus enabling us to become acquainted 
with our fellow human beings more and more 
frequently. 

Thus, we are able to encounter people of diverse 
ethnic and social backgrounds and comprehend 
the ever-increasing globalization of our daily 
reality within which we make, or refuse to make 
countless attempts to understand others. Bringing 



Methods and Results of the International Design Workshop S.A.F.E. - Sustainable and Accessible Future for Everybody

56

centre of global attention and Germany as its leading 
partner in the effort to solve the problem.

The third year studio at Iztech is structured around 
two main themes: the Fall studio focuses on a public 
building with a highly complex programme within 
a dense urban setting (meaning that the building 
comprises various different spaces ranging from 
small office spaces to large halls), while the Spring 
studio focuses on mass housing in the city. At the 
beginning of the Fall semester, we decided that the 
best way to deal with the issue was to make it a part 
of our curriculum and help students develop their 
individual responses towards the crisis by way of the 
architectural design project. This way, the project 
would allow us to go to migrants, or to those who 
were involved with migrants more directly than us, 
in order to comprehend the nature and the scale of 
the problem. By turning the studio into a forum to 
discuss the problem through architecture or vice 
versa, we could share and increase our awareness.

An important educational aspect of the design studio, 
which is at times overlooked, is that it allows students 
and supervisors to deal with issues that they might 
rarely encounter as architectural professionals. The 
crisis offered them this opportunity. 

In order to come up with a satisfying project 
description, we visited the non-governmental 

home a much richer experience than the projects 
could outline. 

Since it is difficult to summarize the whole two 
weeks, I will mostly describe my contribution to the 
workshop with a brief synopsis of the lectures I gave: 
“A Multi-Purpose Support Centre for Migrants and 
Asylum Seekers” and “Living in Transience”.

When my colleague, Fehmi Dogan and I read the 
invitation to the workshop, we thought that the 
main focus had a lot in common with the focus of the 
third year architectural design studios, which we ran 
together during the 2015-2016 academic year at the 
Izmir Institute of Technology. 

This academic year had a great historical significance 
since it coincided with the overwhelming refugee 
crisis in the world and especially in Turkey. Increasing 
gradually during the spring, the number of migrants 
that arrived in Izmir peaked in the summer, making it 
an inescapable reality in the city’s daily life. 

The influx became more and more visible in the 
city centre, as the refugees transited towards an 
unknown future, so we started thinking about 
whether we could define a role for architectural 
education in this context thanks to our exposure to 
the crisis. Meanwhile, news of human tragedy and 
survival invaded the media, putting Turkey at the 
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Fig. 1 - Summary sheet from Duygu Kısacık’s conceptual 
study exploring the identity of the refugee and what it 
means to be at home.

partner of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees in Izmir, the Association for Solidarity 
with Asylum-Seekers and Migrants (ASSAM), and 
tried to understand the role of the NGO in the 
process and its spatial needs regarding staff, the 
refugees and the public. The title of the project was 
to be “a multi-purpose support centre for migrants 
and asylum seekers”. After the visit, the results 
of our dialogue could have easily turned into the 
draft of the project and even a final programme to 
be distributed to students. We agreed, however, 
that the real challenge lay elsewhere, that is in 
defining the mission of the building and developing 
the consequent programme together with the 
students. The students’ response to the project 
choice was highly enthusiastic, although there were 
some who had difficulty in adopting the problem 
as their own. We first discussed the mission of the 
building with them in the studio in order to get a 
better understanding of the main actors/users of the 
building that the building would need to support. 
Following the discussion, we asked the students to 
write a mission statement for the building, with the 
intent of immersing them further into the problem 
individually.

Although we could have immediately stepped into 
the programme-writing process after the mission 
statement, we decided that we would ask for 
the students’ conceptual responses and a rough 

draft of the programme written according to their 
individual approach to the problem. We thought 
that holding the programme back until after this 
phase would keep them from dealing with the 
mathematical aspects of the programme, which 
can foster a more productive investigation into 
conceptual development. This phase also helped 
the ensuing programme development, analysis and 
interpretation process.

The students were first asked to present their work 
in the form of a power-point presentation that 
included images, collages and text. An exciting 
collection of submissions were turned in which 
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Fig. 3 -  Extract of the project by Furkan Köse: “How to 
break the discernible boundary”.

Fig. 2 - Summary sheet from Furkan Köse’s conceptual 
study exploring the idea of boundary through the identity 
of the building.

precedent for a building of this nature and it 
looked like it would be a hybrid at best: a hybrid 
that should simultaneously provide spaces for 
education, production, consultation, performance, 
communication, social and individual services, since 
all these functions were vital for the migrants’ and 
the building’s life. As a result, the final programme 
was grouped under the following main headings:

• welcoming spaces 
• spaces for socialization and solidarity  
• teaching, learning and production 
• children’s spaces 
• consultation 

helped the whole studio to clarify and focus on 
issues, such as homelessness, displacement, the 
yearning for productivity and the community of 
migrants and asylum seekers; the meaning of 
borders in the world, in the city and especially for 
this building, the presence, visibility and its symbolic 
importance for migrants and citizens. In addition, the 
earlier focus on “support” was replaced with a new 
focus on “solidarity” with migrants, replacing the 
previous concept of people in need with the idea of 
standing together.

As we discussed the problem further, we came 
to realize that there was no corresponding 
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Fig. 5 - Early mass models that indicate the conceptual 
diversity regarding different housing solutions in the studio.

Fig. 4 - Project by Selen Özdoğan: “To increase the visibility 
of the migrants via the monumental qualities of the building 
and using it as a public space’’.

brought forward during the development of the 
programme. We would later find out during the 
workshop that two of the successful studio projects 
had been selected for students’ awards by the World 
Architecture Community award committee and by 
member votes (See Fig. 3 and 4, and for more details: 
http://worldarchitecture.org/architecture-projects/
awards-winners/).
 
Housing, and especially mass housing, remains one 
of the most complicated problems to deal with in 
an architectural design studio. Social housing has 
become quite rare all around the world as global 
neoliberalism has turned its back on welfare state 

• health 
• communication centre 
• soup kitchen
• services, circulation and outdoor spaces

After it was finalized, we asked our students to 
analyse and reinterpret the programme according 
to the priorities set out by their initial conceptual 
responses. With many projects, the programme’s 
elements quickly found their own place in the 
reiteration phase and the students smoothly 
progressed towards design development. Others 
instead investigated ways in which they could 
develop their projects in the light of the issues 
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Fig. 7 - Gönenç Kurpınar: “The ever-changing house,” 
regarding adapting to changing needs, demand and growth 
via a generic frame.

Fig. 6 - Conceptual diversity regarding different housing 
solutions in the studio.

obvious that migrants and asylum seekers were 
not necessarily a group of users that would occupy 
a residence permanently, or it was hoped that they 
would return to their homeland once the conditions 
that had caused their displacement were over.
 
As we pointed out in the project description, homes 
are usually attributed a sense of permanence as 
places that we think we are going to live in our 
whole lives, especially when we are still part of a 
family. However, our life stories rarely bind us to a 
single house, a single neighbourhood, city or even a 
single country, but no matter how long we stay in 
these places, we still attribute a sense of home to 

practices. In response to this condition, we wanted 
to emphasize the importance of social housing or 
a kind of housing that was driven less by market 
interests and more by our social conscience and by 
concerns for a more egalitarian kind of living. While 
we planned the spring semester, we wanted to 
benefit from the experiences of the fall semester to 
a large extent, and we discussed the consequences 
of targeting migrants and asylum seekers as the sole 
user groups for a housing project. What was clear 
to us was that separating one social group as the 
exclusive user of a building complex would directly 
result in that group’s segregation and discrimination 
from the rest of society. However, it was also 
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Fig. 9 - Özüm Dülgeroğlu: “The big house” on bringing 
together the community and the individual, shared living 
and privacy within a single housing complex.

Fig. 8 - Bahadır Budak: “Hexagon Houses,” on achieving 
planimetric diversity and spatial quality by clustering 
options derived from a single geometry.

semester or for a year abroad, and live in spaces that 
might not be as large as the house that they would 
regularly occupy. A refugee might inhabit a space 
for an unknown or temporary period of transition. 
Therefore, when we think about transience, we must 
think of residence in relation to time and housing, 
and not as an investment measured in square metres 
and cost.

The way we occupy space when we are living with 
different kinds of constraints should affect the 
character of the space that we design. We should 
remember that our quality of life does not depend 
on the size of the spaces that we inhabit, but rather 

spaces that we inhabit. Hence, we decided that the 
studio should explore the condition of inhabiting 
architectural space when in transience and of 
developing design solutions for people with these 
kinds of situations or with these types of lifestyles. 
For instance, user profiles such as students, visiting 
academics or migrants rarely conform to the kind 
of cliché housing solutions that surround us in our 
everyday lives. The student might stay in different 
spaces for different periods of time, such as a 
dormitory room or a rental apartment as he/she 
might stay for a longer period of his/her school 
year with his/her family. The young family of a 
visiting academic might inhabit an apartment for a 
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• how to accommodate modularity, growth and 
change (both as an individual unit and as a 
building complex);

• how to accommodate flexibility in occupation 
(with regard to the mobility of units, mobility of 
residents, mobility of partitions and expanded 
communal living); 

• how to answer the need for public space and 
social solidarity (in order to increase social 
diversity, to encourage the use of public space, 
the provision of communal spaces as much as 
private spaces and to increase social visibility); 

• how to safeguard the social realm vs. the space 
of the individual and vice versa, in order to allow 
for individual privacy as well as social solidarity 
via voluntary participation, limited use of the 
units vs. full daily occupation of the unit, limited 
use of outdoor space vs. much longer use of 
outdoor space;

• how to create spatial diversity both in terms of 
the units and within the units (different spatial 
possibilities instead of simple planimetric 
diversity).

The submitted works included an exciting variety 
of responses that centred upon one or two of the 
above-mentioned issues such as:

• generic frames that could accommodate 
different unit types which allowed for diverse 

on the qualities of its architecture and the way we 
appropriate those qualities as parts of our lives.

So how can we balance the need for permanence 
and the need for transience within a housing 
project? How can one live in one place as if he/
she is going to live there forever, but also with the 
feeling that he/she might leave the next day? Can the 
architect accommodate at the same time the need 
for community and the privacy of the individual, as 
much as he might accommodate the need for space 
of a multitude of people that are living in some kind 
of transience? How do particular habits related to 
culture translate into architectural spaces? These 
questions were a small but important part of our 
discussion during the early stages of the project as 
the semester progressed.

As a result, the programme had to provide a certain 
amount of flexibility so that the students could come 
up with a diversity of solutions. This time, instead of 
a detailed list of spaces we preferred to present a 
more generic programme that included 60 housing 
units of at least four different types, social and 
commercial facilities with parking spaces, services 
and circulation areas.

After the programme was handed out, several 
concerns arose and were discussed by the studio, 
such as:



63

Erdem ErtenHousing the future of everyone: a breif meditation on the S.A.F.E. Workshop

types of plan or for the inclusion of deployable 
container units;

• buildings with circulation spaces that expand 
into communal spaces so that residents are 
given socialization opportunities during their 
daily routines;

• clusters of living units that allow for the 
maximization of social spaces so that the sense 
of community is greatly boosted, or attempts 
that explore clustering of fundamental 
geometries with planimetric types developed 
according to the number of users that will 
occupy each unit.

During the workshop in Gießen, many of these issues 
were discussed once again with added significance 
and added viewpoints due to the multicultural 
nature of the event. The workshop allowed us not 
only to reflect back on the refugee crisis, but also to 
rethink housing as a vital architectural problem.

The results of these discussions are clearly visible in 
the projects that were produced, but the benefits of 
the workshop reach far beyond what was produced 
and what can be showcased.
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Inclusive Architecture. 
Can a different Architecture exist?

Alessandro Greco
Ph.D., Professor, Engineer
Università di Pavia, Pavia, Italy

from different universities and different countries 
represented a very fascinating challenge. It also 
induced the professors to reflect on and wonder 
about the main characteristics that the students’ 
projects should have. More generally, it compelled 
us to compare and share ideas on how to create an 
inclusive architecture, able to provide residents with 
long-term accommodation and not only for a short 
period of time.

Personally, I reflected on the theme of inclusion, 
especially in terms of space accessibility and usability. 
To do that, I relied on the approach we have been 
carrying out at the University of Pavia since 2006, 
with studies and researches both on an urban and 
a building scale. In particular, the contribution I 
wanted to bring to the workshop debate pertained 

Introduction

The architecture has to be enjoyed by everybody
Oscar Niemeyer, 2012 

The S.A.F.E. (Sustainable and Accessible Future for 
Everybody) International Workshop focused on 
designing new inclusive housing and urban spaces, 
in order to address the refugee emergency of the 
last few years. The new living spaces have to be 
flexible so that they can have different functions 
and be adaptable to different scenarios. This is 
an extremely topical theme within the current 
socio-cultural context, characterised by rapid and 
continuous changes that are sometimes difficult 
to predict. The proposal of this particular theme 
to architecture and engineering students coming 
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to the necessity of a design able to meet the needs 
of the largest possible number of users, regardless 
of age, ability, gender and culture. This is the so-
called Universal Design approach, defined by Ronald 
L. Mace at the end of the last century. Its seven 
principles will be commented on in detail below. 
However, before focusing on inclusive design, it is 
necessary to reflect on the reason why it is important 
to address this issue today.

As design professionals, we have a great 
responsibility towards the society in which we 
operate; we should remember, as Nicola Emery 
writes, that “Architecture is an active and retroactive 
mirror [...] it does not only reflect the social identities 
but actively contributes to form them. It is clear that 
designing for all is an indispensable prerequisite to 
form a truly inclusive society, where differences 
are not perceived as a danger but as an asset and 
an opportunity for a continuous grow and a quality 
improvement”.

When addressing the technical-design aspects of 
the theme of sustainability, which is one of the main 
global challenges of today, another issue that we 
cannot ignore is that of inclusion.

Energy efficient building shells and high performance 
systems based on renewable sources are not enough 
to guarantee sustainability. A sustainable project has 

Fig. 1 - Triangle of Sustainability (S) with all the various 
components of its social aspects. Processing by Valentina 
Giacometti.

to include the social point of view and rely on the 
respect and the participation of cultural identities 
(during the planning and designing phases, as well 
as in the building management and maintenance). 
All the people connected with the project have 
to be equally involved in all the phases, from the 
conception to the eventual disposal, demolition and 
recycling of components and materials.

Universal Design: theoretical basis

Universal Design (or Design for All) is a design method 
aimed at overcoming the previous kind of design, 
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which focused solely on the removal of architectural 
and sensory barriers, both in urban spaces and in 
buildings. In fact, between the Seventies and the 
Nineties of the last century, designers had a planning 
approach that focused on accurate solutions for 
disability, working with schemes and categories of 
users. 

The first studies developed by Ronald L. Mace 
(1998), and especially the UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006), have led to 
a change in perspective. Disability today is no longer 
seen as a personal characteristic, but it is defined 
as the result of the interaction between the person 
and the environment in which he/she is carrying out 
the activity at a precise moment (as reported in the 
preamble of the UN Declaration).

This statement encouraged designers to find 
appropriate solutions to create a usable and safe 
environment for the greatest possible number of 
users, adopting solutions that can meet different 
needs. Disability is therefore viewed as a dynamic 
condition that changes continuously. It can be 
temporary and can occur to anyone, because it is not 
only determined by the user’s physical or sensory 
characteristics but also by environmental features.

The condition of disability can be overcome 
through broad-spectrum designs aimed at creating 

environments and objects that take diversity into 
appropriate consideration, without the need for 
adjustments, modifications or special pieces.  

There are seven principles underpinning Universal 
Design, as defined by Ronald L. Mace in 1998. They 
can be implemented through a coherent design, 
which takes into account the final objectives that 
must be achieved at no extra cost compared to the 
traditional design.

The first principle is equitable use. It invites designers 
to implement solutions that can be used by all 
people, without leading to the isolation or to the 
definition of areas or aids specifically intended solely 
for a restricted group of users. For example, when 
dealing with a small difference in level, a ramp is 
surely better than a step, since it can meet the needs 
of people in wheelchairs, parents with strollers, 
tourists carrying wheeled luggage or elderly people 
dragging shopping carts. Similarly, when creating 
serial items (sinks, public phones or bank desks, 
etc.) it is necessary to make provisions for various 
different heights within the same environment, in 
order to make the items equally available to all users 
and ensure the right conditions of privacy and safety.

The second principle is flexibility in use. It means 
the capability of the environment or the object to 
accommodate a wide range of individual preferences 
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Fig. 2 - Tactile map, Engineering Faculty, Pavia. Thanks to 
its design and location, it can be easily used by all visitors 
(more than 5,000 every day). Photo by Valentina Giacometti.

be located along the main access areas, placed at the 
right height so they can also be seen and touched by 
children and have no obstacles surrounding them 
so as to allow people in wheelchairs to reach them 
easily.

The third principle is simple and intuitive use. It is 
indispensable to create environments or objects 
that can be used regardless of the users’ experience, 
knowledge, skills and level of concentration. It 
means designing without complexity and searching 
for solutions that are immediately understandable, 
in order to let users carry out their actions in a simple 
and safe way. To achieve this result it is essential to 

and abilities; in practical terms, the designers have 
to offer different solutions that users can choose 
according to their psycho-physical conditions. For 
example, in public spaces where users of different 
ages can converge, it is necessary to provide stairs 
with different sizes of rises and treads, suitable for 
different walking patterns. Similarly, we have to 
remember to provide for right-handed and left-
handed people. Another significant example in terms 
of flexibility of use is represented by tactile maps. 
People often think that these elements are only for 
people with visual disabilities. However, if properly 
designed and installed, they can become the sole 
environmental reference for everybody: they should 

Fig. 3 - Horizontal signs, public gym, Zurich. The use of the 
spaces is organized in a simple and understandable way 
thanks to these solutions. Photos by Valentina Giacometti. 
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arising from accidents or unintended actions. 
This means designing with particular attention to 
minimizing errors and eliminating, or at least isolating 
and safeguarding from all possible sources of danger. 
Designers must provide danger-warning systems 
through multi-sensory channels so as to facilitate the 
use for everybody. In addition, unconscious actions 
that could cause danger should be discouraged. 
It is important to guarantee adequate lighting, a 
colour differentiation of the paving and the use of 
audio and visual signals, managed through adequate 
automation systems provided expressly for the 
activities taking place in a specific environment and 
not only on account of the skills of the people that 
are living in and using the space. These precautions 
can contribute to the development of design 
solutions to ensure adequate conditions of safety.

The sixth principle is related to minimum physical 
effort. This means designers should choose objects 
that can be used effectively and comfortably with 
minimal effort and reasonable force. Firstly, it is 
necessary to guarantee a neutral position of the 
user’s body when performing various tasks. For 
example, door handles should be easy to find and 
use, while safety door handles should also make it 
simple for users to understand what they must do 
to operate them. It is also important to minimize 
repetitive actions, which could cause discomfort 
especially for people with intellectual disabilities. 

use suitable colours, different paving (in terms of 
both colour and material) and icons to support the 
text messages, especially those related to safety 
and security. It is also fundamental to define the 
hierarchy of the information: an inclusive design 
should address the use of the space according to 
its size, morphology and furniture; in addition, the 
actual use should be monitored so the environment 
under consideration can be implemented or 
simplified if required.

The fourth principle stresses the importance of 
perceptible information. Objects and environments 
have to provide information and communicate to each 
user in a comprehensible way, regardless of boundary 
conditions and the users’ abilities. All the information 
must be easily intelligible and recognizable through 
the use of both horizontal and vertical signs and the 
creation of a colour differentiation adequate to the 
context. It is also important to support different 
methods of transmitting information. Braille texts 
are understood only by a small percentage of blind 
people: an embossed text should be inserted next to 
the Braille one, in a strong colour contrasting with the 
background in order to facilitate its comprehension 
by the greatest number of users.

The fifth principle reminds us that we must consider 
some tolerance for errors. Every product must 
minimize the damage and the adverse consequences 
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(including cleaning, management and maintenance) 
and the size of the furniture must be appropriate 
regardless of the user’s body measurements, 
posture or abilities. The design must allow a clear 
perception of the space and the elements that 
have to be used to carry out the relevant activities. 
Reaching all the objects and components from both 
the upright and the sitting positions should be made 
comfortable. The inclusion of aids and personal 
assistance equipment must be integrated in the 
design according to formal criteria, whilst material 
choices should comply with all the other principles 
and ensure correct use and safety conditions for all 
users.

Fig. 5 - Restroom-integrated aids. Solutions that do not have 
a “hospital” image contribute to the users’ psychological 
wellbeing. Source: www.pinterest.com.

Finally, prolonged physical effort should be minimized 
thanks to the use of all possible mechanical aids 
available in order to cover long distances and deal 
with great changes in level. If this is not possible, we 
should adopt solutions to allow people to stop and 
rest with adequate comforts: the benches should be 
equipped with backrests and armrests to facilitate 
the transition from the standing to the sitting 
position and vice versa. Ischial supports should be 
installed in spaces that are too small to contain seats.

Lastly, the seventh principle emphasizes the 
importance of size and space for approach and use. 
The space for approach, manipulation and use 

Fig. 4 - Benches and rest areas in the centre of Gießen 
(Germany) when covering long distances. Photo by 
Valentina Giacometti.
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Fig. 7 - Windsong, Langley, British Columbia, Canada, 1996. 
Example of Cohousing. Source: www.windsong.bc.ca.

Fig. 6 - De Drie Hoven. Window abacus and study to verify 
the users’ ability to look outside. Source: Hertzberger 
Herman, Lezioni di Architettura, Ed. Laterza, Bari, 1996.

(1964/74), Universal Design was applied before its 
actual codification. This specific approach applied the 
seven principles through an inclusive design. It also 
anticipated some sustainable aspects, thanks to the 
use of dry construction and prefabricated systems to 
ensure maximum flexibility and adjustability.

More recent projects where the Universal Design 
principles have been widely fulfilled are the US 
Cohousing communities. They are residential 
complexes, born mostly from spontaneous initiatives 
of a few family units, gathering around 20-25 families. 
They include independent residences and shared 
spaces, usually located in the central area: a large 

Universal Design and Inclusive Architecture

As we can easily understand from the definitions, 
the seven principles of Universal Design do not imply 
upsetting the design activities: it is enough to adopt 
the right sensitivity putting human beings, with all 
their diversities, at the centre of the design choices. 

After the Second World War, this sensitivity was 
cultivated in some northern European countries 
and applied by Herman Hertzberger in his schools, 
which were based on the Montessori method and 
built according to the real needs of the children. 
Especially in the De Drie Hoven in Amsterdam 
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kitchen and a dining room able to accommodate 
all the guests at the same time, spaces for children, 
laboratories for leisure activities and DIY, laundry 
and dryers.  

These solutions were developed thanks to big 
participation projects, where working groups join 
the designers from the very first steps of decision-
making: the choice of the site, the definition of the 
building type and the aggregation system for the 
various different units, etc. This method focuses on 
an inclusive approach not only during the process of 
defining each private dwelling, but also in regard to 
the community’s life project. 

In the cohousing complex there are no architectural 
barriers. The size and the distribution of the 
apartments ensure that they are flexible and ready 
to accommodate new needs. These adaptations 
can be carried out with interventions that are both 
economically small and of little architectural impact.

Conclusion

The same principles must also be applied when 
designing schools, museums and all those buildings 
that represent the conservation and the sharing of 
culture and knowledge. Certainly, full inclusion is 
not always possible in historical buildings: fortified 

architecture is poorly accessible and inclusive 
by definition. However, when constructing new 
buildings and green areas we can convert accessibility 
and usability problems into design opportunities.

It is mainly a sensitivity issue, before being a 
technical, financial or economic problem. We have 
to develop an inclusive project right from the 
beginning, when we start to think about dwellings, 
schools or museums. An architectural barrier can be 
removed with a subsequent intervention of ordinary 
or extraordinary maintenance, but inclusion must be 
achieved from the beginning, in accordance with the 
principles of Universal Design. 

Fig. 8 - Parco Dora in Turin, 2015/16. Inclusive playground, 
with coloured paving that identifies the different areas. 
Photo by Alessandro Greco.
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and Buildings’ Conservation: methods, experiences 
and projects. KM Studio Edizioni, Milano, 2014.
Hertzberger H., Lezioni di architettura, Laterza 
Editori, Bari, 1996.

To do that we must maintain a global vision of 
the projects (both buildings and urban spaces), 
working on the totality and not on isolated facts. 
It is necessary to link the different design solutions 
through uniform architectural languages, made 
up of coherent choices regarding materials, 
technologies and construction strategies, able to 
meet the different needs and to be adaptable to 
future changes.
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75% of the city in 1944 during the Second World War, 
including most of the historical buildings. 

Gießen is a multicultural city: the largest groups 
of foreign residents are represented by the Turks, 
the Greeks and the Italians. Up to the end of 2015 
it also welcomed about 100/300 refugees per year. 
In October 2015 the number of arrivals drastically 
increased: about 5,000 asylum seekers were given 
accommodation in the old US military area and then 
in the villages around the city.

In order to address this problem, we decided to 
apply the workshop theme to real sites in Gießen. 
The 5 different project sites are briefly described in 
the following pages, with the aim of giving all the 
tools to better understand the projects.

The 5 international teams of the workshop worked 
on 5 different project sites in the city of Gießen:  

1. Alter Wetzlarer Weg (Team 1);
2. Depot, Rödgener Straße (Team 2);
3. Feuerwache Gießen, Steinstraße (Team 3);
4. Gailsches Gelände, Oberauweg (Team 4);
5. Corner between Zur Großen Bleiche and 

Krofdorfer Straße (Team 5).

The city of Gießen is located in the federal state of 
Hessen, 50 km north of Frankfurt am Main. It has 
approximately 78,000 inhabitants, with 24,000 
university students. The name (literally “to water”) 
refers to its proximity to several streams, lakes and 
one river called Lahn, which divides the city in two 
parts, west and east. A bombing destroyed about 
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Fig. 1 - Site 1, Alter Wetzlarer Weg near the train station. 
Source: www.bing.com. Photos by Valentina Giacometti.

Site 1 - Alter Wetzlarer Weg

Site area: 1,700 sqm 
Distance from the city centre: 1.2 km

The site is located along the railway and near 
the train station. It is an inexpensive area, noisy 
(including at night because of cars and bars) and it 
needs renovation. Lots of young people (students 
and workers) live here because the flats are quite 
cheap and also because the university of medicine is 
located in this area. The new urban connections, the 
train station and the separation from the railway will 
be the main points of the project.
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Site 2 - Depot, Rödgener Straße

Site area: 9,100 sqm 

Distance from the city centre: 3.2 km

The site is the former US military area, now 
undergoing urban transformation: the buildings are 
relatively new, offering quite affordable residences. 
For this reason there are many young families. Close 
to this area there is the freeway access to Frankfurt: 
this is very useful because lots of Gießen citizens 
work there and many of them have to go by car. The 
urban identity and the connection with the city will 
be the most interesting starting point of the project.

Fig. 2 - Site 2, Depot, Rödgener Straße. Source: www.bing.
com. Photos by Chiara Miatton.
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Site 3 - Feuerwache Gießen, Steinstraße

Site area: 5,000 sqm (1,000 sqm fire station building)
Distance from the city centre: 400 m

The site is located in the city centre, near a big mall 
and the river Lahn. The main building is the old 
fire station, which will be moved outside the city 
centre. There is a train station, with the important 
connection to Frankfurt in the south and to Kassel 
in the north. Close to this site there is a quarter with 
social housing. The fire station and the area close to 
the railway have to be redeveloped. The relationship 
between the old and the new are the main concerns.

Fig. 3 - Site 3, Feuerwache Gießen, Steinstraße. Source: 
www.bing.com. Photos by Valentina Giacometti.
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Fig. 4 - Site 4, Gailsches Gelände, Oberauweg. Source: www.
bing.com. Photos by Furkan Köse.

Site 4 - Gailsches Gelände, Oberauweg

Site area: 6,100 sqm 

Distance from the city centre: 3 km

The site is next to a big industrial area, which will 
be regenerated and redeveloped in the near future. 
It features a big green area with a considerable 
elevation. Close to this site there is a big Natural 
Sciences campus. Added to the Campus there is also 
a big quarter with student hostels. The main themes 
of the project will be the elevation, the green area 
and the urban connections to the city centre and its 
facilities.
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Fig. 5 - Site 5, urban corner between Zur Großen Bleiche 
and Krofdorfer Straße. Source: www.bing.com. Photos by 
Valentina Giacometti.

Site 5 - Zur Großen Bleiche/Krofdorfer Straße

Site area: 1,900 sqm 

Distance from the city centre: 1 km

The site is located in the western part of the city, 
on the right side of the river Lahn. In the past it 
was polluted and subject to several floods. The 
slaughterhouse and the tannery were located here. 
This district had a bad reputation because of these 
trades and the poor people living here. Currently, the 
city administration has tried to improve its quality 
with new high-price dwellings and a top class hotel. 
Urban reconnection will be the main project theme.
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Concept

With this project, the idea is to offer an affordable 
and flexible living space for people of all ages and 
develop a simple form of communal living. 

The main aspects of the design are the connection 
between the flexible living spaces created for all 
generations and the public spaces, as well as the 
link to the adjacent local and long distance transport 
systems through eating areas and public use. The 
idea focuses on using load-bearing platforms, into 
which apartments are inserted like living boxes that 
can be flexibly and individually adapted. 

Analysis 

In the past, the city of Gießen has shown a steady 
pattern in population growth, which is predicted 
to continue in the future. In addition, we must also 
take into account the growing number of students, 
asylum seekers and refugees who are still coming 
to Germany and, in particular, to Gießen as a result 
of the global political situation. In order to meet 
this population growth, the city needs new houses 
for people who have to be integrated into the local 
community.

The analysis of the project site, which is located in 
the immediate vicinity of the city centre and next to 
the main station, also showed that public spaces, as 
well as semi-public spaces, should play a special role 
in the design.

Located directly along the railway tracks, it offers a 
highly sought-after and very beautiful view over the 
city and the surrounding landscape in the west. It 
stands in a prominent place across the narrow bridge 
over the railway, which is regularly used by the local 
population. Furthermore, the demographic change 
reveals that new spaces for older people are needed 
in the city. In this area, many inner-city buildings 
are empty, probably because it is financially more 
attractive for investors to rent commercial spaces 
instead of offering housing for the population. 

Fig 1 - Urban analysis and Masterplan.
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Project description

The new residential complex follows the same 
formula of the neighbouring apartment buildings in 
the south of the project area, where the ground floor 
is devoted to public use. 

There are stores and shops, as well as a restaurant 
and a cafeteria, so as to create a new public space 
in the area of the well-used railway crossing, where 
the whole environment comes together whilst also 
welcoming incoming tourists to the city. This is 
where a new meeting point for Gießen will be built, 
acting both as a landmark for the station square and 

Fig 3 - Ground floor of the complex. It has public functions 
and a clear permeability.

as a new “door” towards the city. A library located in 
the northern part of the building on the upper floors 
gives citizens a place to read and linger, offering a 
view of the entire city as well as of the surrounding 
countryside. The upper floors of the middle and 
rear part are filled with the living boxes. There are 
various housing sizes available, however they can all 
be flexibly interchanged, thanks to the fixed width. 

There are several modules, ranging from smaller one-
room apartments for single households and couples 
to up to five-bedroom apartments for larger families. 
Each box has a completely independent heating 
system and is supplied only by central supply lines. 

Fig 2 - Concept: Inclusion - private/public functions; Urban 
Context - urban links; Flexibility - modular aggregation in a 
fixed structure; Efficiency - shapes and voids.
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Fig. 5 - Model.

There are smaller public space community areas 
(semi-public spaces), which are intended to promote 
the integration of excluded people and newcomers 
to the city. There are communal and private terraces.

The noise of the railway is neutralized not only thanks 
to the structure of the boxes, but also thanks to 
the creation of a green space between the building 
and the railway line. Here, several platforms will be 
built to provide people with a view of the railway 
operations thus linking the residential area to the 
railway in order to preserve the integrity of the site. 
Sports grounds and a playground area for children 
can be found in the south side of the complex.

Conclusion

The term “living platforms” refers not only to the 
structural concept of the project, but also to the 
integration of different cultures and different age 
groups in a common living space. 

This is a place for everyone, which can offer flexible 
and appropriate solutions for temporary, pressing 
and changeable needs and it can be repeated in 
all urban areas where necessary. That is why the 
concept behind it is that of a building which changes 
and “lives”.

Fig. 4 - Modular aggregation to create different apartment 
sizes. Transversal section along the railway: the green 
space protects the complex from the railway noise.
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Sheet 1

Analysis, Masterplan 
and Concept

The concept is based 
on the following 
clusters: 
Inclusion - private/
public functions are 
mixed; 
Urban Context - urban 
connections are 
enhanced; 
Flexibility - modular 
aggregation is 
developed within 
a fixed structure; 
Efficiency – complex 
shapes and voids 
enhance exposure to 
the sun and protect 
people from the railway 
noise.
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Sheet 2

Floor plans and 
modular aggregation

The ground floor has 
public functions and 
it is organized with a 

clear permeability. 
A public library is 

located in the northern 
part on the upper 

floors. The middle and 
the southern parts of 
the complex are filled 
with the living boxes. 

Different housing sizes 
are offered, which can 

be easily aggregated 
and modified thanks to 

a fixed width.
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Sheet 3

Sections and 
Details

The green space 
protects the complex 
from the railway noise. 
The glass facades are 
designed with panel 
glass barriers. Dry 
construction systems 
ensure that the whole 
complex can be built 
easily and in a flexible 
way.
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actually that the Depot area has no identity. It is only 
a big neglected area. However, it possesses a huge 
potential if managed properly.

Concept

Through the analysis and with the help of the clusters 
given by the workshop’s scientific committee, the 
team set down these important points:

• Urban context - creating a new identity;
• Flexibility - possibility to increase the space in all 

directions from a future perspective;

Fig 1 - First sketches representing the general concept 
of the projects: the new landmark and the relationship 
between public and private spaces.

Analysis 

The first step, before starting to design residential 
buildings, is the analysis of the city. The site to be 
considered is the former US-Depot in Gießen.  It is 
located in the north-eastern part of the city, in the 
outskirts. It is a big area with a great potential for 
further extension. The analysis of the project site 
focuses on the following priorities:

• What is missing?
• Why is this area attractive to live in?
• How can we get residential spaces for everybody 

in this site?
• How can we get high quality rooms for 

residential living?
• How can we get people (not only local residents) 

to come to this place?

Having carefully examined the context, the team also 
envisaged possible future extensions to the area. 
Gießen needs more residential space but there are 
not many possibilities, especially in the city centre.  It 
is necessary to move from Gießen into the suburbs 
in order to scope out and utilize all the potential. 
Currently, in this area there are supermarkets, 
bakeries, residential buildings, company buildings, 
schools, a children’s playground and a restaurant.  
Moreover, there is a good bus connection directly 
to the city centre. One of the biggest problems is 
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• Efficiency - modular flats, prefabrication, solar 
panels and proper shapes and openings;

• Inclusion - shared spaces, interactions between 
inside and outside, semi-private courtyards.

By using these points, the team came up with a 
concept and defined a design strategy. The idea is to 
answer these needs designing an innovative building 
structure. 

They designed a hexagonal shape which includes all 
the specifics. It is a basic form, which is flexible and 
modular for all the different needs and functions. 
The biggest advantages of the “Hexagon” are:

Fig 3 - Concept of permeability.

• extensibility from all sides;
• accessibility and permeability from all sides;
• flexibility and efficiency;
• creation of a new, personal identity.

Project description

After the definition of the shape of the building, the 
team decided to focus on creating the surrounding 
area. They created a new masterplan which included:

• new accesses, parking spaces and mobility 
connections;

Fig 2 - Hexagon module.
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Fig. 4 - Modular aggregation of the apartments, with 
different sizes.

• a new landmark for the city;
• a new building structure;
• permeable and repeatable spaces;
• a clear structure, with careful positioning of 

the landmark, the residential living, the public 
spaces; 

• private, public and semi-public spaces and 
courtyards;

• different heights in the complex, reflecting the 
different functions, to emphasize the entrance 
and the visual connections.

After defining constraints and alternatives, the team 
worked on the floor plans. They created a landmark 

building for public functions and various residential 
houses. The team found a way to create different 
types of flats that could be combined. They designed 
flats with different sizes and flexible uses. Moreover, 
they created public spaces for the residents where 
could spend time together, combining flexible 
and inclusive solutions in the floor plans. Only the 
landmark building should be used completely for 
public functions. The planned uses are:

• gym / fitness area / courses;
• workshop rooms / rental rooms;
• library / study areas;
• offices;

Fig. 5 - Floor plans of the apartments. On the left: duplex 
unit for 3 people; on the right: single unit for 6 people and 
single unit for 7 people.
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Fig 6 - Sketch of study and facade of the complex. Fig. 7 - Model.

importance of this point. The strategy was to build 
something new and unusual with high quality places 
for everyone. The whole concept is based on the 
hexagon shape. In principle, all the project clusters 
(flexibility / efficiency / urban context / inclusion) 
are integrated into the hexagon form. A big part 
of the project was the urban development, due to 
the particular location and dimension of the project 
site. The team used the basic form of the hexagon 
to plan and organize a big complex that includes 
both buildings and open spaces that will be also 
implementable in the future. All in all, they succeeded 
in creating a housing project for everybody in a 
positive and interesting manner. 

• exhibitions / art studios;
• restaurants / cafes / street food.

If we look at the height, the landmark building is 
the highest of the complex. The residential houses 
have different heights so as to enliven the space and 
create new views and places for integration.

Conclusion

The most important point when planning a new 
residential area in this empty pace was to create a 
new identity for the site. The team understood the 
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Sheet 1

Masterplan and 
Concept

Urban context: creation 
of a new identity of the 
site and a landmark for 

the city. 
Flexibility: possibility 
to increase in all the 

directions by modular 
aggregations.

Efficiency: use of 
prefabricated modular 

flats, solar panels, 
proper shapes and 

openings.
Inclusion: creation 
of shared spaces, 

interaction between 
inside and outside, 

semi-private 
courtyards.
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Sheet 2

Ground floor

Definition of the public, 
semi-public (courtyard)
and private spaces with 
the composition of the 
Hexagon module. 
The units mix private 
and public functions.
The entrances are 
created by removing 
some modules.
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Sheet 3

First floor

Definition of the 
different apartments 

sizes. The structure 
includes common 

spaces also on the 
upper levels, to let 

people meet and 
integrate more easily. 

The connection is 
guaranteed by the 

external gallery 
overlooking the 

courtyard.
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Sheet 4

Floor plans, sections 
and facades

Use of modular 
aggregation to create 
different sizes for 
the apartments. The 
heights of the buildings 
are designed to 
emphasize the entrance 
of the complex and the 
transition between the 
different spaces (public, 
semi-public, private). 
They are studied also 
to visual connections 
between the various 
functions and with the 
city.
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Fig. 1 - Survey of the existing building of the fire station. The 
survey was made by the Department of Architecture and 
Civil Engineering of the THM, using 3D scan technology. 

building there are two big garages for fire trucks. 
They are built in a special way with frames made out 
of reinforced concrete, which can be seen both from 
the outside and from the inside. At the back along 
the perimeter there is a one-storied workshop and 
garage building.

Concept

The idea of “transient living” is to integrate the 
inhabitants into the process of building their own 
house especially as far as concerns their diverse 
needs. The second point is to concentrate the study 

Analysis 

This project concerns the site and the buildings of 
the professional fire department of Gießen. The area 
is very close to the city centre and it can be reached 
on foot in a few minutes. 

In the immediate vicinity there is a big shopping 
centre called “Neustädter Tor”. To the east of the 
area, the delimitation is given by the Nordanlage 
and Steinstraße streets. The Nordanlage is part of 
the inner circle street with four driving lanes. Due to 
this fact, there is a lot of traffic. The Nordanlage road 
junction with Rodheimer Straße is also very near. 

The Rodheimer Straße and the bridge over the river 
Lahn connect the city centre with the western part 
of Gießen. In the northwest, the area is delimited 
by the Oswaldsgarten railway depot, a small station 
along the Gießen - Kassel connection. The platform 
and the tracks are about 5 meters higher than the 
ground level.

This project is based on the rehandling of the existing 
buildings of the fire department. They consist of a 
five-storied administration building and a seminar 
building, which also holds the common rooms and 
workshops of the fire department. Integrated into 
the building, there is also a tower for drying hoses. On 
the northern and southern side of the administration 
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on the conservation and integration of the existing 
buildings into the new concept. The garages for the 
fire trucks and also the administration building with 
the tube tower are preserved and given another use. 
All the other minor buildings and building-extensions 
are removed.

The complex is expanded with two new three-storied 
buildings, while the lower buildings are all made 
into three storied ones as well. The new buildings 
conform to the structure of the garages with their 
steel frames, so they are designed with a striking 
facade with a recognisability factor. The linear 
construction allows a very flexible arrangement of 

the apartments in the form of modular aggregation. 
The new building lines follow the perimeter thus 
creating a semi-public courtyard. In this way, the 
area is framed while at the same time protected by a 
barrier from the noise coming from the railway and 
the street. Special common areas are designed to 
occupy the ground floor, especially in the old garages 
and in the new buildings aligned to the original ones.

Project description

Urban context - Part of the garages are removed 
in the south side to open up the property towards 

Fig 2 - Masterplan. Fig 3 - Concept: 1. Preserving and using the existing 
buildings, 2. End-users developing their homes, 3. Renewing 
transient living.
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the street and create a well-defined entrance. The 
new added buildings are in line with the original 
ones and follow the perimeter of the site. This is 
thought in order to create a courtyard and build a 
barrier against the noise coming from the railway 
and the street. The height and the shape of the 
new buildings conform to the height and shape of 
the surrounding buildings: three-storied and with a 
saddle roof. The intersecting linear building along 
the street in the north follows the alignment of the 
old administration building and the neighbouring 
housing development. Here, the building sticks out 
just like the original administration building in its 
now-recovered original shape.

Flexibility - The ground floor offers a lot of spaces for 
common use, both for inhabitants and visitors. The 
changeable arrangement of the apartments shows 
flexibility as well. Each apartment is developed along 
a corridor overlooking the inner courtyard. The 
vertical development is given by several staircases 
at the crossing points of the aligned buildings. The 
flexible arrangement of the apartments ensures an 
effective utilization of the spaces.

Efficiency - Properly arranged floor plans allow 
comfortable living in small spaces. Thanks to the 
recurring elements of the facade and the repeatable 
apartment typologies, it is possible to have a mostly 

Fig 5 - Flexibility of the apartment sizes in a fixed grid.Fig 4 - On the left: accesses and circulation scheme of the 
building. On the right: ground floor plan.
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Fig. 6 - View of the building. In evidence, the structure and 
the modular apartments.

Conclusion

The building is well integrated within the urban 
context and corresponds to the local environment. 
The restored parts of the fire department buildings 
and the striking construction of the new buildings 
lend recognisability to the project. The flexible 
arrangement of the ground floors corresponds to 
the specific goal of the workshop: the inclusion of 
the refugees within the community. The semi-public 
spaces are designed for international exchanges and 
to contribute in making everyone feel included and 
accepted in a foreign country.

prefabricated construction, thus saving time and 
money.

Inclusion - A well-defined entrance opens up the 
courtyard towards the main street. This semi-public 
space can be used by inhabitants and visitors alike, 
thus allowing a better inclusion of people within 
the city’s community. There is a cafeteria, a library 
and other public areas accessible to everybody. In 
addition, the building includes vertical and horizontal 
connections which serve as meeting points for the 
inhabitants. It also provides spaces for exchanges 
between cultures or just to spend time with other 
neighbours.

Fig. 7 - Model.
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Sheet 1

Masterplan and 
Concept

The main idea behind 
the project is to include 

the inhabitants in the 
process of building 
their own house as 

well as to preserve the 
existing buildings and 

integrate them with the 
new ones.
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Sheet 2

Floor plans

The apartments 
are designed with 
different sizes. The 
architectural language 
makes clear reference 
to the structure of 
the fire station: the 
recurring elements of 
the existing facade are 
used as the repeated 
pattern of the project. 
It also allows for a 
highly prefabricated 
construction.
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Sheet 3

Sections and facades

The new buildings take 
the existing garages 
as their construction 

reference. This regular 
construction made with 

steel frames allows 
the use of a modular 

design. The lines of 
the new buildings 

follow the perimeter 
and create a semi-

public courtyard, thus 
creating a barrier from 
the noise coming from 

the railway and the 
street.
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Sheet 4

Details and views

The flexible 
arrangement of the 
apartments and 
the public spaces 
answers the need 
to create adaptable 
solutions. The 
construction is made 
using prefabricated 
components: steel 
frames, concrete 
platforms and 
modular boxes for the 
apartments.
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Fig. 2 - Masterplan.Fig. 1 - Mobility and function analysis.

Gail and in the south there are small forest areas. 
The entire project site slopes downwards: it starts 
with a 180 m height at the Leihgesterner Weg and 
ends with a 170 m height near the Gail factory, so in 
total there are 10 metres of difference. The land is 
sprinkled with a lot of plants and trees of different 
sizes and untouched nature.

Concept

The main idea of the team was to preserve and 
protect the natural landscape in an architectural way. 
During the workshop, the group developed the idea 

Analysis 

The project site “Gailsches Tonwerk” is located in the 
south of the city of Gießen. It belongs to a peripheral 
urban area. In general, this area is characterized by 
a heterogenic structure consisting of some small 
houses for living, big towers for student living and 
big industrial complexes like the nearby electric 
power station and closed-down Gailsche Tonwerke 
factory. 

On the west side of the site there is the Leihgesterner 
Weg main street, in the north there is the Oberauweg 
by-road, to the east the closed-down company 
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of placing a perforated platform on pillars on top 
of the slope. The horizontal plate would eliminate 
the slope and connect all the buildings above it. Big 
square-like holes cut out from the plate would enable 
the sunlight to shine on the plants and trees below. 
The holes and the big trees growing through them 
would easily allow people to get in touch with nature 
in this inclusive green space. Furthermore, the cut-
out holes would create an picturesque pedestrian 
overpass between each building.

The project is made up by six different steps: 1. 
enhancement of the relationship with the context; 
2. preservation of the green area; 3. definition of 

the public and private functions; 4. creation of new 
landmarks; 5. grid definition; 6. definition of voids.

Project description

The project was developed following the main 
clusters of flexibility, efficiency, urban context and 
inclusion. It addresses these clusters as described 
below.

Flexibility - The final project deals with the topic 
of flexibility in different ways. The horizontal 
plate represents a guideline for the construction 

Fig 3 - Concept steps: context relationships, green 
preservation, public and private functions definition.

Fig 4 - Concept steps: landmarks creation, grid definition, 
voids definition.
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development whilst also preserving nature: in the 
future, everything could be easily dismantled. The 
natural slope is still intact because the horizontal 
plate leans on it. Mainly, the project enables different 
and neutral floor plans and flexible functions. If it is 
necessary to build more living spaces in the future, 
new city quarters can be created beside it in the same 
way. All quarters can be connected with pedestrian 
overpasses. 

Efficiency - Economic efficiency is based on how much 
of work can be performed within a certain amount 
of time. Time is money. These sentences were 
essential when thinking about efficiency during the 

project development and the final realization. The 
question of time-efficient construction is solved by 
creating a base with pillars and a grid-system for the 
design of the buildings. This choice makes it possible 
to rely constantly on the prefabrication of building 
elements with the same size. The position of the 
buildings and the facades (materials, openings and 
construction details) are properly designed in order 
to guarantee an efficient use of energy.

Urban Context - The connection with the existing 
urban context is obtained in different ways. A big 
tower at the forefront of the project area represents 
a new landmark, clearly visible from a distance. At 

Fig 6 - Different apartment sizes for the linear buildings and 
the tower buildings.

Fig 5 - Main section.
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Fig. 7 - South view of the linear building and the tower. Fig. 8 - Model.

of all, the whole project is barrier-free and easily 
accessible for people with special needs. Various 
apartment sizes and comfort standards regarding 
interior fittings guarantee a mixture of families 
with different socio-economical backgrounds. As 
far as possible, the first inhabitants should help to 
create the housing projects in order to support the 
community and its personal identification.

Conclusion

This project represents a highly creative and greatly 
pondered solution regarding how to deal with a 

the opposite end there is a smaller anti-tower. The 
towers give the project its alignment and guide 
people inside the new city quarter. Apart from these 
two towers, at the north and south edge of the 
platform there are two different types of blocks: at 
the north edge there are three big blocks in contrast 
with the small houses in the north; at the south edge 
there are three smaller cubes, that fit in with their 
size and the gaps in between enable people to get 
in touch with nature. Finally, the platform connects 
everything in the manner of a pedestrian overpass.

Inclusion - To ensure the inclusion of everybody, 
the project focuses on different opportunities. First 



Methods and Results of the International Design Workshop S.A.F.E. - Sustainable and Accessible Future for Everybody

118

particular landscape mainly characterized by a slope 
and a heterogenic environment. 

The idea was borne out of the designing process with 
its many variations, which finally led to this format 
that all the team members agreed on. 

The question if architecture on pillars (stilts), with its 
advantages or disadvantages, is the right solution for 
a natural slope was discussed in detail by professors 
and students during the workshop. What came out 
of it is a unique solution that follows the S.A.F.E. 
guidelines, as well as new impressions, experiences 
and friendships that were made during these two 
wonderful weeks.
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Sheet 1

Masterplan and 
Concept

Idea of a perforated 
platform on pillars 
leaning on the natural 
slope. The holes and 
the big trees growing 
through the holes 
allow the creation of 
new inclusive spaces. 
The concept is made 
up of six clear steps: 
context relationships, 
preservation of green 
areas, definition of 
public and private 
functions, creation 
of landmarks, grid 
definition, voids 
definition.
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Sheet 2

Sections and facades 
of the complex

Big holes are cut out 
from the pedestrian 
platform, like empty 

squares. They enable 
the sunlight to shine 

on the plants and tress 
below. The residential 

volumes are organized 
into linear buildings and 

tower buildings.
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Sheet 3

Floor plans

The project is 
developed in order 
to guarantee the 
maximum level of 
flexibility and efficiency. 
Different apartment 
sizes are created for 
the linear buildings and 
the tower buildings.
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also focuses on the creation of new public and semi-
public spaces. Moreover, all the inhabitants should 
be involved in this project, in order to gain a better 
understanding of the specific needs directly from the 
end-users.

Project description

In general, the new housing area is seen as a place 
where refugees can settle down permanently. The 
structure of the building adjusts to the surrounding 
neighbourhood. To the south it is adjacent to an 
already existing building, on the east side the volume 
terraces down towards the lowest building. An 
important point is to avoid shading the kindergarten 
in the north. The urban context needs a flexible and 
inclusive building. 

The ground floor is designed for everybody, so that 
all the inhabitants may intermingle. In general, the 
ground floor should be a public area for studios and 
cafeterias to guarantee functional circulation and 
attract people. The inner courtyard should be a place 
where people could meet. 

A place for everybody is an important base for a 
good integration and acceptance. Therefore, the 
roof garden was designed as a meeting point for 
both elderly and young people. Trees and green 

Analysis 

Team 5 worked on the street corner of an urban 
area in the northwest of Gießen. In this area there 
are only residential buildings either in a dilapidated 
or in a sophisticated style. Therefore, the exercise 
provided many interesting ideas regarding news 
way to regenerate the urban context. The main 
street “Krofdorfer Straße” crosses with “Zur Großen 
Bleiche”. At this intersection the area is empty 
and degraded. However, this space offers many 
possibilities to create new buildings and spaces, with 
the added aim of requalifying the urban area.

The team analysed the area focusing on many 
important factors. In this case, the position of the 
terrain was the most important point to reflect 
on. Furthermore, the height of the surrounding 
buildings, the traffic, the noise, the functions of the 
surrounding buildings, the population, the building 
alignment and the entrance area were important, 
too. 

Concept

Taking these facts into account, the team developed 
a flexible concept focused on social housing. The 
apartments are in fact flexible boxes designed 
either for couples or bigger families. The project 
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areas should support the pleasant and friendly 
atmosphere.

On the first floor the living boxes are arranged in a 
sensible way. Between the boxes there are areas for 
semi-public spaces. The boxes are made in wood with 
an eye to sustainability, efficiency and flexibility. The 
apartments are designed for couples, as well as for 
smaller or bigger families. The other floors are made 
with the same principle. Because of the structure 
of the volume, a large roof garden emerges on the 
top of the boxes. The main staircase is located at the 
main entrance. In addition, two stair towers serve as 
emergency staircases in case of fire.

Fig 2 - Masterplan.

The project is a coherent sum of the four main 
clusters of urban context, efficiency, flexibility and 
inclusion. 

Urban Context - The main idea is to close the corner 
by following the lines of the existing buildings in 
the surroundings. In general, the height is very 
important. The corner becomes the main entrance 
to the inner courtyard, which is designed as a space 
for everyone. Key-points: closing corner, height 
difference, main entrance.

Efficiency - The two volumes are aligned in the north 
and the west sides. The garden in the south is located 

Fig 1 - Sketches explaining the main concepts of urban 
context, efficiency, flexibility, inclusion.
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Fig 3 - Ground floor.

between the two volumes in the inner courtyard and 
it is designed as an agricultural garden. Key-points: 
agricultural garden, sun orientation.

Flexibility - The use of modular volumes guarantees 
perfect flexibility. Thus, we can have a box for 1, 2, 
3 or more people. If necessary, it is possible to add 
more boxes thanks to the flexible construction. Key-
points: modules, balloon frame.

Inclusion - The design creates public and semi-
public spaces by using the inner courtyard and the 
garden. In these spaces it is possible to have more 
communication, adaption and rehabilitation among 

the people. Key-points: gardens, common terraces, 
public spaces.

Conclusion

After two weeks of hard work, the end result shows 
very well what design strategies are possible on 
this site. In general, the different design styles and 
backgrounds of the team members lent an interesting 
atmosphere to this project. It was stimulating to learn 
a lot about different design philosophies. Overall, the 
urban context allows a new and innovative solution 
in this area. The volume can be integrated very well 

Fig. 4 - Main section and facade.
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Fig 5 - Volumes.

and improve the urban quality. The upper floors have 
more flexibility because of the modular structure. 
The living boxes can be arranged in an adaptable 
style. The balloon frame structure is sustainable and 
recyclable.

As mentioned above, the project shows what can be 
done in just two weeks of work. The team exercised 
very good communication skills and teamwork and 
it was always very interesting to discuss things 
together. In my opinion as tutor, the team had a 
really enjoyable and constructive experience.

into the empty corner. Furthermore, the open access 
is directly on the corner. The inner courtyard is in fact 
accessible to anyone who is interested in coming in 
and experiencing the atmosphere and communal 
living. 

The two volumes protect the inner courtyard and 
the atmosphere, in order to shield it from the noise 
and the traffic. The ground floor has a structure 
that would be perfect for various uses. Flexibility in 
this case is important for the integration of all the 
inhabitants. In addition, the ground floor and the 
inner courtyard should work together to increase 
the integration and communication of everybody 

Fig 6 - Model.



Methods and Results of the International Design Workshop S.A.F.E. - Sustainable and Accessible Future for Everybody

128

Sheet 1

Analysis and 
Masterplan

The project site is 
at the crossroads 

between “Krofdorfer 
Straße” and “Zur 

Großen Bleiche”. At 
this intersection the 

area is empty, but this 
space offers many 

possibilities for new 
buildings and urban 

qualitative spaces.
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Sheet 2

Concept and 
Ground floor

The project strategy is 
based on 4 main steps:
Urban Context: 
closing corner, height 
difference, main 
entrance on the corner;
Efficiency: green 
spaces, agricultural 
garden, sun 
orientation;
Flexibility: modular 
construction, balloon 
frame;
Inclusion: gardens, 
common terraces, 
public spaces.
The ground floor is a 
public area with studios 
and cafeterias. The 
inner courtyard is a 
semi-public place for 
people to meet.
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Sheet 3

First floor, sections and 
facades

On the first and the 
upper floors there are 
the apartments. They 

are wooden boxes, 
with different sizes 

to address different 
needs. The aggregation 
of these boxes creates 
variable facades, with 
voids and terraces to 

create the semi-public 
spaces between the 

living spaces. 
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Sheet 4

Second floor and 
details

Definition of the 
module dimension:
4 x 10 x 3 m
Modules compositions:
1 module (green)
for 1/2 people;
2 modules (red) 
for 3/4 people;
3 modules (blue)
for 4/6 people.
The balloon frame 
construction 
guarantees flexibility.




