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R e k i n d l i n g  R e f u g e e s

E x p a n d a b l e  M o d u l a r  R e f u g e e S o c i a l  H o u s i n g
F a r g o ,  N D

A r c h  7 7 2  -  S p r i n g  2 0 1 7
T h e s i s  P r o j e c t  b y  P a o l o  P a r d o

Dwelling can be upgraded in the future

The housing should 
initially give refugees 

the basics of a home but 
over time they are able to 
upgrade and expand their  

living space

Framework is Load Bearing

Ideally, each module 
and its constituent parts 

should hold itself up 
and be able to hold up 

modules above it so that 
it can reach a final height

Flexible layout post construction

Simple floorplan layout 
changes can be made 

within modules to 
accommodate conditions 

over the lifetime of the 
housing

Open Space

Green space that is 
communal creates 

spaces for community 
activities and creates a 
safe area for children

Minimize construction time

By using simple assembly 
processes on site 

construction can take 
less than a week to go 

from foundations to 
complete homes.

Cheap durable materials

The constituent parts of 
the housing should be 
easily shipped in large 

quantities

Protracted 
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Targeted
Development
Assistance

R e f u g e e  S i t u a t i o nP r o j e c t  I n f o r m a t i o n

A protracted refugee situation is one in which refugees find themselves in a long-lasting and intractable state of limbo. Their 

lives may not be at risk, but their basic rights and essential economic, social and psychological needs remain unfulfilled after 

years in exile. A refugee in this situation is often unable to break free from enforced reliance on external assistance.

The way in which donor states can provide overseas development aid to host countries of first asylum as a means to enhance  

refugees’ access to protection and durable solutions. Its central characteristic is an integrated development approach, which 

focuses on the needs of both refugees and host communities, through, for example improving livelihood opportunities, service 

provision or infrastructure. Its aim is to enhance refugees’ access to rights, self-sufficiency, and, where possible, local integration.

Wasted Lives Connect to Host
Community

Squandered
Resources

Promote Self
Sufficiency

Perpetual Poverty Larger Initial
Funding

Alienation Promote Education

Displaced peoples lives become wasted during their time in camps 

in which they can not freely move about or exhibit freedoms such 

as the freedom of movement, sometimes access to education, and 

employment. They are not able to seek or achieve any major personal 

goals during their time in camps.

Most important of all is to place displaced persons in communities 

that are willing to welcome their presence and culture. It is essential 

to connect them with members of the community and create 

relationships with their hosts so that they can integrate into their new 

environment.

Refugee camps require large amounts of funding and during many 

situations almost half of the budget can be on maintenance and 

upkeep of the camps. Camps also compete with local populations for 

sometimes already scarce resources. In protracted refugee situations 

all the effort and monetary assistance does not advance the IDP’s 

situations.

To ensure that funding is only temporary self sufficiency can 

be promoted if  IDP’s are put into a community where there are 

employment opportunities.

World Bank Three Dimensions of Poverty:

1.	 lack of income and assets

2.	 voicelessness and powerlessness in the institutions of State and 

society

3.	 vulnerability to adverse shocks, linked to an inability to cope with 

them

Refugees very often exhibit all three properties

To support displaced persons ability to thrive in their new homes 

there needs to be larger funding initially, so that they can be sent to 

environments that can support new migrants. This larger initial cost 

can be offset by the savings of not having to support them in long 

term situations.

Being sheltered from the progress and culture of the rest of the 

world results in a unique culture, but it is a culture which has grown 

separately from technology, education, and social interaction with 

the worldwide population. This inhibits their ability to integrate and 

become a productive member of society in a situation where they 

are not displaced anymore.

Promote education that will help IDP’s integrate into their new 

environments such as local history and language if necessary. 

Continuing general education for youth to ensure that they are not 

left behind others is just as important as educating those who are 

older in how they can be successful in their new economic community.

Project Typology
& Description

This project is a social housing project for refugees from recent 

conflicts in Syria. The project aims to provide a better standard of 

living compared to most other relocation situations. By using occupant 

empowering underlying ideals the housing is suited to their needs 

and can adapt to their changing situation. Innovative construction 

practices combined with expandability and upgradeability make 

the housing long lasting by design and able to be easily re-

purposed. Modular and prefabricated design empowers design to 

be as simple to construct on site, which offers the opportunity to 

have more control over the final design in earlier stages while the 

construction phase can be made simpler and faster. The problem 

with prefabricated housing is that once on site it becomes inflexible 

which is a problem when you are housing people who can’t pay for 

large housing initially. To combat this there is a modular wall system 

which allows the building to be expandable after construction as 

long as a skeleton structure is created that can support it. By using 

this method the expandability is easy to construct after the fact using 

factory created modular parts that don’t require large machinery to 

install and ensure a standard of quality. Using smaller parts to create 

a larger overall space for the inhabitants means that they can create 

the space that is to their liking, and in the future if someone else lives 

there it can be re-adapted. By using these ideals the standard of 

living can be raised and held for the lifetime of the building.

1.	 Provide better quality of life than refugee shelter and comparable 

quality

2.	 Allow flexibility of space and use so that all situations can be 

accommodated

3.	 Create an Environment in which refugees and host communities 

can integrate

Project precedent
& Client Context

Expandable Housing 
Ideals

Traditional Housing 
Design

Expandable Housing 
Design

Because of many conflicts in the Middle East and around the world many 

people are forced out of their environments and thrust into situations where they 

are left with few options to pick up their own lives. When other countries choose 

to host these displaced people they give them a chance to restart their lives in 

a friendlier environment than they would find in a typical refugee camp where 

they become frozen in time and are left behind as the world moves past them 

unable to join back in. Many of the more powerful industrialized and modern 

countries near where these conflicts are happening Europe are found to be 

the best places for the refugees to end up. Countries in Europe like Germany, 

Switzerland and France are leading innovation in housing Refugees while the 

United States has remained silent from the call for help from those in need. 

This is even more alarming because the United States foreign policy involves 

us in the conflicts that are displacing those in need. This design opportunity 

that presents itself to help refugees brings a rarely seen type of project to many 

regions of the United States where the Refugees are coming. In Fargo we have 

seen less than 10 refugees from recent conflicts but with new policy in place 

there will be many more coming. In addition to the refugees in need there will be 

millions of people who will go below the poverty line worldwide moving to cities 

regardless of whether they have a home because they are better off living in the 

city than in rural spaces. Social housing projects in the United States historically 

haven’t always been successful and now is the opportunity to realize a plan that 

nurtures community and elevates those who are in need domestically as well as 

worldwide.

To create housing that is inexpensive on good land you need to cut costs. To cut 

costs traditionally means to cut the amount of space and quality you give to the 

client. Instead of using that mentality you can instead think of giving them “half 

of a good home.” Or in other words build them the half that is difficult for them 

to build such as the kitchen, bath and infrastructure. In doing this you can create 

a dwelling in which they can be happy with because as they expand their home 

they can expand it as they see fit.

Case Study #1

Case Study #2

Case Study #3

Community BuildingMarketplace
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The social housing in Iquique Chile by Elemental architects was a huge driver for 

the project.  The housing was called for because one of the worst earthquakes 

in history struck Chile and left an area destroyed and citizens who were living 

in an area illegally were given the chance to work with the architects to create 

their ideal community. The project seeks not to create the ideal housing for the 

occupants but instead give them the framework to build their own home. To 

do this Elemental took the idea of building half of a good home and created 

a community in a small area. The housing was very bare but provided the 

essentials which are needed to live. Because those living on the property were 

already inhabiting the space they were able to expand and improve their 

housing very rapidly. Many of the background ideas for my project were found 

from looking at this project.

Home modular systems is a building system concept which is created entirely 

from steel parts which can be assembled from smaller parts, all of which can be 

transported easily. The system shows the flexibility of modular building and how 

they can change and adapt to different situations. The design was concepted to 

work as low income housing, emergency housing, high end housing, hospital use 

and more. The project exemplifies how using a kit of parts to create a building 

allows users to customize their experience, something that is important to bring 

to refugees since as outsiders to their culture Americans don’t know the needs 

that they come with to spaces designed very differently than what they would 

find at home.

The housing project in Hanover, Germany is one of many of Germany’s efforts to 

aid refugees. Most of the great social housing projects for displaced persons are 

in Germany and the Housing by Mosaik exemplifies what fast pre fabricated 

housing can create for less money. The housing uses durable materials to create 

more permanent long lasting housing that is slightly flexible and allows for a 

good quality of life for a fraction of the cost of traditional building practices. The 

housing can be fabricated and assembled in the factory and sent straight to the 

site allowing for insanely low on site construction time further reducing the costs

The community building is a multipurpose space which at the beginning would 

be used to school the refugees to make sure they are able to speak English 

fluently and offer space for them to gain new skills while the host community 

can enter into their space and engage with them. The building also has a large 

community kitchen which can be used to host events to entice community 

engagement or just as a tool for refugees to create events of their own. This 

space is where culture can be shared and people can come together.

At the center of the largest cities in Syria there is a Souk or marketplace. The 

building at 1630 Main Avenue will emulate them by acting as a marketplace 

with small stalls which can be used by refugees, small businesses and any other 

organization who want to become part of the community. This is an opportunity 

for the host community to engage with the newcomers to the Fargo-Moorhead 

area in a way that builds business and personal relationships. Culture can be 

shared through commerce and conversation.

Heavy Machinery isn’t needed

After initial construction 
changes to the housing 
should be easy to make 
without the use of heavy 

machinery

Site Features

Marketplace

Community 
Building

Main Avenue

1st Ave N

Site ProximityHistory
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2018 2025 2050 Apartment Expansion

The site occupies the space to the between 1st and main avenue and was 

previously used for outdoor storage of large concrete drainage components. 

The new development would be a better use of the space. A small underground 

drainage ditch flows beneath the site on the eastern side which prevents 

construction above it.  The site is mostly flat except for the area next to the train 

which is raised where the tracks lay. Pedestrian walkability is good with a bus 

stop a block away which connects you to the Fargo Matbus system which can 

take you to the University or to other commerce areas. Buildings existing on 

the site carry little historical value but because most of them are light industrial 

buildings they have very open floorplans which allow for flexibility of use for 

renovation and future use.

The site sits close to Downtown Fargo while still being in a very quiet area. There 

is close proximity to public transport for the Fargo area as well as transport by 

Rail. Being close to commerce means that refugees are able to come into the 

community and will have access to jobs and services and can start to shape a 

new life. The site is also within a mile walking distance of Madison Elementary 

school so the youth will have easy access to education which is essential in a 

child’s integration into a new home.

The Site is located next to the main railroad track that goes along Main Avenue 

in Fargo. Historically the location has served as part of a highly industrial area 

on both sides of the track. Areas to across the street north were residential and 

industrial while those to the south on main avenue were mixed use with shops on 

the street level with hotels and apartments above. The eastern area was part of 

a slough belonging to a drainage ditch system which goes from north to south 

Fargo. The site is in one of the most important areas in Fargo’s history but also 

one which has become less popular compared to newer developments in the 

metropolitan area and needs revitalization. This corridor along Main Avenue 

historically has served as a place for newcomers to the city to find a new way of 

life and it can once again do that for the refugees.

Early concepts regarding space looked at breaking down what the necessities 

are for a dwelling and looking at how non essentials can be integrated later in 

the lifetime of a building. These concepts explore the verticality of the housing 

as well as spatial relationships over multiple additions to a space.

The building is designed to adapt to the needs of the user. The floorplan is made flexible by the modular construction which using a steel beam and column 

skeleton is simple to construct and delivers a framework for future expansion. If the floorplan needs to change basic tools are used to deconstruct space 

essentially eliminating the demolition process meaning that the parts can be re-purposed. The foundation is built to accommodate larger expansion where 

more steel framing is created so that wall and floor panels can be assembled and the housing can be expanded. Base isolation reduces the vibration from 

the nearby train tracks which can be a nuisance while the wall panels are appropriately insulated with triple pane windows to reduce the disturbance of 

rail traffic. The floor is constructed using structural panels with built in floor heating channels which use metal sheets to spread the heat evenly across the 

flooring of choice. The construction allows for multitudes of wall panels on the outside as well as the inside and variable flooring situations as well. The 

design enriches the dwellings by giving the maximum amount of flexibility possible for reduced cost and hassle to the refugees after construction.

Phase 1 2018

Phase 22025

Phase 32050

Hanover Prefabricated Housing

Architect
Location

Area
Year

Mosaik Architekten
Hanover, Germany
2000 m2

2016

Home Modular Systems

Designer
Location

Area
Year

DR. Mohammad Ehsasi
Concept
Variable
2012

Quinta Monroy

Architect
Location

Area
Year

Elemental
Iquique, Chile
5,000 m2

2003

Site The site was chosen because of it’s contextual properties when dealing with 

refugees. The Fargo-Moorhead area in general has a low land cost which makes 

it an ideal place to settle as well as being in North Dakota which has some 

of the lowest poverty, homelessness, and unemployment rates in the United 

States. The site itself is next to Main Avenue which is one of the busiest streets in 

Fargo and is host to many of its most important businesses The site is also near 

Fargo’s downtown core which by placing the refugee’s near the urban center 

they will have an easier time integrating into the different society. The site’s 

many properties make it an ideal point for a new population to spring out from.

Base Isolated FoundationFlooring

Variable Wall Panels

Community Building
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Classroom Space
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