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Brief

Design helping the refugees/asylum seekers in 
finlanD (in europe)

• What can be done by means of design to help the refugee problem (asylum seekers) in 
Finland (in Europe)
• What is the phase of problem that needs the development most?

Our brief was to design helping the refugees/asylum seekers in Finland (and 
in Europe). To help us with our project the brief included some questions to 
help us get started.

As the theme was quite strange to all of us we did a lot of research. Our 
researched included several interviews with several people who work on 
the subject. Each of one of the people we interviewed had their own angle 
to the subject so we recieved large amount of knowledge.

Our final concept is built for the UNHCR camps and not for the situation 
in Finland or Europe. As our solution is making the situation better at the 
UNHCR camps closer to home for the asylum seekers, they’ll have no 
more need to come over to Europe.

Life is very short, and there’s no time 
for fussing and fighting my friends

John Lennon

Education is the most powerful weapon you can 
use to change the world.

nelson mandela

We cannot solve the problems with the same 
thinking we used when we created them.

Albert Einstein



some first iDeas

Clo
ning the Diplomats

Cloning diplomats and the 
best peace makers would 

solve out the real issues behind 
the man-made refugee problems 
like wars. If there were no wars, 
there would be no need for the 

people to leave their homes.
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A “welcome package” for refugees. 
Similar to the maternity package, but 
filled with things that help the people 

who arrive to a foreign country as asylum 
seekers.
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When we recieved the assignment our first 
ideas were not that legal and they don’t fit to 
the current mindset and human rights people 
have been working so hard on. These few 
examples here are just to give you a clue about 
the quality of the first ideas we had.



We started the project in the end of August 2015. We were assigned the project when the crisis was still 
developing. During our project the European refugee crisis took turn for worse and the situation got out 
of hands. In the beginning of the project we were in an idealistic mood that grew dreary as the news on the 
subject got worse.

The first part of our research consists of reading the newspapers. There was no end to the news about 
refugees. We tried to stay critical to our sources and take our information from the more reliable sources. 
We read different online publications, including, but not limited to BBC, CNN, Al Jazeera, Business Insider, 
Helsingin Sanomat. We watched several videos about the subject from Youtube, we watched news and we 
browsed through UNHCR and other organizations websites.

We managed to arrange four interviews. The first person we met was Metropolias student union METKA’s 
Devolopment Co-operation specialist Heidi Tuhkanen. She provided us with a lot of basic information 
about the subject. She also told us about her experiences with the Amnesty volunteer groups. With the 
information we got from her we headed to our next interview. 
Our second interview was with someone working with the refugees in Finland. This someone told us about 
the system and how it works. After our second interview we understood that if we want to actually solve 
the crisis and do something that really matters we should focus on the situation closer to the root of the 
problem.
Our third interview was with Saara Lehmuskoski from the Finnish Church Aid. She gave us a lot of 
information about the camps and how things work there. She also pointed out some of the biggest 
problems. The interview with her gave us a push to the direction we ended up going to.
The fourth interview we had was around the half way of the project. We met with an anonymous refugee. 
As our scope had changed quite a lot we didn’t get that much information from the interview. None the less 
it was still good to meet with someone who is currently in Finland as an asylum seeker. The conversation 
with him was mostly confirming that we were working on the right things.

Even after the interviews we met many people who were interested in our project and we talked about the 
subject with a lot of people. Many people around us were interested in hearing how we are going to tackle 
the issue by the means of design. 

Our projects core team consisted of Maxime Bigonnet (industrial design student, France), Kiia Kataja 
(interior architecture student, Finland) and Pirita Paananen (industrial design student, Finland). We also got 
consultation from Morgan Bigonnet (architecture student, France/Belgium).  Morgan helped us define the 
structure and she pointed out some of the problems we had in our structure.

The fact that our group consisted of people with different backgrounds made it possible for us to come up 
with a solution that has all the possibilities in making the UNHCR camps better places.



INTERvIEW WITH HEIDI TUHKANEN, 
DEvELOPMENT CO-OPERATION SPECIALIST 
Our first interview was with Heidi Tuhkanen. She works as development 
co-operation specialist for the Metropolia Student Union METKA.

When asking about how the refuees come to Finland Heidi told us that 
refugees come to Europe by using the human traffickers and then continue 
their journey to another country where they seek asylum. They often arrive 
in Italy or Greece and then manage to find their way to another countries.
She confirmed our assumption that one of the biggest problems the 
refugees face when coming to a place like Finland is the prejudice. When 
talking about the problems, she pointed out that the maybe even bigger 
problems are with their mental health and the fact that their families might 
be on another side of world.
Refugees arriving in Finland are placed in the welcome centers. They don’t 
have a lot of money and they are sharing their living area with people they 
don’t know. And all the people they live with have problems that are similar 
to their own.

When coming to Finland/Europe the reality often hits hard. The refugees 
have somewhat unrealistic expectations of the life here. They often don’t 
understand where they are coming to.  They don’t have enough reliable 
information so that they could be prepared for what’s waiting for them. 
Refugees who have family somewhere in Europe are often more in touch 
with reality.
Heidi said she thinks that the refugees coming to Europe are often looking 
for a way to make some money, so that they can send some back home 
and others have hopes of bringing their whole family with them. She also 
doubted they won’t feel that welcome in Europe as the people around look 
very different from what they are used to.
In case refugees would be put to live with a local family they would 
probably adapt more and learn the local manners faster than living in a 
welcome center.

People choose to take the high risk journey because they have expectations 
of a better life. The situation in refugee camps closer to their homes is not 
that good. There’s often a lot of people in a small area, the diseases are 
spreading fast and the resources at the camps are limited.
Ones traveling are usually more well off, they have some money and 
they are strong enough to survive the trip. The journey to Europe is very 
demanding and dangerous, physically and mentally.
When choosing the journey, the people have a few options as the smugglers 
are using boats, trucks and cars. The vehicle will often change several times 
during the journey. No matter what kind of vehicles they are, they are very 
crowded - the whole operation is comparable with how nazis took people 
to the concentration camps back in 1940’s.

The people who do not recieve the asylum will be shipped back to their 

home countries. If it’s a minor there will be an adult traveling with them 
to make sure they get there safe and sound. Many of the people who are 
returned to their home countries will stay there just enough time to earn 
money for their next try.
Yet we still have to keep in mind, that there are  a lot of people who 
would love to go back to their home countries. Especially if they have family 
left there.
Applying for the asylum is a lot of paperwork and the response is not 
always positive.

The people have had to leave because the situation in their home 
countries is bad. The most common reasons for leaving are war, poverty, 
unemployment and being part of a minority. There are always some groups 
that will have a better situations than the others.

The current situation where the funding is being cut there’s many important 
projects that cannot be continued as the funding ends.  
“It would be very important to support people in the countries they live 
in and not cut the development co-operation budgets. It’s cheaper to help 
them where they are than taking care of them in Finland.” said Heidi.

When asked what normal people here can do locally to help the situtation 
Heidi suggested volunteering for an organization that’s working on the 
subject and donating old clothes and things for them.



INTERvIEW, ANONYMOUS (G), WORKING WITH 
After our first interview we already had a lot of new information. Our 
second interview was with a person who is working with the refugees.  To 
protect this persons identity we will call this person simply with the letter 
G. We agreed to this as G’s work is very delicate and we want to help G to 
stay safe.

The interview with G gave us a lot of deeper understanding about the 
situation.

G told us that other than using the human traffickers the refugees also 
come to Europe via UNHCR. The ones coming via UNHCR come from 
the refugee camps that are in their home countries or the neigbourghing 
countries. These refugees have everything ready for them. UN has arranged 
for them the flights and apartments, so they have everything ready for them. 
The refugees who come via UNHCR, come to Europe legally. They are 
following the official protocol and they are pointed a place where they will 
be living.

When the people arrive to the camps they are given blankets and tents. 
They have with them what they were able to carry. It often includes some 
cooking stuff.

Then there are the illegally traveling refugees, who travel from one country 
to another through Europe. When they finally reach a country where they 
want to stay, they walk to the police or customs officer and say ‘asylum’. 
After that the refugees go through an interview. In case they find out during 
the interview that person has been to another European country before 
arriving to Finland, they will be sent back there. In case nothing like this 
comes up the refugees will be taken to the welcome center. 
In the welcome center they wait for their first longer interview with the 
officials. This waiting period usually lasts from 2 weeks to 3 months. After 
this interview there’s more waiting before the interview at the immigration 
office. The interview at the immigration office lasts from 6 hours to several 
days. 

The illegal travelers choose to travel instead of going to the UNHCR camps 
due to the current situations at the camps. At the camps people are treated 
‘like animals’. The waiting lists for the asylum via UN are very long and after 
the application, before their first interview they have to wait at the camp 
for up to six years. 
The welcome centers in Finland are usually former hotels, so the 
circumstanses here are lot better than at the UNHCR camps where people 
live in tents.

During the days in the welcome center the refugees are participating 
the local language lessons. They are also thought about the local laws, 

healthcare, history and culture. Some of the people arriving to Finland don’t 
know how to read or write. 
The refugees with ID-papers with them are allowed to work after 3 
months and the ones without papers after 6 months. Before getting the 
permission to work, there’s very little they can do. There is a lot of free 
time, but there isn’t much to do with it. Some of the guys go the gym and 
play soccer outside. There are also organizations and places like poikien talo 
that organizes things they can attend to. For women there is Moninaiset 
organization that arranges lessons in finnish, knitting and baking. They 
encourage the women to participate in the two way communication.
G thought that one way the refugees would feel more welcome is if people 
were more interested in their culture and their ways too. They would love 
to introduce their culture to other people.

When we were doing the interview in the end of August 2015 the situation 
at the welcome centers was quite chaotic.  At that point the refugees 
were already sleeping on the classroom floors and there was often up to 6 
persons sharing a tiny room. 
The people live in the welcome centers until they get the decicion about 
their residence permission. This waiting period can last up to two years. 
After the residence permit is granted the refugees are given an apartment 
from somewhere.

Most of the peole who come are willing to work. Some of them come to 
Finland in order to get their permission and then leave to another country 
to work there. After having the residence permission in Finland they are 
allowed to stay in another EU-country for up to 3 months in search of a 
job. After 3 months they need to have a contract.

When people come to Finland they have the option of living with someone 
they know instead of the welcome centers. When they live with friends or 
relatives it has to be official, so they need to have some kind of contract 
and they have to be officially living in the apartment.
Even after the refugees get their own apartments they still face racism in 
their daily lives. The Finns are afraid of the refugees and as the fear makes 
it hard for the refugees to get to know finns they don’t really learn the 
language or about the culture. Eventually they may start hating back because 
the local people are not even giving them a chance to learn.

According to G the asylum seekers seem to think that Finland is a heaven 
on earth. Many of the people who come already have friends or families 
here and they have heard good things from them. One of the good things is 
that Finland has high respect on the human rights. 
Refugees seem to expect that Finland has easy jobs and they don’t need to 
learn the language.
The reality comes running after them and will eventually catch up. They 
study finnish from one to two years. The language barrier seems to be an 

issue even though they are doing their best in learning the language. They 
want to talk, but they don’t really know the language. Even in the case they 
try, people often ignore them.

Soon after arrival 90% of them get depressed, at that point the refugees are 
still happy they chose to come, but they start remembering the things that 
happened to them in the past. If they manage to get into a school or get 
a job their mood rises. It usually takes two years before they start to use 
medication in order to live a normal life. Most of them have mental issues 
that would need psychiatric help. Getting the help they need is difficult 
because in their culture needing a help with mental issues is a shame.

Those who come with their families are usually happier than the people 
who come alone. When children go to school or kindergarten the whole 
family is more in touch with the Finnish culture and people.
Many of the people who get the residence permit will often ask for the 
family re-uniting application. Trying to get the family together, the family 
members in the home country need to take the application to the closest 
Finnish Embassy and they need to travel there legally and they need to have 
their passports for that. In case the people travel to the embassy illegally 
the application is automatically dismissed. Even this legal way is time and 
money consuming as the people need to wait around 3-6 months before 
getting the answer they so badly need. The application alone costs 400 
euro’s per person. Besides that they still have to afford the flights and the 
stay during the waiting perioid. Some families spend years paying back the 
loans they took for the process.



INTERvIEW WITH SAARA LEHMUSKOSKI, FINNISH 

Our third interview was with Saara Lehmuskoski from the Finnish Church 
Aid. At this point of the project we were already quite familiar with the 
subject in Europe and had pretty much come to the solution that the only 
way we can actually do something in order to solve the issues in Europe 
is to make the things better - if not by solving the issues behind the wars, 
then at by least making it better at the camps.
Our discussion with Saara confirmed our thoughts on the matter.

Finnish Church Aid started working September 25th 1947. That’s the day 
the evangelic-lutheran church of Finland officially joined the international 
church aid network. During the time FCA was a reciever for the help as 
the Finland was starting to recover from the war. The war in Finland caused 
poverty and there was a shortage of food and clothing. FCA was delivering 
the reliefs to the suffering people.
During the 60’s the situation in Finland changed and FCA turned from 
reciever to provider. FCA was part of the church until 1995 when it 
became independent foundation with its own board of directors.

During the interview we learned that the religious background of FCA 
makes the work at the camps easier. Outside Scandinavia religion is a lot 
bigger thing. In many countries religion is one of the first things people ask 
you. The main conflicts within the current religional field are with in the 
muslim community and not in between muslims and christians. In that frame 
the christian background of FCA makes the work they are doing actually 
easier.

FCA is focusing their work on the most fragile countries in the world and 
there they concentrate on the people who are the most in need. Their 
current focus is not in Finland. 
The key theme FCA is working for is “the right to peace, livelihood and 
education.” 

Even though FCA is doing valuable work on other parts of the theme too 
we were concentrating on the issues with the refugees. We spent a good 
part of our time talking about the UNHCR camps as the focus of our 
project was already shifting towards that end of the problem.

At the camps there are several different organizations working. Practically 
UNHCR is taking care of the camp management. 

FCA’s work depends on the camps. They support the education by 
arranging school tents, school food and supporting the teachers in their 
job at the camps. Having schools at the camps is offering the daily routines 
for the children and is very important part of childrens psychosocial 
development and return to the life after the camp.
One of the biggest problems at the camps is the fact that people have very 
little to do. FCA is trying to tackle this issue by organizing soccer clubs and 

courses on different subjects. This way they are trying to not only tackle 
the issues that come when people have nothing to do. When the youth has 
nothing to do they sometimes end up making crimes just to have something 
to do. The increase in the crimes inside the camps decreases the safety. The 
other option for the frustrated young men is to leave the camp and join 
the army or terrorist organization. They sometimes do this just to have 
something to do. When they are attending a course they have something to 
do and something to think about. This makes them less likely to run away 
or to commit crimes.

Probably the biggest issue with the UNHCR camps is that the services at 
the camps don’t cater to the numbers. The camps are often planned to be 
small, but they often grow because there’s more people coming than what 
was originally prepared for.

When asking about what people have with them as they arrive to the 
camps and what are they given upon arrival we got an answer that it 
depends. Some people only have the clothes they are wearing and others 
have taken their kitchen stuff or mattresses with them. Many of them carry 
photos. Practically people have very little with them. One thing almost 
everyone has with them is their mobile phone. 

Prior arriving to the camp people usually have taken a long journey. The 
journey to the camp is often very long and demanding. So people are dying 
not only because they try to cross Mediterranean, but also while trying to 
reach the UNHCR camps.

When the people arrive to the camp they are given the basic things they 
need water, shelter and food. They are also given blankets and mattresses. 

Any specific handouts are not given as giving handouts is not activating 
people. If something is given it should be skills and opportunities to use 
them. 

“Right to peace, livelihood and education”



THE CURRENT REFUGEE SITUATION
(October 2015)

During the spring 2015 Europe saw a significant increase in the numbers 
of asylum seekers arriving to Europe1. The situation in the middle east has 
been bad for years and the war in Syria has been going on for 4 years. The 
situation in the Middle East hasn’t been easy and there’s several overlapping 
crises and humanitarian emergencies.2

As the situation in Middle East is getting worse more and more people 
chose to leave their homes behind. Their options were few, the UNHCR 
refugee camps in Turkey or Jordania or buying a dangerous trip to Europe3.

The refugees started crossing the Mediterranean with rubber boats many 
of the boats breaking or tipping over in the high seas. The Mediterranean 
became a watery grave for many who tried to cross it. The hope of a better 
future in Europe became a death sentence.4

The price of the dangerous trip is said to be around $10005.

The refugees are not flying to Europe even though it’s cheaper. This is due to 
the airline regulations that prevent the airlines from taking people with no 
visa on board. 6

In September 2015 a truck filled with dead refugees was found in Austria. 
There was approximately 70 people dead inside the truck.7 Soon after this 
the media started comparing the situation to the II World war. The last time 
Europe saw such a flow of refugees, was during that time. 8

The amount of asylum seekers who illegally arrive to Europe is so large, that 
Germany decided to  temporarily withdraw from the Schengen.

The screenshots from FCA’s crisis map from September 2015 and October 2015 show 
how the situation in the Middle East has developed during our project. Most of the new 
countries they are following are on the list due to the amount of refugees.

Finnish Church Aid, 
crisis map

September 2015

October 2015

The first time asylum applicants,
January 2014-June 2015, 
European Commission, Eurostats, Statistics Explained1 



the stories BehinD the people

When talking about refugees, the first thing to understand, is that we are actually talking about people. The 
people who come to Europe seeking asylum used to be happy, They once had homes, they had cars, they had 
friends and relatives... They were once struggling with similar issues as your next door neigbor. Once their biggest 
problem was the price of gasoline or new computer. They used to have their homes decorated, they had their 
jobs and they went on with their lives, just as anyone in the western countries. Of course some of the people 
were poor, but they still had their daily lives to live.

Then something bad happened. It might have been a war or a natural disaster, it might be that the political 
situation in the country changed and some groups become hounted. The specific groups that have been on the 
news lately for not being safe in their own countries are christians in the islamic countries and gays in Russia. 
They leave their homes in order to be able to live their lives. This is quite typical in the situations where they are 
facing the threat of violence and their lifes are in danger.

As the situation gets worse the official way to get an asylum is to apply for it via UNHCR. UNHCR is working on 
the crisis areas and building camps for people to be safe while waiting for an asylum. The UNCHR’s temporary 
refugee camps have become places where people stay for longer perioid than originally purposed. Instead of a 
few months wait the perioids people stay in the camps might extend from months to years. 

The refugees arriving to the camps have been through horrible things. They have seen death, they have lost family 
members, everything they ever owned has been destroyed, sold or left behind. They have lost their friends and 
relatives. All they have with them is what they were able to carry with them. They are often depressed and need 
help to get through the issues. 

Those refugees who come to Europe are the ones who can afford the journey.  

UNHCR, Office of United Nations High Comissioner for Refugees

established Dec 14th 1950
“The agency is mandated to lead and co-ordinate international action to protect refugees and 
resolve refugee problems worldwide. Its primary purpose is to safeguard the rights and well-being 
of refugees. It strives to ensure that everyone can exercise the right to seek asylum and find safe 
refuge in another State, with the option to return home voluntarily, integrate locally or to resettle 
in a third country. It also has a mandate to help stateless people.” 
 



the stories BehinD people

Start from here

Everytime you throw an even 
number you must return to 
the crisis symbol.



THINGS THAT ARE AFFECTING 
THE PEOPLE AT THE CAMPS

When people arrive to the camps they’ve already been through a lot. As if the reasons they had to leave their homes behind weren’t bad enough, but the things that 
happen during the long journey to the camp add to the situation.  As the journey is demanding everyone doesn’t make it, it might be that they lose family members on the 
way and they lose touch with their friends and relatives.
At the camps there’s another kinds of issues that add up to the situation, there’s nothing to do and the waiting periods are growing longer. The camps are crowded and 
there’s issues with hygien that lead to the diseases to spread.



CURRENT REFUGEE CAMPS
The refugee camps are originally planned for a shortterm stay. The housing in the camps is made out of tents. The people 
of UNHCR are doing their best to provide people with enough toilets, fresh food and shelter.

There are other organizations working on the camps as well. One of the organizations is the Finnish Church Aid (FCA), 
that organizes different kinds of workshops and courses for the people. Due to the limited resources (employees, space) 
they are not able to let everyone participate. As the resources are limited and they can’t let everyone participate, there 
isn’t that much even they can do with it.
In the beginning of the project we consulted the FCA about the issues at the camps. We were provided with a lot of 
information about the subject and a good insight.

The current camp layout plans are dull, the tents are in never ending rows. In between these neverending rows there are 
dusty roads, where people walk around.

There’s nothing to do.
The main issue at the camps is that people don’t have anything to do. Currently there are camps where people cannot 
sell the things they make, they don’t have any money and even if they do, there’s no way they can spend it. There are 
highly educated professionals at the camps who are unable to work due to the circumstanses. There are a lot people who 
could do something, teachers, doctors, nurses, engineers...

When people don’t have anything to do, some of them eventually end up committing crimes. Stealing from each other, 
raping the girls at the camps or leaving the camp in order to join the terrorist groups, just to have something to do. These 
things make the camps less safe.

Other issue comes with religion. In some islamic movements women cannot be seen doing anything. That causes 
problems for the women in the camps. There’s often no shelter for them to work outside the ones FCA built for them. 
As the resources are limited they are not able to provide the space for all of the women who live in the camps.

The problems with hygieny and fresh water
There are also problems with the hygieny. Even though the organizations working on the camps do their best with the 
funding given to them there’s still problems keeping up with the hygienic requirements. In the worst case there might be 
150 people for one toilet. If one of them has diarrhea, you can imagine how quickly it’ll spread. Diseases are another thing 
that’s spreading fast when there’s many people.
As the camps are safe, but still located near the crisis areas, there’s always difficulties in getting fresh water for all the 
people.

As the current situation at the camps is bad the people who can afford to travel will do so.

The situation at the camps is so bad, people choose to risk their lives by crossing the 
Mediterranean with unsafe boats rather than going to the camps.

Finnish Churc Aid
The Finnish Church Aid (FCA) was founded after II World War. It was originally established within 
the church, which still dominates and funds the organization. The faith based background helps with 
the work FCA is currently doing as religion is bigger thing in the countries where they operate. The 
basis of the crisis are often within the muslim communiteis, not against christians.

FCA is specializing in supporting the local communities in three priority areas: The right to peace, 
livelihood and education. 



“THE EUROPEAN DREAM”
“ american dream is that dream of a land in which life should be 
better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each 
according to ability or achievement. It is a difficult dream for the 
European upper classes to interpret adequately, and too many of us 
ourselves have grown weary and mistrustful of it. It is not a dream 
of motor cars and high wages merely, but a dream of social order in 
which each man and each woman shall be able to attain to the fullest 
stature of which they are innately capable, and be recognized by 
others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances 
of birth or position.” James Truslow Adams, 1930

European

What comes to the hopes the refugees and asylum seekers have, they dream of Europe. Europe seems to be a 
solution for all their troubles. They have illusions that everything will be easier in Europe; they will get a job in no 
time and they will find true love and meaning to their lives as soon as they arrive to Europe.

It’s quite similar to what europeans lived through in the beginning of 20th century with their american dream. It 
seems to be similar, there are high hopes and expectations and promises of a better place. The grass is not greener 
on the other side and life isn’t all fun and easy even in Europe. 

The dreams will soon fade as they need to learn a new language and they notice that it’s not all postcard images and 
happy people here either. 



the key proBlems in europe

The refugees who are lucky enough to make it to Europe there’s still obstacles on the way.

The refugees often have “European Dream”. They see Europe as safe haven where everything 
will be good, clean and nice. As they arrive and face the reality in the Europe, their dreams are 
destroyed.

First problem they face is the government of the country they come to. The fact that they are in 
Europe doesn’t automatically mean that the countries work the same way.  The administrative 
systems are tricky even for the locals, so they must be even harder for the new comers.

The refugees are often placed in the camps locally, where their days consist of learning the local 
language, culture and habits. Other than that they don’t have very much to do.  As the amount of 
refugees grows locally, the waiting times are getting longer.  While waiting the refugees are living 
with each other, so they are not really connecting locally even if they wanted to.
The refugees are not allowed to work without work permission and getting one takes up to a 
year (it comes along with the residence permission).

Living with the other refugees might sound easy, but there’s a lot of issues with the religion. 
There’s the long lasting schism inside the different islamic movements that is rising its head in 
the Europe as well. As the schism remains unsolved and people from different movements are 
put in the same place, the unsolved issues eventually start rubbing and become apparate through 
violence in between the refugees.

New problems arise when they realize that without knowing the local language they have hard 
time trying to find a job or making new friends from the locals. As there’s not much to do when 
you can’t get a job, this path sometimes leads to the path of crime. 

Getting to know the locals is often hard too. Not only because the refugees are spending most 
of their time with the other refugees, but also because the locals have prejudices. The prejudices 
often lead to racism. In Finland during the end of September and beginning of October 2015 many 
protests were held around the country for and against rasism.  This alone shows that racism is 
very real and very alive.



In the beginning of the project we did some benchmarking on how different 
countries treat the asylum seekers.  We found out that there’s many different 
ways in tackling the problems. Starting from Australias large advertisment 
campaigns with which they are trying to protect refugees from spending their 
money on smugglers and ending to Ugandas more gentle and generous way of 
giving a piece of land and taking all the children into the school system.

One thing a lot of people have been trying to tackle is the housing. There is 
different kinds of solutions for more or less temporary housing that are cheap 
and easy to build. To mention some of the housing projects I would like to start 
with the $300 houses -project and share the information about earthhouse 
and Marco Casagrandes Paracity. These projects became sources of insipiration 
for us.

We also found a lot of different projects, that we found would suit the 
circumstanses in the UNHCR camps. The most effective of these were the 
Warka Water and Dignity toilet. Warka Water is a project that allows you to 
gather the moisture in the air and make it drinkable. Dignity toilet on the other 
hand is a product that would significally raise the hygiene levels in a place like 
UNHCR camps. The sewer system is not used as you can carry the toilet to 
the emptying site and empty it there.

As most of the camps are located closer to the equator (at least if you look at 
it from Finland) we also thought solar panels could be a useful - and nowadays 
costeffective way on creating electricity on the camps.

We found out that there’s a lot of nice and cool projects that are done around 
the subject. On the following pages we will share the information and the best 
projects we found .



BENCHMARKING - 
COUNTRIES

aust
ralia 

Australia has very strict policies on 
immigration. They feel they have had 

enough illegal immigrants and are having 
a huge advertisment campaigns to inform 

people that there’s no way you’ll ever make 
Australia home by arriving to the country 
illegally. The advertisement is translated 

into several different languages and it has 
been broadcasted abroad in the national 

televisions. 1

uganDa 

Ugand a has very generous asylum policies. 
They are offering the refugees a piece of land to 
build on and they take all the children to their 

school system. 3

fr
a

n
C

e

In France the immigrants 
were once put in the same 

neighbourghoods and they were not 
integrated to the local society. This was a 

quick solution, but not a working one.  The 
areas soon turned into ghettoes.The problems 

build up inside the society and have come 
obvious during the past decade by the riots, 

car burnings and fights.4

The same pattern is now repeating in 
Sweden.germany 

During the crisis in 2015 Germany first 
decided to open their borders for the 

refugees in order to let them in and help them.
A few days after that decision the amount of the 

arriving refugees grew so high that Germany 
decided to not only close their borders, but to 

resign from Schengen for now.2



BENCHMARKING - 
RECYCLED HOUSING
While we did benchmarking on the different housing project we found out that 
there’s a lot of different projects where recycled materials were used as building 
elements. We found the idea of using ‘trash’ as building material very interesting.
Trash is something that can be found almost everywhere. If there are humanbeings, 
there is trash in some form. If there’s a way we can reduce the amount of trash that’s 
going to the landfills or use it in this kind of a project and create something better for 
the people in bad situations, we think we should.

Our first recycled building material is emtpy plastic bottles.
You can use them in several different ways. First way to use them is to fil them with 
water and the second one is to fill them with sand. Filling the bottles also significantly 
reduces the risk of fire.
The bottles are laid in the walls in a similar way as the bricks are. Using empty or 
water filled bottles let’s the light flow through the walls inside the house. This reduces 
the amount of artificial light as during the day time sunlight can be used to light up the 
house.

Besides houses the plastic bottles can be used as flowerpots on the wall, light in the 
ceiling or building a greenhouse.



BENCHMARKING - 
RECYCLED HOUSING
Besides plastic bottles another material that was used in several places as building 
materials were used tires.

The tires can be used similar way as the bottles on the previous page, but they provide 
a bit more structure themselves. The tires can be sealed inside clay or another moist 
material that will dry in the sunlight. In case of using just the tires, you can fill parts of the 
tires visible outside the structure and fill them with soil and grow things on the walls. That 
way the walls besides providing shelter create a good way of growing things to eat.

Using tires as wall structure would be a good idea, but they are also a bit more permanent 
solution than required and needed on the UNHCR camps.



BENCHMARKING - 
ECOBAGS
EcoBags is a new way of thinking the walls. When starting the bags are empty so the 
logistics are a lot easier. The bags can be filled with pretty much what you happen to 
have around you (soil, sand, clay...). Bags can be piled inside a structure and they form a 
thick wall that offer protection from the outside, but also dampen the noises that might 
otherwise distrub you.

This product is planned for semi-permanent housing solutions.



BENCHMARKING - 
PARACITY
Paracity is a wooden structure by Marco Casagrande. Casagrande has developed the 
structure after researching the slums of the world. His goal was to create a structure that 
would allow people to live in touch with nature and create their own way of living.

The first bigger paracity is created to Danshui river island in Taipei. There Paracity is 
creating the ‘spine’ for the neigbourhood, letting the people build the city they want to live 
in.

The Paracity blocks are made out of cross-laminated bars that form cubes.

Paracity itself is ment for permanent structures and it is a durable solution for a place like 
the island in Taipei.

As the UNHCR camps are not ment to be permanent solutions, paracity as it is won’t be 
the proper solution for it. The blocks are big and heavy and they are designed to form a 
city. They are hard to remove and the weight and material makes them expensive to move.



BENCHMARKING - 
earthhouse
Earthhouse is a Finnish project that includes the structure used in the house. Their main 
idea is to have a cheap and lasting structure on which people can easily and safely build 
their homes. Their goal is to use as much locally obtainable materials as possible. Their 
system is based on pre-tensioned steel frames that are fastened to the structural steel.



BENCHMARKING - 
PRODUCTS
During the project we did a lot of benchmarking in order to find out what kinds of 
projects have already been done on the subject and if there are projects we could add to 
ours.

While doing the benchmarking we found out that there’s a lot of different projects done 
that could easily be used at the UNHCR camps and that would make a difference there. 

Even though it was interesting it was also a little surprising to see how many good 
projects have been done on the subject. There was a lot of different housing solutions 
and there was a lot of products that are designed to be used in the circumstanses that 
are similar to the ones at the UNHCR camps.



solar BarBeque

Solar barbeque was a competition project by Alexandra Abidji and Ugo Janiszewski to Coca-cola 
Frances’ competition 2014.

The main idea behin the barbeque is to use solar power to cook the food. The aluminium mirror is 
concentrating the heat from sun to the point where the food is. It’s a solution that doesn’t require 
fire or electricity to cook the food.

We think products like this would work rather well in such conditions as there is at the UNHCR 
camps. The idea of a light barbeque that doesn’t require anything else than sunlight and that can be 
moved around souds like a solution that would work.



gravity light

Gravity light is a light that doesn’t need batteries or sunlight in order to work. It 
works with gravity. It has a small energy creator that creates just enough energy to 
keep the light on for half an hour. It works by lifting a sandbag up and then letting it 
slide down slowly. While the bag is sliding down the friction is creating between the 
wire and the surface and that turns into electricity that keeps the lamp on. 

This is a product that could be useful at the camps too. It’s getting dark there too and 
different light sources are much needed during those long nights.



the Dignity toilet
By Mike Loveless & Terence Woodside (Bridgeable)
The Dignity toilet is solution that can be used in 
difficult conditions. It’s a sealed sanitary storage for 
solid waste. For 3 people it will take approximately 7 
days before it gets full.
It’s based on the composting method. It doesn’t use  
water and it doesn’t need sewage infrastructure

Using a product like this can help the water from 
contamination and make diseases spread slower.

The social aspect of this is, that its empowering 
people within the community by letting them empty 
the toilet themselves.
If you can’t have a job, you can still do the chores!



One of the rare things the refugees have with them is their mobile phone. The 
phones are important for them for the same reasons they are important to us: it’s 
a device that lets you stay in touch with friends and relatives. So this in mind we 
started thinking about electricity. The easiest way to get electricity for the devices 
people use is to use solar panels.
There are problems with solar panels and they might not be effective if you 
happen to be in Finland during the mid-winter. Luckily most of the UNHCR 
camps are a lot more south and looking from here, the camps seem to be close 
to equator. Closer to the equator the solar power is very real thing and there you 
can get the energy from the sun around the year.

The biggest problems with the solar panels is not getting the electricity from the 
sun, but storing it. The price of the solarpanels has been dropping dramatically 
(see chart A).  The latest information we got was that the price of solar panels has 
dropped 50% since 2012 and they are expected to drop 40% more during next 
two years (2015-2017) .1

As the changes in the lenght of the days is not even close to as dramatic as in 
Finland the solar panels can actually provide electricity for 10-14 hours a day. 
During that time people could charge their batteries and use the electric devices 
they have. After dark there isn’t much to get the electricity from, but with the fully 
loaded batteries people should be able to get through the night.
This would increase the happiness of people as their devices wouldn’t suffer from 
low batteries.

Solar panels are cheap and reasonable option for the places like the UNHCR 
camps.

solar panels 2 Clean technica

Maps: Global energy network institute



our goals anD Design Drivers
Our goal with this project was to design a system that would work for the needs of UNHCR and solve current 
issues on the refugee camps.

As the camps should not be permanent we thought it would be important to keep the materials as light as 
possible, in order to make it cheaper to transport the materials from one place to another. Another important 
thing to take in notion for the logistics is the required space.
In the end we didn’t define the materials for our concept because we thought it would be important to use the 
materials that can be obtained locally. Using the local materials significantly decreases the price for the logistics and 
manufacture.

Another important thing that followed our process from the beginning to the end was creating the community. The 
current layout plan at the camps doesn’t really support creating the community. Even though people in the cities 
don’t necessarily know their neighbors, there are times when it’s good to know them. Knowing your neighbors 
increases safety and feeling of belonging.  At the camps where people have been through crisis the comfort of 
beloginging to a community helps the traumas to heal. Our goal was to create a housing solution, that would make 
it easier to form a community and to get to know your neighbors. We created blocks with inner yards.  A shared 
yard or garden will form a community for the people who are using it.
The inner yard also provides shelter for the women, who in some religions cannot be seen doing things. This gives 
them a private place where they can do things.

These small communities form a bigger community. In order for this bigger community to form people need a 
more public place to meet each other.  We created a market place for this purpose.
The market place would be a place where people can play games and sell the things they prepare. It also has spaces 
people can use as an office and that way it lets people work at the camps and keep up with their professional skills. 
The schools are also located on these public areas.  Teachers are educated people who are aware of what’s going 
on around them. They are often hounted because of their awarness. That is one of the reasons they leave their 
homes. Having a classroom lets the teachers keep working at the camps and it allows the children to go on with 
their education.

Work is a thing that creates purpose in life and even though there are many educated people at the camps, there 
just isn’t enough work for everyone. The system we created can be built with minimal building experience and 
minimal tools. This way people can actually build their own homes at the camps. This will make them take better 
care of their homes and also create the feeling of purpose to their lives.

Last but not least we kept the costs in our minds during the process. In order to have a system that can actually 
be used on the camps, it needs to be cheap.  The funding for the organizations is limited and as the situations get 
worse and the funding is cut it’s more important to keep the costs to the minimal level.
The costs can be kept down by using materials that are durable and fixable.
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THE CUBE

The most important unit of our concept is a cube. Cube is a structure that can be 
built and manufactured locally when possible and it consists of beams that can be 
put together to from a cubical structure. On the structure you can build walls and 
instead of spreading along the ground, you can build one floor up.

We have chosen several materials on concpetual level for the structure of the cube 
and some suggetions for wall materials.



FLExIBLE WITH MATERIALS
The solution is flexible, so you can use the materials that can be obtained locally. The 
structure can be ordered from the local providers or shipped from further destinations. 
Different wall materials can be used with different structure materials.



steel frame
Steel frames can be created with the system that allows quick and easy setup and demolition. The part in the middle 
can be used everywhere on the cube. That reduces the mold costs (compared to option where several pieces as 
such would be needed) and makes it easier to build as there’s only two different pieces needed. As we are using 
hollow steel structure the transportation cost is kept as minimal as possible. 



WOODEN FRAME
Where wood is easily aquired wood can be used to build the structure. For the wood the structure to help building 
still needs development. To make sure the wooden structure lasts, we can add metal 



12 CUBES = BLOCK
People in the cities live in their own houses, row houses or in apartment buildings. 
We thought about the community the neighbours create and we created a block 
out of the Cubes.

A single cube consists of 12 beams. Blocks are a way of reducing the amount of 
beams needed. A block practically has 12 cubes in one floor, but as there is the 
system, the amount of the beams needed can be significantly reduced. 12 single 
cubes would require 144 beams, but a block only takes 88 beams. As the cube is 
designed to build up the second floor takes additional 52 beams. So all together 
this two floor structure takes 140 beams, less than 12 single cubes.

One of the most important things with the block is that the inner yard is a closed 
area. The inner yard is especially important in the islamic countries where women 
cannot be seen doing things. This gives the women a space where they can be in 
peace and work.
As the inner yard is shared with up to eight families it also creates the community 
inbetween the neighbours. The inner yard can be used for growing plants, gathering 
rain water and installing cooking solutions.

As the living this way is more communal, people know each other and that 
increases safety.

The feeling of belonging somewhere is also giving them a more secure place to 
heal from the trauma they’ve experienced prior arriving to the camps.
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inneryarD
The inner yard is the common area for each block. It’s safe place for the children 
to play and for the women to work.

In order to provide shelter and shade from the afternoon heat a light roof made 
out of fabric can be installed above the yard. The shade allows plants to grow and 
makes the inner yard more useful during the day time.

Cooking facilities, like barbecue, can be put to the inner yard and one barbeque 
can be used by all of the households in the block.



INNERYARD WATER 
solutions
Water solutions for the inner yard can be many. The main idea is to reduce the 
need for water by gathering as much water as possibly can be gathered with simple 
and cheap solutions.

The more traditional solution for gathering the water is installing gutters, so that 
the rain water can be gathered in buckets in the inner yard.

The newer solution is in the roof that’s placed above the yard. As the roofs main 
purpose is only to create shadow it can be created out of fabric which can be 
reinforced with a mesh that helps gathering the moist in the air. This way we can 
increase the amount of fresh water available in the camps.



INNERYARD GROWING 
solutions
As the materials and the budget at the UNHCR camps are limited we gathered plating solutions that support 
recycling and reusing things that are often thrown away. The idea is to give more chances for growing things. To 
support these small gardens we wanted to put a roof above the inner yard so that the plants are not burned 
and dried out by the raw sunlight.

Another thought behind the inner garden was to add to the possibilities women at the camps have. This way 
they can grow fresh food in the inner yards and that way make the food their families eat a bit more fresh.



INNERYARD COOKING 
solutions
The inneryard can be used as a common kitchen for the people living in the block. Using fire and more 
traditional barbeque is one option. The more traditional barbeque can be built from bricks. The bricks can be 
created by the people who would be using the barbeque and from the materials that can be found around. 
Clay can be found in most areas around the world so it can be digged out for the purpose.

Another option is to use sunlight for the cooking. There is solar barbeque project for which cooks the food 
using only the sunlight. It’s created out of aluminium and the surface focuses the sunlight to a smaller area 
where you can then cook your meal.

Both of these options are for consideration. The benefit of the solar barbeque is that it can be used without 
electricity, it’s light weight so it can be easily transported from one place to another. On the other hand 
building a barbeque from the bricks gives people something to do with their time. Having a fire in a place like 
UNHCR camps can also be a little dangerous.



THE COMMUNITY

One set of blocks consists of 5 blocks. 
In 5 blocks there are 120 people. This 
number is based on Dunbars number 
(150) which is the cognitive limit of 
social relationships one can maintain.1

The whole neighborhood consists 
of 4 sets of blocks. In the middle 
of the neighborhood is a market 
place. Market place is a shared 
area for the neighborhood.

One block cosists of 24 people 
which is calculated by 8 families 
each of which has an average of 
3 family members.

We created strutures that enable the growth of the community. They increase the feeling of 
belonging and that way increase the wellbeing of the people at the camps. This way we can 
make the camps better places for the people living there.
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MARKET PLACE



MARKET PLACE
You cannot really force people to create a community, the community is something that developes 
during time and builds up on the existing system. Our main idea behind the market place is “Build it 
and they will come.” As long as we give people the opportunity to create something of their own they 
will eventually grasp to the idea.

In our camp plan the market place is in the middle of 4 sets of the blocks. It’s an area that’s dedicated 
for the people living in those blocks. This the area where they can use the cubes to build structures for 
what they want and need. This is where they can build schools for the children in the neighborhood, 
they can have market days, they can have cubes that work as offices and so on.
The idea is to provide a space for them so that they can create what they want and need for the 
community. If there happens to be a doctor in the neighborhood, the doctor can have a cube in the 
marketplace that works as a clinic here.

The marketplaces of different neighborhoods will have different things as they are there for the 
people and different people have different needs and different ideas on what they need to have in their 
marketplace.

Having a space for the people helps the community to build up.

Besides the things we thought they could have on the market places we want to let people have their 
own things there. we wanted to leave the decision about it for them.

One thing we thought could be installed on all the marketplaces is the Warka Water. Warka Water is a 
solution that gathers the humidity of air and condensates it to water. 



FINAL WORDS

The project we did was long and inspiring one. Big part of the project was learning new 
things about the people who are in the worst imaginable situations, it was about learning 
how the organizations work together in the crisis areas and it was about understanding 
humanbeings.

One of the key things for the project outcome was our basic understanding of how 
human mind works. When working on a project like this, it significantly helps to 
understand Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and how the community and daily routines can 
help people to heal from the mental traumas they’ve suffered.

We think the project outcome is a new way to solve issues at the UNHCR camps and 
implementating it would make living at the camps a lot better. 

We are grateful for all the people who supported us during the project.

And last but not least, thank you for taking the interest in our project and reading 
through the documentation.

Thank you,

 pirita, kiia, maxime
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http://inhabitat.com/5-life-changing-projects-take-home-top-honors-in-worlds-largest-design-awards/ 5 projects (including language app)
http://design-milk.com/castaway-furniture-reimagining-waste/?utm_source=dlvr.it&utm_medium=facebook (furnitures directly made of wastes)
http://design-milk.com/precious-waste-contemporary-jewelry-made-from-waste/?utm_source=dlvr.it&utm_medium=facebook waste jewelery
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LPjzfGChGlE
http://www.300house.com/
http://www.neo-planete.com/barbecue-solaire-laureat-2014-du-prix-du-design-durable-coca-cola-france-neoplanete-barbe-
cue-solaire-chrisalys/ - Solar BBQ
http://www.lepoint.fr/invites-du-point/jean-nouailhac/nouailhac-la-verite-sur-les-migrants-de-calais-31-08-2015-1960523_2428.php#x-
tor=CS2-238 educated migrants of Calais
http://www.konbini.com/fr/tendances-2/photo-enfant-mort-noye-aylan-kurdi/ aylan kurdi, 3 years old, died attempting to travel to Greece today
http://www.konbini.com/fr/inspiration-2/reza-enfants-capturent-quotidien-camps-refugies/
http://tempsreel.nouvelobs.com/en-direct/a-chaud/7958-migrants-milliardaire-egyptien-acheter-mediterranee-r.html an egyptian millionair 
wants to buy an island from Greece or Italy for refugees
http://www.ccfs-sorbonne.fr/doc/IMG/pdf/05-les-cites-francaises-sont-elles-des-ghettos.pdf French ghettos
http://m.saphirnews.com/#!section=5873707&cat=2&item=8231829
http://yle.fi/uutiset/totta_vai_tarua_yle_selvitti_turvapaikanhakijoihin_liittyvien_vaittamien_todenperaisyyden/8251658
https://www.kirkonulkomaanapu.fi/tyomme-tulokset/afrikka/liberia/koulunkayntia-pakolaisleirilla/
http://www.hs.fi/kulttuuri/a1305980082474?jako=4ce6d1ece4c91660be64084c25032620&ref=fb-share
http://blogit.image.fi/uuninpankkopoikasakutimonen/2015/08/24/puhutaan-sitten-kustannuksista/
http://www.hs.fi/kaupunki/a1440468585717?jako=ebc982f0a01bb23e13e1089af9b85651&ref=og-url
http://yle.fi/uutiset/totta_vai_tarua_yle_selvitti_turvapaikanhakijoihin_liittyvien_vaittamien_todenperaisyyden/8251658
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/105935-turvapaikanhakijat-presidentti-sauli-niinistolta-hurja-valaytys#.vd3FODqqTct.facebook
http://yle.fi/uutiset/millainen_saa_oli_bagdadissa__nain_suomi_seuloo_valehtelijat_turvapaikanhakijoista/8245524
http://www.libera.fi/kommentti/empatian-ja-vahan-taloustieteenkin-oppitunti-riikka-slunga-poutsalolle/
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/104656-maahanmuuttaja-avautuu-suomalaisista-valittaville-teit-itse-itsestasi-ulkomaalaisen
http://www.hs.fi/ulkomaat/a1440213430155?jako=bc0278346b09f682135ccb4b555417eb
http://www.hs.fi/kotimaa/a1305978777750?jako=86a57dda2a24090812f1daaae84e1f57&ref=tw-share
http://www.iltalehti.fi/uutiset/2015081820198668_uu.shtml


