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1.1 Nyabiheke refugee camp,
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Introduction | the spatial and educational

paradox of the long-term

refugee camp

At the beginning of 2020, 66 long-term
refugee camps' existed along the East
African Rift.2 Some, such as Nakivale in
Southwest Uganda, were established
as early as 1958. Around two million
refugees lived in these camps in 2020,
with roughly half a million of them being
younger than six years old.® Over the
years, millions of children have been
born and have grown up in these camps.
Yet, it is unknown how their surrounding

built environments affect their learning
and development.

[ started to work designing and evalu-
ating early childhood development (ECD)
facilities — inside and outside the refugee
camps-in Rwandain 2011when I alsobegan
teaching at the country’s first school of
architecture. Like many professionals
involved in humanitarian assistance, I want
to understand the impact of my work and
ensure that [ provide what the users of my
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designs want and need. In 2015, I decided
to investigate how the architecture of the
formal ECD facilities in the long-term
camps in the region affected young chil-
dren’s learning. As I was studying with
former architecture undergraduates at
the ECD centres of the Congolese camps
in Rwanda - which my architectural firm
Active Social Architecture (ASA) had
built -Irealised that their weight on young
children’s learning was relatively small.
The homes, streets, common areas and
public sanitation facilities carried the
brunt of the influence on the lives of the
young refugees.

Indeed, is it not the case that we all
remember the feeling of the floor where
we played with our siblings when we were
young? And how tall the counters were
at our grandma’s kitchen when we tried
to help her cook? That recognition made
me recall this quote from Peter Zumthor
that highlights how unforgettable our first
experiences with architecture are:

‘There was a time when I experienced
architecture without thinking about it.
Sometimes I can almost feel a particular
door handle in my hand, a piece of metal
shaped like the back of a spoon. I used to
take hold of it when I went into my aunt’s
garden. That door handle still seems to me
like a special sign of entry into a world of
different moods and smells. [ remember
the sound of the gravel under my feet, the
soft gleam of the waxed oak staircase, [ can
hear the heavy front door closing behind
me as [ walk along the dark corridor and
enter the kitchen, the only really brightly
lit room in the house’*

I realised that I needed to shift focus
and explore the whole built environment
of the camps - both inside and outside
the formal schooling facilities — if  was to
understand how architecture was affect-
ing the young refugees. Unfortunately,
the camps’ spaces seemed to be forming
mostly negative skills, attitudes and behav-
iours. Thatinsight made me want to explore
further how architecture could transform
what were meagre learning environments
into stimulating added educators.

Foregrounding built and learning envi-
ronments—Over the years, [ have noticed
an extreme lack of information about East
African camps, especially in their built
environments. I have indeed suffered
from it when trying to develop my work.
Apart from a few academic works such as
Manuel Herz's about Western Sahara and
Chad,® Bran Jansen® and Anooradha lyer
Siddiqi” about Kenya, there is a shortage
of scholarship — which also comes mostly
from European scholars-about the camps’
built environments. These works become
almost non-existent when concerning
learning settings and when looking at the
built realm through a socio-political lens.®
Moreover, the refugee’s voice is missing in
most studies, humanitarian policies and
interventions, which suffer from an excess
of standardised guidelines and toolkits. I
thought it was time to create contextualised
knowledge - nuanced, situated and partici-
patory - to describe, study and transform
the East African long-term camps, to help
decolonise the refugee studies field and
touncover biases and hidden agenciesin
refugee assistance.
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Itackled the task by using architecture
as a means to create new knowledge col-
lectively, include more local voices and
speculate — through highly participatory
approaches-on how to improve the current
educational landscape for the millions
of young children living in these camps.
Besides, while practising —especially build-
ing ECD facilities - in the refugee camps, |
was faced with the moral dilemma of con-
tributing to their creation and maintenance.
Participatory approaches help me reflect
on the highly political role of practising in
the camps.’

In this book, the reader will find an
architect’s take on the questions that many
academics and humanitarian workers are
already asking.”” Is it relevant to look at
camps through an urban lens and focus on
their built environment? Which analytical
benefits can architectural and design tools
provide to refugee assistance? And which
advantages can assemblage thinking and
situated knowledges bring about in ana-
lysing, understanding and transforming
long-term refugee camps?

With this work, I want to build upon
what Bran Jansen calls a ‘modest urban
turn' in refugee camp studies, the emerg-
ing attention on the built environment in
the last decade. This body of literature aims
to bring nuance and contextualisation to
the field, focusing on the camps’ urbanity.

Especially, the Middle Eastern cases
are gaining from the new centrality of the
built environment, which is bringing val-
uable insight about push-pull factors for
forced migration, concepts of belonging
and the relationships between encamped
refugees and direct local hosts and is

contributing to exploring the role of the
refugees in their own assistance in these
settings. Alas, this attention has not yet
reached the least visible cases in Eastern
Africa. Studies, policies and strategies in the
region have for decadeslargely ignored the
built environment’s relevance, assuming
itasa contextual side topic. This disregard
might be due in part to the insufficient
humanitarian funding, a focus'? mostly
on what is perceived to be life-saving and
resulting from the humanitarian and the
space of exception narratives, which have
led the scholarship on camps for decades.®

You might be wondering why am
I - moreover why should you be - inter-
ested in the built environment asalearning
resource for young children? Humanitarian
institutions did not anticipate that camps
would become long-term living and learn-
ing environments for millions of young
children. In fact, my personal experience
shows that many camp planners in the
region still hardly foresee the physical
infrastructures they design as permanent
devices. Instead, they mainly plan camps
as efficient tools for movement control, epi-
demic prevention, food distribution and
temporary shelter.

Moreover, as camp spaces have been
considered non-places, limbo and tran-
sitional for decades, not only the built
environment but also matters such as
child development and everyday life have
been left aside. In addition, as humanitar-
ian educational programmes lack enough
funding and suffer from an overarch-
ing Anglo-European bias — mainly due
to a lack of situated knowledges - they
promote a narrow approach to education,
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emphasising formal schooling with stand-
ards devised in Geneva and overlooking
the learning that happens outside the
school environment. Moreover, as ECD
has only recently gathered momentum
in refugee assistance,’ the information
available on learning environments for
young children is mostly technical, with
an excess of standards and construction
guidelines focused on formal educational
facilities alone.

What really should trigger your inter-
estare the impacts of this neglect. It is now
internationally acknowledged that chil-
dren’s initial years are critical for their
socio-emotional, cognitive and physical
development.”® It has also been proven that
children absorb from experiencing the
socialand built environments that surround
them. The built environment holds a poten-
tial that we must understand.'’® Knowing
which spatial qualities are relevant to young
children’s learning can inform policies and
interventions as ECD gains momentum and
new alternatives to camps are being built.
It is a matter that affects millions of young
humans globally, and the long-term camps
show that it will continue to do so.

To understand to what degree camps
are acting as learning environments, I draw
from post-structuralist literature that has,
over the years, widened the conception of
learning, describingit as diverse, composed
of direct content-based education and learn-
ing by experience.” Since the 1950s, work
in the learning environments field has
increasingly studied the built and natural
environments outside the school settingas
a useful learning source.!® This literature
is, by nature, interdisciplinary!” and has

included architects and designers?® since
the 1970s.

The body of learning environment
works [ reflect upon, and I want to collabo-
rate with, consider education and learning
environments as complex, nuanced and
contextualised - as tools that can be both
freeing and oppressive. Especially when
there are unbalanced power relations,
conflict and extreme deprivation - such as
the case of refugee camps - education and
learning environments can harm and be
used as a tool of the powerful to repress,
indoctrinate and eradicate pre-existingand
traditional knowledge.?

The refugee’s role—Not surprisingly,
given the decades-long humanitarian con-
sideration of refugeesas dependent victims,
there is an extreme lack of involvement of
refugees and surrounding populations in
planning the refugee camp spacesin East
Africa.?”? This lack of engagement is exac-
erbated by a shortage of aid for long-term
crises, poor humanitarian institutional
memory due to the continuous movement
of personnel and short-term funding,
restrictive host government policies and
economic and geopolitical stakes. In my
experience, it is also because most human-
itarian relief workers — which count few
built environment professionals in their
ranks — are unfamiliar with thinking and
talking about the built environment as a
relevant factor in their work.

Despite refugees not being included
in the official management and construc-
tion of the camps, they are their primary
makers, especially as camps become long
term. Yet, there is scarce research about
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refugee-led actions. Due to my long-term
engagement in the topic, [ have been for-
tunate to observe the refugee-led spatial
appropriations in Rwanda’s long-term
refugee camps since 2011.%° In particular,
I have experienced it in real time in the
Mugombwa refugee camp, as I have been
involved there from its establishment in
2013.

For the same reasons as those stated
above, the refugees’ perspective islacking
in knowledge production cycles. Academia
and practice rely heavily on foreign-led
accounts-mostly Anglo-European research-
ers and institutions — based too often on
short-term engagements in ‘the field"
The perceptions, views and actions of the
encamped and their direct local hosts,
especially children and their support net-
works — mainly women - are still largely
overlooked.

Inthisbook, Iwant to shed some light on
the effects that the inclusion of the refugees’
voice —both adults and children - can have
for the discussion about refugee assistance,
particularly focusing on the built and learn-
ing environments. As part of my research
and practice journey, together with my
teams, we have collected respondents’
proposals to make the camps stimulating
child-friendly learning environments.?
The analysis of the information I gathered
and created exposes the refugees’ crucial
role in the production of the camps’ built
environments and the relevance of their
voice to transform the long-term camps and
develop real alternatives to camps.

Integrating theory and practice—I strive
to stand aware of my baggage and inherent

biases throughout my work, creatinga con-
stant dialogue with my peers, assistants,
informants and contexts. My identity as a
young female architect born and raised in
Barcelona affectsaccessto certain areasand
people, the types of responses I obtain, the
information I collect and its analysis. It also
limits my position as I seek to decolonise
refugee camp research? and camp man-
agement, aswellas architectural design and
research in the region. I try to challenge
assumptions-the readers’, mine and those
of the humanitarian system/host govern-
ment assemblages.

Specifically, writing this book, I was
motivated by Bruno Latour’s concepts of
the ‘new deal’ and the ‘collective experi-
ment’?® and Dona Haraway’s ‘Situated
Knowledges: The Science Question in
Feminism of Partial and the Privilege’?’
Both authors state that optimal policies
cannot be universal or extracted from
partial information and views - a common
trait amongst humanitarian policies; they
should be context specific and draw from
various factors. They require local actors’
participation to contextualise data and exist-
ing knowledge and tailor solutions best
suited to their environment. It was relevant
to involve refugees, direct local hosts, local
artists, architects, academics, institutions,
and foreign participants’ in order to achieve
my goals.

The collective experiment [ have tried
toundertake isrooted in a post-structural
conception of the built environment and
the world. I have used assemblage think-
ing® to grasp the interconnectedness of
actors and the long-term camps’ ever-
changing nature. This theory has helped
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me understand seven long-term refugee
camps in East Africa as proto-urban set-
tlements and learning assemblages in
continuous evolution. It has allowed detail
and contextualisation, opening the door to
create situated bits of knowledge to contend
narratives of camps as solely humanitarian
spaces, as spaces of exception, limbo and
non-places.

Architecture as a way of seeing and
learning—My experience is that archi-
tecture can be — and should more often
be — used as an exploratory and analytic
tool of social phenomenon. [ will try to per-
suade the reader about it with the different
spatial experimentations that I describe in
this book.

In the first chapter, ‘The urban turn:
informality, co-modification and assem-
blage,’ I explain how the long-term camp
prevalence triggered an urban turn in
refugee camp studies at the end of the twen-
tieth century. The urban turn comprises
a body of works that use post-structur-
alist urban theory to explore the camps’
power dynamics. I outline the possibilities
this movement provides for the study of
the phenomenon in East Africa. [ make a
case for studying the long-term camps as
a typology in its own right as proto-urban
spaces and as learning environments. I
draw from works that analyse the embodi-
ment of Lefebvre’s ‘right to the city’ in
urban settings in former colonies - par-
ticularly in Sub-Saharan Africa - through
local perspectives. I reference Asef Bayat's
concept of the ‘quiet encroachment of the
ordinary’,?” James Scott’s notions of ‘eve-
ryday life’ and ‘survival practices’,*° Teresa

Caldeira’s ‘peripheral urbanisation’!and
Edgar Pieterse’s ‘radical incrementalism’.3
In the following two chapters, I try
to convey to the reader the considerable
challenges that children face living in the
long-term refugee camps that I describe,
and how they extract both positive and
negative learning from their surround-
ings.Ilead the reader through a multi-scalar
spatial mapping and analysis of Nakivale,
Kyangwali, Kyaka II, Kakuma, Kiziba,
Kigeme and Mugombwa refugee camps.
These seven camps represent three of
the principal conflict areas in the region
(the Horn of Africa, the Great Lakes and
South Sudan),®® encompass three nation
states, 12 refugee origins, six decades of
encampment practice and a wide variety of
physical characteristics. These long-term
refugee camps include various ages,** sizes,
population densities, regional climates,
geographies and host country refugee
policies. Moreover, these camps host large
proportions of young children.
Particularly, in the chapter ‘Ever-
evolving assemblages: the built environment
of seven East African long-term camps’, |
map, dissect and finally reassemble the
seven camps’ spatial characteristics on
regional, country and landscape scales.
It becomes apparent how their evolution
influences, and isinfluenced by, a complex
array of factors, including the education
of young children living in these camps
and the refugees’ agency. I present to
the reader six spatial characteristics of
the camps as relevant to their evolution:
growing heterogeneity and complexity,
co-functioning/interconnectedness, ever
becoming, porosity, land scarcity and weak
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soils, and isolation and proximity to the
border. These characteristics contribute to
make the long-term camps ever-changing,
proto-urban and learning assemblages for
young children.

Exploring an architecture of opportu-
nity, in the third chapter, ‘Refugee-led spatial
interventions: observed, imagined and
speculated’, [ bring to light the prominent
position of refugeesin the spatial reproduc-
tion of long-term camps and their effects on
young children’s learning. For example, I
show how the camp administrations disre-
gard, allow or encourage refugee-led spatial
appropriations. I dig deeper into refugee-
led spatial interventions, observing and
analysing the current quiet encroachment
and everyday spatial transformations that
refugees lead in the camps. Participatory
action research (PAR) methods using
architectural tools allowed refugees to get
involved in, and become informed about,
decision-making processesregarding their
built environments and young children'’s
learning. When pedagogist Paulo Freire
firstintroduced PAR, he alsointroduced the
theory of ‘conscientisation’ —a process by
which participants learn to perceive the
social, political and economic forces that
influence them and learn to take action
against the oppressive components of such
forces.*> Through Lefebvre’s ‘transduction’
methodology, ‘[to] introduce “rigour in
invention and knowledge in utopia” as
a way of avoiding “irresponsible ideal-
ism"’%¢ I tested the speculative potential
of architecture to create new knowledge
on how camps could become better learning
environments.Iused architecture toincen-
tivise what Edgar Pieterse terms ‘radical

incrementalism’in order to begin the trans-
formation of the camps into stimulating
learning environments.*’

The collective experiment [ recount in
this book complies specifically with refugee
camp research ethics. In 1986, Harrell-
Bond emphasised the need to research the
humanitarian system’s anti-participatory
ideologies and practices,®® which still
persist. David Turton took this idea further
with his assertion that research on the
subject of refugees and migrant popula-
tions should, in addition to causingno harm,
benefit the research subjects.?? Finally,
Karen Jacobsen and Loren Landau ques-
tioned this dual imperative, stating that
research on this topic should be rigorous
and benefit academia, policy development
and refugee livelihoods.“0

Long-term refugee camps are proto-
urban learning environments—I believe
that by the end of the book, the reader will
agree with me that its topic and approach
are both timely and vital. It is of the utmost
importance to explore the proto-urbanity
of long-term camps and their effect on
lifelong learning as new ‘alternatives to
camps™! are created. It is also necessary
that humanitarian strategies recognise the
centrality of refugeesand directlocal hosts
on young children’s learning and in the
production and maintenance of refugee
assistance strategies. We are in dire need for
case-specific theories, policies and inter-
ventions based on research grounded on
iterative, multi-stakeholder, participatory
knowledge creation processes. Moreover,
refugee assistance strategies, including
ECD, will benefit from considering the
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9 Introduction

whole built environment as one of its
variousrelevant tools, and from including
local creative minds, arts and crafts, both as
a universal language and as tools to involve
more actors and create positive change. My
work might be of use to policy and practice
on several fronts, including new refugee
assistance strategies, refugee ECD, long-
term camp maintenance in East Africaand
research by architectural design.

I expect to persuade the reader that a
more contextualised, inclusive and par-
ticipatory approach towards creating and
coordinating spatial strategies of refugee
assistance is attainable. An architecture
of opportunity could improve the lives of
those inhabiting the long-term refugee
camps and the newly created ‘alternatives
to camps’. It could transform the long-term
camps in East Africa into vibrant schools
without walls.
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