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“The word ‘design’ usually elicits images of 
modern architecture in the pages of Dwell, 
Bryant Park runways during Fashion Week, 
the font face Helvetica, or the latest Apple 
product. While the aesthetics and utility of 
modern design are debatable, the following 
is true: new designs are made for consumers 
with disposable income – the top 10 percent 
of people in the world.” 

Economic drivers draws people towards cities, 
but overpopulation and rapid urbanization has 
forced people to migrate to the suburbs sur-
rounding the city. This shift leads to the forma-
tion of informal settlements, or slums, where 
residents live in inhumane conditions without 
basic food, water, or shelter. This poster entry 
explores design agency by harnessing cultural 
influences in the natural disaster zone of the 
Philippines. The studio project participated in 
the Spring 2015 ‘DenCity’ Design Competition 
as hosted by Shelter Global. Student teams 
were established to develop understandings 
of real world issues and posing problems to 
address the question: what is architecture for 
the other 90%?

Students began the project by gathering 
data and creating graphic representations / 
diagrams to visualize alarming relationships. 
Research in their infancy began to develop 
into more complex diagrammatic understand-
ings of site dynamics – social, cultural, and 
geographical. This poster displays the graphics 
that define the current population conditions 

of The Philippines, the existing typology and 
materiality of the city of Manila, and also the 
country’s geographical susceptibility to the 
reoccurring devastation of tropical typhoons. 
This project not only acknowledges the slum 
condition of the country, but also addresses 
the urgent need for a process that tackles 
immediate post storm issues, and one that 
follows through to the construction of per-
manent cultural housing. Therefore, ‘design 
as policy’ became an integral topic of the pro-
posal, and therefore, evolved a solution that is 
both procedural and architectural.

This project uses the hypothetical occurrence 
of a typhoon making landfall near the city of 
Manila and, more specifically, the impover-
ished Tondo District to explain a recovery pro-
cess that begins post storm. These steps can 
be seen in the ‘Construction Phasing’ timeline 
graphic. To increase community resilience, the 
concept of “core” and “infill” are incorporated 
heavily into the progression of this process. 

There are three main stages to this project’s 
design implementation: Emergency settle-
ment, Transitional settlement, and Permanent 
settlements. The designed process of building, 
specific to the culture of the Philippines, will 
improve living conditions within impover-
ished areas as well as increase the resilience 
of communities so they can respond more 
effectively to the reoccurring typhoons. The 
intention is for government entities to regu-
late the transition of these three phases, as 

well as provide material that will act as frame-
work for residents to install infill materiality 
of their choosing. Therefore, the new building 
typology is extracted from existing Philippine 
building knowledge, without losing the strong 
sense of community that is evident in the area. 
This will in turn give the residents of the region 
their own design agency, while building com-
munity and mitigating the impact of the coun-
try’s natural disasters.
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The country of the Philippines is home to approximately 100 million people, 1/12th of the world’s entire 
population.  Although heavily populated, the country is only 300,000 square kilometers, or 1/32 the size of 
the United States.  

Of it’s 100 million residents, 40.9% live in slum conditions.  This percentage is concentrated in Manila, the 
capital of the Philippines, where the population density of this region (the National Capital Region) is over 
twenty times the country’s average.  The promise of work draws people towards the city, but overpopulation 
and rapid urbanization has forced people to migrate to the suburbs surrounding the city.   This shift leads to 
the formation of informal settlements, or slums, where residents live in inhumane conditions.  They have no 
access to permanent building materials; there is no space to build formal settlements or incorporate plumbing 
and electrical infrastructure.  

These living conditions are made worse by the reoccurrence of multiple types of natural disasters the country 
battles annually, some of which include earthquakes, flooding, landslides, drought, epidemics, and tropical 
cyclones.  Of all these, tropical cyclones occur most often and impact the most people.  The country, an 
archipelago made up of over 7,000 islands, has over 36,000 km of coastline, leaving the entire country 
susceptible to the effects of a tropical cyclone.  

Although tropical cyclones can occur at any time of the year and actually average about 19 per year, they are 
most frequent between June and August, averaging 3-4 cyclones per month.  This gives residents little to no 
time to react to the effects of a storm before another one makes landfall.   Considering the common building 
materials (cardboard, tires, tarp, corrugated metal) used in the slum areas, the amount of damage and loss is 
unfathomable. 

To address this issue, the solution developed through this project is twofold:  procedural and architectural.  
This project acknowledges that there is an urgent need for a process that addresses immediate post storm 
issues, and one that follows through to the development of permanent housing.  This project then reveals a 
new building typology through this process that is extracted from existing Philippine building typologies, one 
that embodies the strong sense of community that is evident in the area.  

This project uses the hypothetical occurrence of a typhoon making landfall near the city of Manila and, more 
specifically, the impoverished Tondo District to explain a recovery process that begins post storm.  These 
steps can be seen in the ‘Construction Phasing’ graphic.  To increase community resilience, the concept of 
‘core’ and ‘infill’ are incorporated heavily into the progression of this process.

There are three main stages to this process:  Emergency settlement (sites that are not site of current housing), 
transitional settlement (on site of current housing, once debris is cleared), and permanent settlement (new site 
of government built core).  The government will regulate the transition of these phases, as well as provide 
material that will act as framework for residents’ infill of their choosing.  

Immediately after the storm, emergency settlements in the form of government buildings, schools, medical 
facilities, or family or friends’ houses will be utilized to instantly house those who lost their homes.  In this 
hypothetical situation, it is estimated that residents will stay in emergency settlements for about a month.  

The government will then begin distributing bamboo panels to residents.  These bamboo panels, measuring 
5’x2’-6”, are a type of framework to be completed with common building materials such as tarp, burlap, 
bamboo, etc. by residents.  These easily transportable panels will be used to construct transitional housing on 
the site of their former home that has since been demolished by the typhoon.  Residents will stay on this site 
until the government completes construction of a permanent core on a different, vacant site.  
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Economic drivers draws people 
towards cities, but overpopulation 
and rapid urbanization has 
forced people to migrate to the 
suburbs surrounding the city.  
This shift leads to the formation 
of informal settlements, or 
slums, where residents live in 
inhumane conditions.  This poster 
entry explores design agency by 
harnessing cultural influences in 
the natural disaster zone of the 
Philippines which  addresses the 
question:  what is architecture for 
the other 90%?

This poster displays the graphics 
that define the current population 
conditions of The Philippines, the 
existing typology and materiality 
of the city of Manila, and also the 
country’s geographical susceptibility 
to the reoccurring devastation of 
tropical typhoons.  This project 
not only acknowledges the slum 
condition, but also the addresses 
the urgent need for a process that 
tackles immediate post storm 
issues, and one that follows through 
to the construction of permanent 
cultural housing.  Therefore, ‘design 
as policy’ became an integral topic 
of the proposal, and therefore, 
evolved a solution that is both 
procedural and architectural.  The 
design allows residents of the 
region to obtain their own design 
agency, while building community 
and mitigating the impact of the 
country’s natural disasters.




