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A few weeks after the opening of the
camp, family shelters made of plastic
sheeting and locally available materials
were installed by other NGOs in the rest
of the camp, with each shelter adapted to
the actual size of the family, providing
greater versatility than the tents. Due to
the use of local material, the cost of family
shelters was considerably lower than the
cost of the tents. Furthermore, the materials
can be re-used by the beneficiaries for the
construction of more permanent shelters.

Conclusion

Coordinated action eventually led to most
of the inhabitants of the mass shelters,
including those without a proper refugee
status, being relocated to the more suitable
accommodation facilities. Both family tents
and family shelters made of plastic sheeting
and local material present alternative
solutions to mass shelters in Tanzania. On
the one hand, family tents were an acceptable
solution in Nduta camp, where the speed
of deployment was the main objective. On
the other hand, less expensive, more flexible
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and re-usable family shelters appeared to
be the more suitable shelter option in the
chronic situation of Nyarugusu camp.
Cost, speed of deployment, expected
lifespan but also the acceptability and
flexibility to adapt to families or groups of
various compositions should be considered
when deciding on the particular types of
shelters to be used in different contexts.
What is essential is to avoid the use of
mass shelters – initially serving as transit
centres with an acceptable short stay not
exceeding a few days – being transformed
into mid-term accommodation facilities.
Alena Koscalova alena.koscalova@gmail.com
Senior evaluator and tropical medicine advisor,
Médecins Sans Frontières www.msf.org
Yann Lelevrier yann.lelevrier@yahoo.fr
Evaluator and consultant, Emergency
preparedness and response
This article is based on the findings of an
evaluation commissioned by MSF on which the
authors both worked. The views expressed here
are the personal opinions of the authors and are
not intended to reflect those of MSF.

More design, less innovation
Mitchell Sipus
Those working in international agencies to develop shelter solutions for displaced
populations can learn much from human-centred design practices of professional architects
and planners.
Over recent decades, the word innovation
has proliferated across multiple industries
and is widely drawn upon to tackle many
kinds of problems. In the case of shelter
and settlement planning for displaced
populations, the pursuit of innovation by
the humanitarian community has tended
to be unhelpfully siloed. Innovation units
have popped up in numerous UN agencies
and NGOs, yet, for all the innovation,
most long-standing problems remain.
Agency innovation units may be effective
for trying new methods but the innovation
model is not always a viable path to better
shelter solutions. Opportunities and insights

may be created but better shelter and planning
solutions that emerge through techno-centric
innovation teams may be more vulnerable to
failure when attempts are made to scale them
up across the industry, across budgets and
across regions. Innovation alone is not the
answer – unless paired with good design.
Good design is not a profound or
magical process. It requires the design
professional to get very close to the user
community to conduct ethnographic research
and then rapidly build low-cost and lowquality prototypes for testing with the
immediate stakeholders. A good designer
will repeat this process many times until
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a solution emerges to meet stakeholders’
needs. A design professional understands
that solving a complex problem requires
more than research and planning; the
proposed solutions must be iteratively
prototyped, piloted, tested and modified.
Good design is not found in a boardroom
strategy session, nor in a cluster meeting,
but only happens when the designer is
embedded in the field, making observations,
and quickly testing solutions. While design
methods can be replicated across any
geography, a well-designed product is very
specific to the needs of a specific group and
an immediate location. A good designer
will never transplant a solution from one
group of stakeholders to another – even if
their problems appear identical at the outset.
Yet too often design is understood as an
outcome rather than a process. Design is often
outsourced via high-profile partnerships or
through global design competitions which
continue to veer toward imported solutions.
Though these designers are capable, it is
unlikely that they can get as close to the
problem as UN or NGO staff on site.
It is common practice today for shelters
and settlements to be planned using satellite
images and relying on structured social
surveys contracted to a local NGO. Rapid
site visits and surveys are not a substitute for
proper design ethnography – that is, using
detailed observation to try to understand
how people live their lives in relation to
buildings, infrastructures and objects. Design
ethnography generates insights to drive
better shelter design in complex conditions.
Architects and planners, who are trained
in empirical social research processes and
human-centred design, can offer an example
to agencies that struggle to achieve shelter
solutions that are effective on technical
grounds and that also take into account the
interaction between people and technology.
It is of course a reality that host country
policies towards displaced people may
make it difficult to implement a robust
design process or ideal solutions. Where
the demand for camp systems is imposed in
preference to urban integration, architects
and planners are often constrained in their

attempts to do their work to the highest
professional standards. Exceptions have
emerged, such as the construction of Za’atari
camp in Jordan, but these exceptions are
not commonplace and Za’atari continues
to maintain many of the characteristics
of a refugee camp. These challenges are
inevitable as design professionals are not
educated in migration law or national
policy, and thus struggle to communicate
and deploy their work in a context where
people expect an immediate technical
solution – not an iterative social process.
To work within these organisational and
cultural constraints while creating more
contextually responsive shelter solutions
takes time, and strategies for success are
still emerging. For example, the use of a
‘lean start-up’ methodology1 has helped
many organisations embrace a common
design principle in order to scale up and
modify projects through iteration. Until
large organisations embrace the principles of
design as already understood by most shelter
professionals – a process of on-site, iterative
user research and rapid prototyping – camps
will continue to reflect big innovations rather
than incremental design. If humanitarian
and development organisations learn to
leverage design as a process, not a product,
the results will reverberate globally.
Mitchell Sipus mitchell.sipus@gmail.com
Design and Innovation Specialist
www.sipusdesign.com
1. An organisational method to identify – within weeks, not
months – what technical solutions work and which do not, by
using short cycles of product experimentation rather than longterm, multi-phase strategies.
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