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This master thesis is shaped around two notions: 1. that the residence of asylum seekers 
and refugees in asylum centres in the Netherlands proves to be detrimental to their 
health and integration prospects. 2. that there seems to be a lack of understanding on 
how asylum centres are formed and shaped. The main question therefore was: How can 
a spatial regeneration of the asylum centre contribute to a more humane accommodation of 
asylum seekers in the Netherlands? 
	
In order to execute the research part, I established a way to examine the spatial 
organisation of asylum centres. Built on a firm theoretical framework it is described 
that the primary motivation to accommodate asylum seekers in asylum centres is to 
execute territorial control, consequently preventing integration and (thus) leaving 
asylum seekers in limbo. Two spatial concepts are used to describe the expression of 
this mode of control: the camp and the total institution – both come with significant 
implications for its inhabitants. With these theoretical notions in mind I researched 
the form of asylum centres in the Netherlands and the way they are planned. 
In particular my research was shaped by a case study analysis of asylum centres in 
Dronten, Winterswijk and Utrecht. It leads to the conclusion that there are major 
spatial differences between asylum centres which translate in different opportunities 
and constraints for its inhabitants. It is a consequence of current planning that hardly 
takes the desperate needs of asylum seekers into account: the anticipated possibility to 
become rooted again.
	
In the design part of this thesis I propose an adaptation to the contemporary asylum 
centre which does take into account these needs. From now on, they can choose their 
preferred way of life and consequently can find themselves in a village-like, suburban or 
urban asylum centre. The asylum centre as a more rooted structure in space will allow 
for an intrinsic relationship between the context and the place of arrival. Together 
with small reconfigurations of borders and spaces of the asylum centre it offers them 
public spaces to meet native citizens, to express themselves and to discover their new 
environment. The asylum centre now turns into a place of becoming. 

ABSTRACT



fig. 1: collage images which represents the accommodation of asylum seekers and refugees, part 1 fig. 2: collage images which represents the accommodation of asylum seekers and refugees, part 2
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For a graduation project, taking place in the safe cocoon of the Faculty of Architecture 
and the Built Environment, I could not do other than to come up with something 
which could make the world a better place (how naive!). Nevertheless, the development 
of this thesis was not only influenced by this intrinsic motivation but also by people 
where I deserve greatest gratitude to. It could not have been possible with all the 
support of the people around me and those that have helped my throughout this year. 

First of all I would like to thank my two inspiring supervisors. Verena, you have 
encouraged me to follow my own fascination and your strong commitment to my 
project was something I could have only hoped for in advance. I was always able to 
raise my doubts and share warm and critical discussions with you. Leo, your experience 
and strong insights have been essential in the process of finding the focal point of this 
project and the creation of a design. In addition, I would like to thank Egbert Stolk 
who encouraged me to think outside the box and Diego Sepulveda for his support 
somewhere halfway this year.

I owe special thanks to Eva Alisic from the Global Youth Academy who offered me the 
opportunity to join an amazing two-day workshop on the European Refugee Crisis 
with more than twenty academic experts involved. I also would like to thank Crimson 
Architectural Historians who enabled me to join their discussions on migration and 
the city. Also many thanks goes to Marc de Vries and Aleksandra Dezentjé, for guiding 
me around the asylum centres of Dronten and Winterswijk. 

I would like to thank my fellow students, and especially Janneke and Eva, who must 
be glad that they have also reached the end of this tunnel. Finally I would like to thank 
the people who have contributed to the person I have become now: thanks Mum, 
Dad, Sjoerd, Juul and the rest of my small but great family, my dearest friends and 
lastly, Ruben, who provides me with shelter and fulfils my life with joy.

This thesis is the tangible result of my one year graduation in Urbanism at the Faculty 
of Architecture and the Built Environment at Delft University of Technology. Within 
the framework of the Complex Cities studio I was offered the opportunity to follow 
my own fascination. The privilege to deeply dive into a topic for one year formed 
the basics to – in my opinion – a very open and delicate question on how an urban 
designer and planner could provide alternative ways of working to tackle major 
(humanitarian) problems concerning today’s European Refugee Crisis. This search for 
a meaningful contribution effectively structured my graduation project throughout 
the year and resulted in two major accomplishments: an in depth research of the 
spatial manifestation of asylum in the Netherlands and a design which reconceptualises 
the contemporary asylum centre. I believe that my suggestion ‘a place of becoming’ 
provides another perspective on the way how we deal with others, with asylum seekers 
and refugees, in our society - one which reaches out to their intrinsic desire to become 
rooted again. 

Bram Klatser
Delft, June 2016
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motivation for this research and design project is based 
on the assumption that international migration and 
applying for asylum in particular, have become an 
integral part of in our common living environment. 
Attention and planning for a group like this is relevant 
to the urban planning and design practice because 
those people are in need to acquire a place within the 
urban context. In this project I seek to critically review 
the spatial logic of reception, accommodation and 
integration of asylum seekers and refugees. 

The notion that migration flows are intrinsically part of 
globalisation processes have been a recurring theme in 
literature on spatial development. Territoriality plays a 
fundamental role in these processes where migration 
flows transcend both national and international 
borders. The relationship between migration and 
territoriality manifests itself on the level of nation-
states onto the very local level, within the urban fabric. 
In the book ‘Parrot flew over the IJssel’ of Dutch-
Iranian writer Kader Abdollah, this interconnection is 
beautifully described concerning stories on integration 
of Iranian refugees in Dutch society. It expresses the 
time that it takes to understand the environment, 
both tangible and intangible and that the journey 
of becoming Dutch, of becoming part of society, is 
perceived in and through place. My interest in the 
interrelation between place and integration processes 
has been amplified after I had read the book of 
Abdollah. It has formed the incentive to research 
the contemporary flow of people into the European 
continent these days. 

A sheer part of this flow is caused by what the United 
Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) calls the largest 
refugee crisis that the world has experienced since 
World War II (UNHCR, 2015b). This crisis is fuelled 
by a large group of people fleeing war, territorial 
conflicts or chances of persecution. If they have 
the opportunity to apply for asylum in Europe, a 
substantial number decides to do so. 

The project takes the Netherlands as a subject where it 
serves as a model country that experiences an increased 
influx of asylum seekers on the one hand (fig. 4) 
and that has established a long standing tradition of 
receiving immigrants on the other hand. 

This particular moment in time has amplified the need 
for special attention to a group of vulnerable people 
who are assigned to start at the bottom of society. My 

MOTIVATION

Fig 3: book cover ‘Parrot flew over the IJssel’

fig 4: asylum requests in the Netherlands (1990-2015)* (edited by author, source: Engbersen et al. (2015)
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Asia or the Middle East in 2015, of where a majority 
of them can be reckoned as asylum seekers (source: 
www.migration.iom.int/europe/). Comparatively, 
both sources stress the recent increase in irregular 
border crossings and together indicate the detected 
and undetected transit routes to Europe composing 
what is called a European refugee crisis.

In the light of the recent refugee crisis, a vast share 
of these crossings was made by displaced people, 
those who aspire to apply for refugee status in (a 
specific number of ) countries within the European 
Union. To date, applying for asylum in countries of 
the European Union is always preceded by irregular 
border crossing as there is hardly a legal way to apply 
for asylum in the European Union, or in its individual 
countries (Oudejans, 2011). The story of the recent 
refugee crisis is a story of the journey of displaced 
people, irregularly migrating to European countries 
in particular and claiming a place on its territories by 
applying for protection and assistance.

Seeking asylum is a distinctive category of world’s 
migration flows as it happens in an extraordinary way. 
It is not only characterised by irregular migration but 
also by the motivations of leaving the place of origin, 
by the very nature of the concept asylum and by the 
organisational structure of receiving asylum seekers 
and refugees and providing them with their needs.

THE BORDERS OF EUROPE
Since the establishment of an open border policy by 
the name of the Schengen Treaty in 1999, money, 
people and goods can freely move throughout the 
European Union’s territory. In geographical sense, 
national borders subsequently have become obsolete. 
It has resulted in a resemblance of a single state for 
international travel purposes with external border 
controls for travellers entering and exiting the area, and 
common visas, but with no internal border controls. 
The latest expansion of the European Union in 2001 
in which ten countries joined the economic-political 
zone, created a new and vast external border. It came 
by with the establishment of a European Union’s 
border agency: Frontex, which coordinates national 
border controls and facilitates a European wide system 
of security in order to avoid trespassing of the external 
border. 

Legislations established under the Schengen Treaty 
and policies by its different nation-states perform a 
visa-based system which determines whether non-
European citizens can enter its territory or not, 
depending on their projected stay. Figure 5 projects 
the permeability of the Schengen border in respect to 
your nationality. Illegal border crossing takes place by 
those nationalities for whom it is hardly possible to 
obtain a regular visa and therefore take the risk to cross 
the EU’s external border irregularly (brown coloured 
countries in figure 5 - and to some degree the red 
coloured). In this way it is your passport, primarily 
based on your place of birth, which determines your 
international mobility.

Frontex detected more than 500,000 illegal border 
crossings in the first eight months of 2015, compared 
to 280,000 for all of 2014 (OECD, 2015). According 
to the International Organisation for Migration, a 
number of 1,122,907 people have been travelling to 
Europe through various transit routes across Africa, 

CONTEXT

fig. 5: formalized map of borders by Schengen visa requirements*

fig. 6: alternative map of borders by Schengen visa requirements*
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JOURNEY OF THE IRREGULAR MIGRANT
The aspects mentioned in the last paragraph of the 
previous section can be explained by the journey of the 
irregular migrant, spatially and institutionally bound 
to the places or leaving, transit and arrival (King & 
Lulle, 2016). I will apply these stages to the European 
context where a share of the world’s displaced people 
are heading to, irregularly migrating to Europe and 
hoping to obtain a refugee status. On the left side I 
moreover explain the terms refugee, asylum seeker and 
asylee, which will be used throughout this thesis. 

Leaving the place of origin
The incentive to undertake an extensive journey to 
apply for asylum in a specific number of European 
countries is instigated first and foremost by a need 
for protection. Jennissen (2011) pointed out that 
these (future) asylum migrants can find themselves 
in between a pro-active and responsive position. In a 
pro-active position they are acquainted or involved in 
political and economic processes and therefore may 
anticipate on a incoming crisis whereas in a responsive 
position migrants take their decision hastily and/or in 
times of severe threat. 

Generally speaking, they are primarily fleeing for 
armed conflicts and continual violence of human 
rights; poverty, natural disaster, climate change and 
economic underdevelopment can also play a role 
(Jennissen, 2011). Historically the number of people 
fleeing to a safe place in the nearby region is around 
70 to 80% (UNHCR, 2015a). Refugee camps play an 
important role in the accommodation of those fleeing 
their country (or region) of origin, providing shelter 
and a safe place. However, they usually do not provide 
them with the opportunity to fully participate in 
local society, prompting the often dangerous journey 
of these people to Europe. In that sense the second 
reason to irregularly move to a European country to 
apply for asylum is instigated by the expectation that 
their host country will offer them more opportunities 
to continue their everyday lives.  

On the move through territories
This stage concerns the movement itself as to end up in 
a specific country: a safe place. Figure 9 illustrates the 
current (2015) movements taken by migrants illegally 
crossing the external border of the European Union 
and those of various countries. The most important 
factor to take in consideration is that the initial 
European Union country of arrival does not seem 
to be the country of applying for asylum. Jennissen 
(2011) pointed out that: 

‘The course of action of asylum seekers in respect to the 
destination country is restrained by the availability of 
financial means, travel documents and transport options 
and moreover, frequently dependent on human traffickers’.

Thielemann (2003) has researched the key 
determinants of an asylum seeker’s choice of host 
country and extends this argument that: 

‘some displaced persons will have little or no choice where 
they end up applying for asylum, as travel options might 
be limited or predetermined by existing trafficking routes 
and forced migrants might be under great time pressure 
to leave their country which does not give them sufficient 
time to weigh their options’.

It acknowledges that a constrained, irregular border 
crossing is part of asylum migration and followed 
from the strategies of European countries to control 
their territories (in collaboration), as described earlier. 

However, Thielemann (2003) added that ‘other asylum 
seekers will have more time and the ability to choose 
where to apply for asylum’ and detected three main 
factors through extensive research of data from OECD 
countries. Firstly, legacies of migrant networks can act 
as a very strong magnet based on colonial histories of 
some countries and the existence of similar cultural 
groups or nationalities. Herein, ‘ties with friends of 
family are likely to prove very strong even in the face 
of a country’s not so welcoming regime.’ fig 7: four steps in the journey from irregular migrant to refugee

refugee
‘a person who is outside his or her country of nationality or habitual residence; 
has a well-founded fear of being persecuted because of his or her race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion; and is 
unable or unwilling to avail him – or herself of the protection of that country, or 
to return there, for fear of persecution’ 
1951 Refugee Convention Geneva (UNHCR, 2011)

asylum seeker
a person who submitted an asylum claim for refugee status in another country

asylee
a collective name to qualify a person who is seeking or has been granted 
(political) asylum

n.b. term which will be used in this thesis to cover those living in an asylum centre



Austria (18 camps) : Bludenz (?) / Eisenstadt 1 (?) / 
Eisenstadt 2 (?) / Graz (?) / Innsbruck (?) / Klagenfurt (?) 
/ Linz (?) / Loeben (?) / Ried/Innkreis (?) / Schwechat (?) 
/ St Polten (?) / Steyr (?) / Villach (?) / Wels (?) / Wien, 
Hernalser Gurtel (?) / Wien, Rossauer Lande (?) / Wien 
airport (?) / Wiener Neustadt (?). Belarus (2) : Minsk (?) 
/ Vitebsk (?). Belgium (6) : 127 (60) / 127 bis (120) / 
Bruges (112) / INAD (30) / Merksplas (146) / Vottem (120). 
Bosnia-Herzegovina (1) : Reception centre for irregular 
migrants, Lukavica (80). Bulgaria (4) : Lyubimets (300) / 
Sofia, Busmantsi (400) / Sofia, Drouzhba (50) / Svilengrad 
(?). Cyprus (33) : Agios Ioannis police station (3) / 
Aradipou police station (16) / Astromeritis police station 
(1) / Athienou police station (1) / Ayia Napa police station 
(1) / Ayios Dometios police station (1) / Derynia police 
station (2) / Evrychou police station (?) / Germasoyia police 
station (2) / Kambos police station (2) / Kelokedara police 
station (1) / Kofinou police station (2) / Kouklia police 
station (1) / Lakatamia police station (1) / Larnaca airport 
(16) / Larnaca, central police station (F) (2) / Larnaca, 
central police station (H) (7) / Larnaca, Famagousta police 
station (24 / Limassol police station (47) / Lykavitos police 
station (4) / Nicosie (Block 10 - H) (67) / Nicosie (Block 
9 - F) (17) / Nicosie (prison) (60) / Omorfita police station 
(1) / Oroklini police station (1) / Palechori police station 
(1) / Paphos central police station (14) / Paralimni police 
station (4) / Peyeia police station, (?) / Polis Chrysochous 
police station (1) / Stroumpi police station (1) / Xilofagou 
police station (1) / Xilotimpou police station (1). Croatia 
(1) : Jezevo detention centre for illegal immigrants (?). 
Czech Republic (5) : Bela-Jezova (?) / Frydek-Mistek (?) 
/ Postorna, Breclav (?) / Velké Prilepy, Prague (?) / Vysni 
Lhoty (?). Denmark (3) : Aabenraa prison (8) / Ellebaek, 
Birkerod (118) / Tonder prison (9). Egypt (16) : Assouan 
(?) / al-Arish (?) / al-Khalifa, Cairo (?) / Assiout (?) / Bir el 
Abd (?) / el-Qanater, north of Cairo (?) / Hadra, Alexandria 
(?) / Hurghada (?) / Ismaïlia (?) / Kom Ombo (?) / Nakhl 
(?) / Port Saïd (?) / Romana (?) / Qena (?) / Shellal (?) / 
Torah, Le Caire (?). Estonia (2) : Harku (42) / Tallin, North 
police station (?). Finland (1) : Helsinki, Metsala detention 
unit for aliens (40). France (38) : Ajaccio (6) / Bastia 
(7) / Bobigny (56) / Bordeaux (4) / Bordeaux (20) / Brest 
(8) / Cayenne, Rochambeau (38) / Cergy-Pontoise (16) / 
Chessy (6) / Choisy-le-Roi (12) / Coquelles (79) / Hendaye 
(30) / Lille Lesquin (96) / Lyon (116) / Marseille, CRA Canet 
(136) / Marseille, ZA Canet (34) / Mayotte, Mamoudzou (8) / 
Mayotte, Pamandzi (140) / Mesnil Amelot 2 et 3 (240) / Metz 
Queuleu (98) / Nice (38) / Nîmes (126) / Orly (?) / Palaiseau 
(40) / Paris dépôt (40) / Paris Vincennes (171) / Plaisir 
(32) / Rennes (60) / Rivesaltes (48) / Rouen (72) / Saint-
Louis (10) / Sète (?) / Sète (30) / Soisson (?) / Strasbourg 
(36) / Toulouse-Cornebarrieu (126) / Tours (6) / ZAPI 3, 
Roissy (174). Georgia (1) : Tbilissi, Gldani, no.8 prison 
(?). Germany (31) : Aschaffenburg, JVA Aschaffenburg 
(?) / Berlin, Abschiebungsgewahrsam Grunauer Str. (214 
places) / Braunschweig, Ausreisezentrum Braunschweig 
(50) / Bremen, Abschiebungsgewahrsam (?) / Buren, JVA 
Buren (?) / Butzow, JVA Butzow (530) / Chemnitz, JVA 
Chemnitz/Reichenhain (?) / Dresden, JVA Dresden (?) / 
Eisenhuttenstadt, Abschiebehaftanstalt Eisenhuttenstadt 
(?) / Eisleben, JVA Volksstedt (108) / Flughafen Berlin-
Brandenburg, Hafteinrichtung Asylschnellverfahren 
(30) / Flughafen Frankfurt am Main, Hafteinrichtung 
Asylschnellverfahren (?) / Frankfurt, JVA Frankfurt am 
Main III (?) / Gorlitz, JVA Gorlitz (?) / Halberstadt, 
Ausreisezentrum Halberstadt (?) / Hamburg, JVA Billwerder 
(100) / Hannover, JVA Hannover-Langenhagen (35) / 
Ingelheim, Gewahrsamseinrichtung fur Ausreisepflichtige 
Ingelheim (173) / Lebach, Landesaufnahmestelle (152) / 
Leipzig, JVA Leipzig (?) / Lubeck, JVA Lubeck (?) / 
Mannheim, JVA Mannheim (8) / Munchen, JVA Munchen 
(women) (102) / Munchen, JVA Munchen (men) (?) / 
Nemunster, Ausreisezentrum Neumunster (69) / Nurnberg, 
JVA Nurnberg (?) / Offenbach, JVA Frankfurt am Main 
I, Einrichtung fur Abschiebungshaft Offenbach (65) / 
Rendsburg, Abschiebungshafteinrichtung Rendsburg (?) / 
Suhl, JVA Goldlauter (56) / Wiesbaden, JVA Wiesbaden (?) 
/ Zwickau, JVA Zwickau (?). Greece (52) : Alexandroupoli, 
police station (?) / Athens, Acropolis police station (?) / 
Athens, Ag. Panteleimonas police station (?) / Athens, 
Alexander street headquarters (?) / Athens, airport centre 
(?) / Athens, Elefsinas police station (?) / Athens, transfer 
centre (?) / Athens, Exarcheia police station (?) / Athens, 
Kipseli police station (?) / Athens, Moschato police station 
(?) / Athens, Omonia police station (?) / Athens, Petrou ralli 
holding facility for irregular migrants (?) / Athens, Piraeus 
holding facility for aliens (?) / Alexandroupolis, Peplos special 
holding facility for irregular migrants (?) / Argos, police 
station (?) / Attica, Arta police station (?) / Aspropyrgos, 
holding facility for irregular migrants (?) / Chios, Mersindi 
detention center (200) / Corfu, police station (?) / Elliniko 
(old airport), detention centre 1 (63) / Elliniko (old airport), 
detention centre 2 (123) / Evros, Ferres police and border 
guard station (38) / Evros, Filakio detention centre (374) / 
Evros, Soufli police and border guard station (40) / Evros, 
Tychero police and border guard station (45) / Igoumenitsa, 
detention cell (?) / Igoumenitsa, container port police (?) / 
Igoumenitsa, port police (?) / Igoumenitsa, police station 
(?) / Kavala, Nea Karvali police station (?) / Komotini, 
police station (?) / Korinthos, police station (?) / Lamia, 
police transfer holding centre (?) / Orestiada, Isaakio police 
station (?) / Orestiada, Metaxades border guard station (?) 
/ Orestiada, Neo himonio police and border guard station 
(?) / Orestiada, Vrysika special holding facility for irregular 
migrants (?) / Patras (old port), container port police (?) / 
Patras, detention facilities in the police headquarters (?) / 
Patras, police station (?) / Patras, port police (?) / Patras, 
police station (?) / Pirgos, police station (?) / Rodopi, 
Iasmos police station (?) / Rodopi, Venna detention centre 
(220) / Thessaloniki, Kordello border guard station (?) / 
Thessaloniki, Thermi border guard station (?) / Thessaloniki 
(?) / Thessaloniki, detention centre (?) / Thiva, police station 
(?) / Samos, Vathy detention centre (?) / Xanthi, police and 
border guard station (?). Hungary (12) : Budapest (32) / 
Budapest international airport terminal 1 (8) / Budapest 
international airport terminal 2A (8) / Budapest international 
airport terminal 2B (8) / Gyor (50) / Kiskunhalas (36) / 
Nyirbator (278) / Oroshaza (?) / Roszke (?) / Szeged (?) / 
Szombathely (?) / Zalaergerszeg prison (?).
Ireland (9) : Arbour Hill, Dublin (?) / Cloverhill prison (?) 
/ Cork prison (?) / Dochas centre, Mountjoy female prison 
(?) / Limerick prison (?) / Saint Patrick’s institution (?) / The 
Midlands prison (?) / The Training Unit, Glengariff Parade 
(?) / Wheatfield prison (?). Israel (9) : Beersheba, Dekel 
prison (?) / Beersheba, Eshel prison (?) / Beersheba, Haela 
prison (?) / Hadera, Matan administrative juvenile detention 
facility (70) / Neguev Desert, Ketziot-Saharonim detention 
centre (12 400) / Neguev Desert, Nahal Raviv detention 
centre (4000) / Neguev Desert, Sadot detention centre 
(8000) / Ramleh, Givon prison (?) / Tel-Aviv, Ben Gurion 
airport transit facility (4). Italy (29) : Agrigento, Contrada 
Imbriacola Lampedusa (300) / Ancona, Arcevia (68) / Bari, Aeroporto Bari Palese (744) / Bari, Aeroporto Bari Palese (196) / Bologna, Caserma Chiarini, Via Enrico Mattei (95) / Brindisi, Restinco (211) / Cagliari, Aeroporto Cagliari Elmas (220) / Caltanissetta, Contrada Pian del Lago (96) / Caltanissetta, Contrada Pian del Lago (360) / Caserta, Santa Maria Capua Vetere (200) / Catanzaro, Lamezia Terme (80) / Crotone, Sant’Anna (875) / Crotone, Sant’Anna (124) / Foggia, Borgo 
Mezzanone (856) / Gorizia, Gradisca d’Isonzo (248) / Gorizia, Gradisca d’Isonzo (138) / Lecce, Don Tonino Bello (?) / Milano, Via Corelli (132) / Mineo (1800) / Modena, La Marmora, Località Sant’Anna (60) / Potenza, Palazzo San Gervasio (100) / Ragusa, Pozzallo (172) / Roma, Castelnuovo di Porto (650) / Roma, Ponte Galeria (360) / Taranto, Manduria (3300) / Torino, Corso Brunelleschi (180) / Trapani, Chinizia (206) / Trapani, Località Milo (204) / Trapani, Pantelleria (?) / Trapani, 
Salina Grande (260) / Trapani, Serraino Vulpitta (43). Latvia (1) : Olaine (50). Lebanon (22) : Aley prison (?) / Amiooun prison (?) / Baabda prison (women) ( ?) / Baalbeck prison (?) / Batroun prison (?) / Beyrouth, general security detention centre (700) / Beyrouth prison (women) (?) / Halba prison (?) / Jbeil prison (?) / Jeb Jannine prison (?) / Jezzine prison (?) / Maten prison (?) / Nabatieh prison (?) / Rachaya prison (?) / Ras Baalbeck prison ( ?) / Roumieh prison (2000) 
/ Tebnine prison ( ?) / Tripoli prison (?) / Tripoli prison (women) ( ?) / Tyr prison (?) / Zahlé prison (women) (?) / Zgharta prison (?). Libya (13) : Toweisha, Trípoli (?) / Bourashada (?) / Gharyān (?) / Ghadāmis (?) / Katiba « Free Libya » (?) / Ganfuda (?) / Sabhā (?) / Umm al Arānib (?) / Marzūq (?) / Al Qaţrūn (?) / Wāw al Kabī (?) / Al Wīgh (?) / Ghāt (?) / Al Kufrah (?). Lithuania (1) : Pabradé (300). Luxembourg (2) : Findel (50) / Schrassig (25). Macedonia (1) : Skopje 
(?). Malta (5) : airport (?) / Hal Far (?) / Lyster Barracks (?) / Safi Barraks (?) / Ta Kandja (?). Mauritania (1) : Nouadhibou (?). Moldova (1) : Chisinau (120). Morocco (2) : Casablanca (?) / Marrakech (?). Netherlands (14) : Alphen aan den Rijn (1300) / Alphen aan den Rijn (?) / Amsterdam, Schiphol-Oost (?) / Amsterdam, Schiphol-Oost (?) / Amsterdam, Schiphol-Oost (?) / Den Helder (?) / Dordrecht (496) / Ter Appel (?) / Veeenhuizen (?) / Zaandam (576) / Zeist, 
Ultrecht (540) / Zestienhoven, Rotterdam Airport (180) / Zestienhoven, Rotterdam Airport (32) / Zwaag (?). Norway (1) : Trandum Utlendingsinternat (70). Poland (10) : Biala-Podlaska (200) / Bialystok (151) / Ketrzyn (180) / Klodzko (3) / Krosno Odrzanskie (66) / Lesznowola, Grojec (131) / Luban (9) / Okecie airport, Varsovie (41) / Przemysl (176) / Szczecin (33) / Unidade (?). Portugal (6) : Faro (24) / Funchal (?) / Lisboa (54) / Ponta Delgado (?) / Porto (24) / Porto, 
Unidade Habitacional de Santo Antonio (36). Romania (5) : Bucarest, Gociu (?) / Bucarest, airport Bucarest-Bàneasa, transit zone (?) / Bucarest, airport Bucarest-Otopeni, transit zone (?) / Horia (60) / Otopeni (164). Serbia (5) : Banja Koviljaca (?) / Bogovadja (?) / Padinska Skela (120) / Subotica (?) / Vranje (?). Slovakia (6) : Bratislava, international airport (?) / Humenne (520) / Kosice, international airport (?) / Medvedov (152) / Opatovska Nova Ves (180) / Secovce (176). 
Slovenia (3) : Ljubljana Brnik airport holding premises for aliens (12) / Ljubljana home for asylum seekers (20) / Postojna (220). Spain (10) : Algeciras, centro de la Pinera (200) / Barcelona, centro de zona franca (226) / Fuerteventura, centro de Matorral (?) / Lanzarote, airport terminal (?) / Las Palmas de Gran Canrias, centro de Branco Seco (168) / Madrid, centro de Carabanchel (240) / Malaga, centro de Capuchinos (44) / Murcia, centro de Sangonera la Verde (?) / Santa 
Cruz de Tenerife, centro de Hoya Fria (260) / Valencia, centro de Zapadores (156). Sweden (5) : Astorp (?) / Flen (?) / Gavle (?) / Goteborg Kallered (?) / Marsta (?). Switzerland (33) : Aarau-amtshaus bezirksgefangnis (11) / Altstatten empfangs-und verfahrenszentrum (?) / Altstatten regionalgefangnis (18) / Appenzel kantonalen polizeigefangnis (6) / Basel empfangs-und verfahrenszentrum (?) / Basel-stadt ausschaffungsgefangnis (63) / Basel-stadt untersuchungsgefangnis 
(4) / Bazenheid ausschaffungsgefangnis (12) / Bennau kantonsgefangnis sicherheitsstutzpunkt biberbrugg (8) / Bern regionalgefangnis (136) / Chiasso centro di registrazione (?) / Egolzwil ausschaffungs-gefangnis wauwilermoos (14) / Fribourg central prison (9) / Geneva airport centre d’enregistrement et procédure (33) / Genève établissement concordataire de détention administrative de Frambois (20) / Genève maison d’arrêt de Riant-Parc (?) / Glarus kantonales gefangnis 
(6) / Granges centre de rétention de Crêtelongue (?) / Grisons justizvollzugsanstalt realta prison (16) / Kreuzlingen empfangs-und verfahrenszentrum (?) / Neuchâtel établissements de détention de la promenade (2) / Niederteufen kantonale gefangnis (12) / Sarnen kantonspolizei (2) / Schaffhausen kantonales gefangnis (2) / Solothurn untersuchungsgefangnis (53) / Stans untersuchungs-und strafgefangnis (37 / Thurgau kantonalgefangnis (6) / Vallorbe centre d’enregistrement 
et de procedure (276) / Widnau gefangnis (8) / Witzwil anstalten (36) / Zug kantonale strafanstalt (45) / Zurich dienst flughafenverfahren (?) / Zurich flughafengefangnis (106). Turkey (15) : Agri (30) / Ankara (?) / Bitlis (?) / Edirne (?) / Erzurum (?) / Hakkari (?) / Hatay (?) / Istanbul, aéroport int. Ataturk (?) / Istanbul, Kunkapi (470) / Istanbul, Zeytinburnu (?) / Izmir (?) / Izmir, Jandarma Post (?) / Kirklareli (?) / Konya (150) / Van (?) / Van, Jandarma Post (65). Ukraine 
(26) : Astei (?) / Baby Lager, Mukachevo (35) / Boryspil airport SP (16) / Chernigiv THF (21) / Chernivtsi THF (10) / Chop (?) / Chop THF (70) / Donetsk THF (10) / Izmail THF (?) / Kharkiv (16) / Kotovsk THF (13) / Kyiv (?) / L’viv THF (56) / Lugansk (12) / Luts’k THF (35) / Malniv THF (?) / Mostys’ka THF (16) / Odesa (16) / Odesa THF (10) / Rozsudic (239) / Seredina (16) / Shatsk THF (180) / Sumy THF (16) / Uzhgorod (?) / Velyka Pysarivka (6) / Zhuravychi (181). United 
Kingdom (13) : Brook House IRC, London Gatwick airport (426) / Campsfield House IRC, Kidlington, Oxfordshire (216) / Colnbrook IRC, London Heatrow (308) / Colnbrook, Heathrow (80) / Dover (314) / Dungavel House IRC, Strathaven, Lanarkshire (219) / Harmondsworth IRC, London Heatrow (623) / Haslar IRC, Gosport nr Portsmouth (160) / Larne House, Northern Ireland (22) / Morton Hall IRC, Lincolnshire (393) / Tinsley House IRC, Gatwick Airport (155) / Pennine House, 
manchester airport (32) / Yarl’s Wood IRC, Bedforshire (405).

index

The figures in brackets indicate the holding capacity of the camps. The ‘?’ indicate the absence of recent data.
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permit (refugee status) for a minimum of three years; 
a negative answer means expulsion aimed at a return, 
often instigated by deterrence and/or deportation. 
Seen in the context of the European Union the asylum 
acceptance rate per country diverges heavily and 
historically fluctuates.

Nevertheless, in all countries where the ones who 
received a (temporary) residence permit are considered 
to actively participate in their new country – mostly 
qualified by obtaining language skills and labour. 
New countrymen are to a certain extent helped by 
governments, NGOs and other volunteers to in order 
to obtain housing, language skills and labour. The 
systems and the responsibilities in each country of the 
European Union also differ profoundly here.

Nevertheless, in recent years, more and more 
European countries have distinctively established 
similar functioning asylum centres to receive and 
accommodate asylum migrants. Figure 8 illustrates 
this widespread and expanding spatial phenomenon 
and moreover indicates the existence of various 
types of accommodation. It is stated that asylees are 
accommodated in these centres in regard to their 
irregular movement and their status of missing a 
(local) passport and therefore spatially clustered in 
specific and targeted centres or even in prisons.

Integration or expulsion
As their journey continues by waiting on the (final) 
decision by the host state in the asylum centre, the 
answer of their asylum application can obviously be 
twofold. An affirmative answer entails a residence 

This is followed by the second main factor: employment 
opportunities. Countries with greater employment 
opportunities and with low unemployment levels 
are favoured. The UNHCR even suggested that a 
strong job market tends to be the most important 
determinant of flows for main refugee groups (2011). 
Less important, though significant, is the evidence 
that not allowing asylum seekers to work until their 
application indeed may influence their considerations 
(Thielemann, 2003). 

Thirdly, the perception about the relative liberalness 
of a particular host country plays a major role. Other 
perceived factors such as geographical distance prove 
to be more limited in their effect then the above 
mentioned. Recent data analyses put forward by the 
OECD extends the latter argument by reporting that 

the average distance between destination and origin 
country has increased by 20% on average in the EU, 
compared to the inflows received in the early 1990s. 
Other perceived trends are that asylum seekers are 
very diverse in terms of country of origin, profile and 
motivation – more than in previous crises (OECD, 
2015).

Entering a destination country
As the asylum migrants reach their final destination, 
travelling is substituted by going through formal 
procedures upon reception and at profound 
accommodation. The journey of the asylum migrant 
can be characterised by waiting: waiting to get 
acknowledged as a person in need for subsidiary 
protection i.e. the asylum procedure. These formal 
procedures in European countries vary heavily. 

fig 9: migration flows through Europe in 2015*fig 8: map with Schengen territory and asylum and detention centres*
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Of the incoming group of asylum seekers not 
much data is collected or published – only general 
information about nationality, age and gender can 
be found. Asylum seekers have different cultural 
backgrounds and come from a variety of countries. In 
2015, the vast share of the asylum seekers came from 
Syria and Eritrea. In figure 11 it is demonstrated that 
there is a number of nationalities which historically 
seen apply for asylum in the Netherlands over longer 
time periods, such as Iranians or Somalians. In general, 
asylum seekers are mostly in between 18 and 45 years 
old and there is a fifty-fifty ratio between singles – 
mostly male – and families. Children make up fifteen 
to twenty percent of the total number of asylum 
seekers. Of this group, a major part consists out of 
unaccompanied minors i.e. children who came to the 
Netherlands without their parents (COA, 2015).

Asylum centres

Profile of asylees in the netherlands
In 2015 a total number of 43.090 asylum requests 
have been lodged to the Dutch Immigration and 
Naturalisation Office (IND); figure 10 sets out 
these numbers in historical perspective. The IND 
executes the assessment of asylum applications as a 
governmental executive organisation accountable 
to the national Minister of Security and Justice, and 
determines whether the asylum claim is substantiated 
and covered by the Geneva Convention. Eighty 
percent of the total 20.465 asylum requests handled 
(!) was followed by an affirmative answer from the 
IND (see fig. 12) Historical numbers demonstrate 
that more than half of the asylum seekers are granted 
protection and eligible to obtain Dutch citizenship 
(Grütters, 2003). Recent projections of the Dutch 
Office of Statistics (CBS) are even based on the 
presupposition that three out of four asylum seekers 
will be granted protection (Van Duin, Stoeldraijer, 
Nicolaas, Ooijevaar, & Sprangers, 2015).

PROBLEM FIELD

The upshot of description of the journey from irregular migrant to someone with a 
refugee status in the European context – i.e. the journey from arrival to integration – 
revealed that it is intrinsically linked through the spatial expression of asylum in the 
form of targeted accommodation. It furthermore addressed that the institutionalization 
of the asylum via the accommodation and detention of asylum seekers have become a 
widespread phenomenon throughout the Schengen territory. 

This thesis takes the Netherlands as research and design context as an example one of 
the countries with a history of receiving displaced people and one of the European 
countries with a firm state led reception system and long list of regulations in regard 
to asylum – as this thesis will show. Through reading literature and some helpful 
encounters with researchers in the field of political philosophy, social geography and 
sociology I developed two main points of interest for research. First, the notion that 
the spatial organisation of asylum centres has received little attention from a spatial 
planning and design point of view – contrary to the attention that refugee camps 
receive. To date, there is only little involvement of spatial designers recorded. Literature 
about asylum in relation to architecture is rare and consequently no asylum typology 
can be found. 

Secondly, the notion that the place of arrival – the asylum centre – can have a very 
deep impact on the lives of asylees. Here a number of investigations have been 
conducted. Consequently, next section elaborates on the impact of the asylum centre 
on the lives of asylees. Before that, I will characterize the profile of the asylee in the 
Netherlands and take the first steps in defining the spatial organisation of asylum in 
the Netherlands. 

Fig. 10: asylum requests in the Netherlands (1990-2015)* (edited by author, source: Engbersen et al. (2015)
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Asylum centres in the Netherlands fulfil several roles 
nowadays: they are not only used to receive asylum 
seekers in anticipation of their asylum application, 
but first and foremost they are used to accommodate 
those pending on the verdict of their request. In 
addition, a substantial number people house in asylum 
centres who have obtained a residence permit (refugee 
status) and are awaiting of or trying to obtain own 
accommodation.  At last, there are a few detention 
centres which provide limited stay for rejected asylum 
seekers awaiting for return to their home country. 
By the end of 2015 a number of 48.360 people were 
accommodated in an asylum centre. More than a third 
of these inhabitants have been granted permission to 
stay in the Netherlands via a residence permit (refugee 
status) for three or five years. The fact that not only 
asylum seekers live in asylum centres is the main reason 
why I use the term ‘asylee’ throughout this thesis. 

The reception and accommodation of asylum 
seekers is a task of the ‘Central Agency for the 
Reception of Asylum Seekers’ (COA) – working as 
an administrative body of the Ministry of Security 
and Justice. Nowadays, a complete system of targeted 
accommodation has been established to execute this 
task. The increased influx of asylum seekers in recent 
years (2014, 2015) required short term action to be 
endorsed by the COA. It involved the opening up of 
new asylum centres and temporary accommodation. 
During the year 2015, the system worked as is 
illustrated in figure 14: 

•	 Reception centres (COL), where asylum seekers 
need to register themselves. Asylum seekers only 
stay here for a maximum of three nights;

•	 Emergency centres, where after administration, 
asylum seekers reside a maximum of 72 hours 
and thereafter move to the next location. This 
could last for a couple of weeks. Contrary to 
other centres the municipality is responsible for 
the accommodation and the asylum seekers here;

•	 Temporary centres, where asylum seekers stay 
could take up to half a year. The general asylum 

procedure to assess the asylum application has 
not started yet in these two phases;

•	 Process reception centres (POL), in the vicinity of 
a COL where asylum seekers are being prepared 
for the asylum procedure. Asylum seekers stay 
here for about three or four weeks;

•	 Asylum centres (AZC) where asylum seekers are 
waiting on their verdict or where permit holders 
(refugees) are waiting to obtain a house (for 
which the COA together with municipalities is 
seeking places for). Asylum seekers stay here for 
a maximum of six months. However, in reality it 
can take up to a year or even several years.

•	 Detention centres (VBL & GLO) where rejected 
asylum seekers are detained and prepared for 
their return. They must report their presence on 
a daily basis here; 

•	 Regular housing, where permit holders are 
scattered over the country on the basis of a 
social distribution model determined by the 
number of permit holders municipalities need to 
accommodate each year. It means that established 
ties and preferences of the asylum seeker are 
hardly taken into account as permit holders can 
end up anywhere. Permit holders can deny their 
offered place but consequently lose the housing 
arrangement of the COA. In practice, it proves 
to be very difficult for permit holders to arrange 
housing themselves.

(Geuijen, 2015; Michon, 2003; COA, 2015).

By the end of 2015 there were a number of 85 places 
where asylees were accommodated (emergency centres 
excluded). From here on I will use asylum centres as 
a frame for all these places of accommodation. Figure 
15 shows the distribution of asylum centres over the 
Dutch territory with centres of different capacity. The 
large bullets indicate accommodation of 750 people 
or more, middle size bullets in between 300 and 750 
people, and small ones under 300 people. White filled 
bullets mark new places of accommodation established 
in 2015. Overlapping bullets indicate a multiple 
function. For instance, POL location Ter Apel is also 

Fig. 11: occupancy of asylum centres 
in the Netherlands (2015)

fig. 12: percentage of positive and negative requests on 
asylum applications in the Netherlands by country of 
origin (2015)
edited by author, source: Vluchtelingenwerk Nederland

fig. 13: nationality of asylum seekers (1980-2015)
Source: Statline, graph by NRC 020216
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fig 14: asylum system in the Netherlands in place and time fig. 15: asylum centres in the Netherlands (2015) including 
temporary centres used to relieve the burden on asylum centres; 
asylum seekers might stay for half a year here
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PROBLEM STATEMENT
Followed from the analysis of the European and 
Dutch context in irregular migration and asylum, the 
journey upon arrival in a destination country seem 
to be founded on unclear normative foundations of 
European and national policies. It is characterized 
by the fact that there is hardly a legal and established 
way of applying for asylum in European countries, 
moreover in those not bordering the Schengen zone. 
It includes border controls, tailor-made asylum 
procedures and distinctive places of accommodation. 

The analysis of the international context also has 
shown that the journey from the irregular migrant 
to refugee in the European context is linked 
through the spatial expression of asylum in the 
form of targeted accommodation. It addressed 
that the institutionalization of the asylum via the 
accommodation and detention of asylum seekers have 
become a widespread phenomenon throughout the 
Schengen territory.  

In respect to their status as migrants which irregularly 
crossed border to apply for asylum, asylum seekers are 
clustered in asylum centres during their procedure. By 
divers range of authors it is argued that the asylum 
centre as place of arrival comes with detrimental 
effects in regard to the health situation of asylees and 
their possible future integration process.

Whereas in recent years refugee camps have become 
a spatial entity being researched from a spatial 
viewpoint more and more – related to conflict regions 
– the asylum centre has received little attention within 
the domain of spatial planning and design (urbanism). 
The understanding of the role that space plays is 
lacking, mainly on scale of the centre itself.

had not built up connections and did not learn to speak 
the language. They did not know how society worked and 
had no network to get them started’

Korac (2003) approved this statement by arguing 
that ‘a prolonged stay at asylum centres and how 
those accommodated are ‘managed’ in the centres 
[…] clearly do not facilitate the integration of those 
confined to them’. A stay longer than six months can 
lead to feelings of hospitalisation where the likelihood 
of taking initiative disappear (Adviescommissie 
voor Vreemdelingenzaken, 2013; Michon, 2003; 
Vluchtelingwerk Nederland, 2014). Jennissen 
(2011) also concluded that opportunities to integrate 
in Dutch society are constrained. Among other 
indicators, the relatively low employment rate of 
refugees in the Netherlands may indicate that indeed 
the residence in the asylum centre is correlated to this 
fact (Adviescommissie voor Vreemdelingenzaken, 
2013).

Next to consequences for the quality of life and the 
integration of refugees, the stay in an asylum centre 
comes with health related problems such as high 
levels of stress, leading to high costs for medical care 
(Geuijen, 2015). Laban et. al (2008) found out that 
primarily the (long) asylum procedure and post-
migration stressors can explain the increased prevalence 
of mental disorders by asylum seekers, rather than the 
traumas retained from experiences form their journey 
or former living situation. The researchers moreover 
reckon that there is probably no other group where 
social-spatial conditions have such a clear impact on 
health and functioning.

The impact of the asylum centre
As stated above, the asylum centre can have a very 
deep impact on the lives of asylees. In conceptual sense 
the asylum centre form the link between irregular 
migrants and refugees. The in-between situation is 
spatially and conceptually expressed through the 
accommodation, its house rules and the length of the 
stay. Generally speaking, asylees reside about one or 
two years in asylum centres (see figure 16). 

In recent years more and more research had been 
carried out which focussed on the position of asylees 
in the Netherlands. Main fields of interest were the 
physical situation (health) and the participation 
in society with a mere focus on labour. From a 
sociological and economical perspective it is shown 
that the specific institutional and spatial organisation 
of asylum has detrimental effects in regard to health 
and to contingent integration of refugees.

Geuijen (2015) stated that:
 
’it proved difficult for people who had lived in ASCs 
[asylum centres ] […] to integrate in Dutch society after 
they had been approved for permanent residence. They 

used for the accommodation of asylum seekers (AZC) 
and rejected asylum seekers (VBL).

Asylees do not have a say in where they end up and 
several compulsory transfers seem to be standard 
for the inhabitants of asylum centres. Apart from 
the transfer from one asylum centre to the other 
corresponding to the function of that particular centre, 
asylees experience more than two transfers during 
their stay (Jennissen, 2011). Furthermore, asylees are 
not often inscribed in municipal registers instigated by 
the assumption that their stay is only ever temporary. 
This limits their mobility as one needs registration to 
join sport clubs for instance. 

Also, adult asylum seekers are not entitled to follow 
education and hardly can obtain a regular job, 
constrained by various rules from the national 
government (Geuijen, 2015). In addition, the 
accommodation comes with a list of house rules 
(see appendix, in Dutch). One of the house rules 
is for example a weekly mandatory registration at 
the security desk of the asylum centre. Other rules 
determine that staff from the asylum centre always 
should be able inspect the private living unit of the 
asylee.

fig. 16: asylees duration of stay in Dutch asylum centres
edited by author, source: Adviescommissie voor Vreemdelingenzaken, 2013
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With these two notions in mind, I became interested in the strategies used to 
accommodate asylees in the Netherlands and in what seems the spatial form of these 
strategies: the asylum centre. I wanted to know what the interest and the role of the 
nation state is in the provision of specific asylum centres and how its inhabitants 
are affected by the spatial organisation of these places. I therefore seek to develop a 
sophisticated overview of the way how asylums are organised from a spatial planning 
and design point of view, working through various scale levels. Similar to the beginning 
of this thesis, this is carried out within the perspectives of the (Dutch) nation state and 
the asylee. 

With an understanding of both perspectives and the knowledge of how asylum 
centres are designed, I subsequently aim to develop a more humane accommodation 
for asylum seekers by means of design. Making it more humane in the sense that the 
contemporary asylum centre proved to produce detrimental effects for its inhabitants 
- as was addressed in the problem field -, and that spatial interventions could improve 
their situation. The research question is therefore as followed (next page):

PROJECT OBJECTIVES RESEARCH QUESTION

Q1 What are the motivations of nation states to cluster asylum seekers in
        asylum centres? 

Q2 What is the spatial manifestation of asylum centres in the Netherlands?

Q3 What is the conceptual form of the asylum centre and how is this  
        reflected in Dutch asylum centres? 

Q4 What is the impact of the form of the asylum centre on its inhabitants?

Q5 Where do the opportunities lie to provide a more humane
        accommodation of asylum seekers?

How can a spatial regeneration of the asylum centre contribute  to a 
more humane  accommodation of asylum seekers in the Netherlands?

SUB QUESTIONS



RESEARCH QUESTION

PROJECT OBJECTIVES

CONTEXT FOCUS

MOTIVATIONS

VISION

ASYLUM IN THE NETHERLANDS

REDESIGN LOC 2

CONCEPT

CONCLUSIONS & REFLECTION

REDESIGN LOC 3REDESIGN LOC 1

CASE STUDY 2

CONCLUSIONS

CASE STUDY 3CASE STUDY 1

THEORETICAL UNDERSTANDING

VISION AND DESIGN

ΙV. REGENERATION

V. REFLECTION & CONCLUSION

ΙΙ. COMPREHENSION

CASE STUDY RESEARCH

ΙΙΙ. GENERATION

Ι. RESEARCH INTRODUCTION
morphology of asylum centres 

SUB QUESTIONS 
Q1 What is the motivation of Dutch policies to accommodate asylum seekers in asylum centres? 

Q2 How to read/translate the spatial form of asylum centres in the Netherlands? 

Q3 What is the spatial outlook of asylum centres in the Netherlands and how do they resemble the findings from theory?

Q4 What are the consequences of placing and spacing for asylum seekers? 

Q5 Where do the opportunities lie to envision a more human and legitimate accommodation for asylum seekers?

Q6 What is the role of public space in the spatial and conceptual regeneration of the asylum centre?

no legal way of applying asylum in NL
lack of understanding of the role that space plays
asylum centres come with detrimental effects
for asylees 
 

How can a spatial regeneration of the asylum centre contribute to
a more humane accommodation of asylum seekers in the Netherlands? 

1) develop a sophisticated understanding of the way
    how asylum centres are spatially organised
2) envision a more humane accommodation of
    asylum seekers 

PROBLEM STATEMENT

The Netherlands

q1. literature study

CONCEPTUAL FORM ASSUMED IMPACT

q2. literature study

q3. spatial & data analysis

q4. literature study
+ fieldwork

q3

q5. research by design
      establish principles of 
      spatial organisation

q5. research by design
     implement vision
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The research approach for this thesis can best be 
described as an exploratory case study. The search 
for a well-defined problem is inherently part of this 
thesis and it is structured by a further examination 
of the perspectives of clustering asylum seekers in 
distinctive accommodation. It can as well be reckoned 
as exploratory, because the objective to develop a 
more sophisticated understanding of the spatial side 
of asylum requires the search for key elements in the 
planning and design; it enables that research results do 
not necessarily follow up but often should be seen next 
to each other.

The methodological line of approach for this 
thesis can best be explained by analysing the main 
research question: How can a spatial regeneration 
of the asylum centre contribute to a more humane 
accommodation of asylum seekers in the Netherlands? 
It mainly consists of two parts: a spatial regeneration 
of the asylum centre, meaning the establishment of 
a sophisticated understanding of the form(s) of the 
contemporary asylum centre; and the way how this 
could contribute to a more humane accommodation, 
meaning the creation of a design. This thesis is 
primarily focussed on the perspective of the nation 
state, which provides stays in asylum centres, and 
the perspective of the asylee, living in asylum centres. 
It inquires the normative sides of the asylum centre 
and the way this comes to expression in space. It also 
investigates the form which results in a reflection on 
these normative sides. In order to answer the research 
question, I divided my thesis into a theoretic, analytic 
and design component, in which sub-questions will 
be answered. These parts are called comprehension, 
generation and regeneration.

Comprehension
The comprehension part forms the theoretical 
background of this thesis which aims to understand 

the form of the asylum centre and the assumed impact 
of this form on its inhabitants. As mentioned before, 
there is no such thing as an asylum (centre) typology, 
meaning that I have educated myself with works from 
other disciplines such as social and political geography, 
philosophy and sociology to understand the form 
asylum centres. The comprehension part consists 
of three sections. In the first section I will review 
the motivations of nation states to cluster asylum 
seekers in distinctive accommodation. Subsequently, 
I will build up a framework to analyse its specific 
form. Through a conceptualisation of its form, I 
aim to establish ways to analyse the contemporary 
asylum centre via observation (see ‘generation’). The 
comprehension part is finalised with a literature review 
on the assumed impact of the form on its inhabitants 
– i.e. seen from the perspective of the asylee – which 
results in an expansion of the problems addressed in 
the problem field of this thesis. 

Generation
The analytic component of this thesis is covered 
by the generation part. Here the knowledge from 
the comprehension part is tested and the form of 
asylum centres in the Netherlands is analysed. First, it 
briefly examines with policy documents and my own 
observation the way how asylum centres are planned. 
Then a case study will be carried out on the basis of the 
framework established in ‘comprehension’. Methods 
of research are (consequently) the analysis of policy 
documents, site visits, typo-morphological analysis 
and small informal interviews with inhabitants. I aim 
to identify similarities and differences between asylum 
centres and to determine spatial elements which are 
essential in understanding how asylum centres are 
organised.

Regeneration
In the regeneration part of this thesis I aim to provide 

METHODOLOGY

an more human accommodation of asylum seekers 
by of design. It is important to realise that the 
comprehension and generation part of this thesis are 
merely used to develop a sophisticated understanding 
of the way how asylum is organised from a spatial 
viewpoint, in conjunction with the first research 
objective. As the previous chapters alone will not 

provide a theoretical or analytical basis of know-how 
to (re)design an asylum centre, the generation part is 
consequently a personal translation of the knowledge 
into a concrete proposal. By research-by-design I will 
work on the redesign of the case studies from the 
generation part, revealing where the opportunities lie 
to envision this.  

fig. 17: scheme of research approach
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Societal relevance 
This research and design project adheres to a 
vulnerable group of people in claim for a place in a 
society unknown to them. Regarding the constant 
uncertainties that come with their journey and 
the obstacles that come with the process of gradual 
adaptation, attention and planning for a group like this 
is relevant for the urban planning and design practice 
because they are in need for support to acquire a place 
within the socio-spatial context. Also, the UNHCR 
(United Nations Refugee Agency) and the ECRC 
(European Council on Refugees and Exile) stress the 
importance of the search for adequate solutions for the 
reception of asylum seekers and the establishment of a 
vision regarding the long-term integration of refugees. 

As described in the problem field, research from the 
social sciences has demonstrated that the position 
of asylees is unfavourable in respect to their health 
condition and a preparation for Dutch society. 
To date, however, there is hardly a comprehensive 
understanding of the socio-spatial strategies to receive 
and accommodate asylum seekers in the Netherlands. 
Linking the place of asylum and the institution of 
asylum can give a meaningful insight in the often 
vague argumentations to cluster asylum migrants in 
specific places. It might also contribute to an increased 
awareness of the way how we deal with the coming of 
a group of strangers in society.

Academic relevance
The starting point of this thesis stems from the belief 
that the opportunities for asylees can be improved. To 
date, there is hardly an overview or understanding of 
how the spatial aspects of asylum centres influence the 
deprived situation of its inhabitants. As followed from 
the project objectives, this thesis aims to contribute to 
a comprehensive and increasing understanding of the 

way how asylum is organised from a spatial planning 
and design point of view including the rationale 
behind the clustering of asylees - i.e. combining the 
socio-spatial context with the political context.

Within the domain of urbanism the concept of 
inclusive cities is of key interest for the planning and 
design of sustainable living environments. Inclusive 
cities represent a desirable spatial context where there 
is place for all groups in society. This graduation 
thesis specifically focuses on the socio-spatial context 
of asylees on the Dutch territory. In the fields of 
European politics, (inter)national law and geography 
a substantial number of research is carried out into 
the policies to accommodate this very diverse group. 
However, in the urban planning and design practice 
this thematic has not received a lot of attention yet. 
And if so, its focus lies on the planning and design on 
smart short-term solutions.

Through a concern about spatial quality and spatial 
development this project investigates the spatial 
implications of strategies to receive and accommodate 
asylees. It adheres to the notion that giving asylum 
is intrinsically part of the socio-spatial reality of a 
country like the Netherlands. In other words, it is 
not thought of as a temporary composition, but as a 
permanent condition in the socio-spatial reality. In the 
introduction and the problem field it was shown that 
current (unintended outcomes of ) strategies are highly 
spatial. 

The contribution of this project in the urban planning 
and design discipline lies in the idea that not only space 
is (re)produced by its constitutional context but also 
vice versa. In other words, spaces become places under 
constant influence of human behaviour and whether 
it concerns planning/design or usage, the relation with 

RELEVANCE how this space is organised is hereby altered. As the 
legal framework for asylees appears to be ultimately 
framed by the nation-state, it is therefore interesting 
to see how spatial regeneration of the asylum centre 
can influence how this system could work differently. 

Link to the Urbanism research programme 
The Complex Cities research programme of the 
TU Delft aims to ‘investigate the role of Urbanism 
in complex situations (...) in the context of 
internationalisation’ and to ‘acknowledge and 
emphasize relations among design, planning and 
politics’. Its researchers ‘share an interest in the role 
that Urbanism has in resolving problems under 
complex spatial and societal circumstances and in the 
context of internationalization’. It provides three main 
graduation studios in the form of inclusive, global 
and happy cities. Although my project is not covered 
by any of these specifically, it addresses and also 
investigates the (potential) role of Urbanism in the 
very political and complex nature of the asylum centre 
in the Netherlands facing an internationalisation of 
fleeing. It furthermore touches upon the very own 
way of planning centres, where architects or urban 
planners are rarely involved. 

Furthermore, the specific interest in social sciences of 
the research programme can be linked to my project 
which touches upon the complexity of integration, in 
relation to space. The project therefore adheres to the 
concept of inclusiveness, so vital for the integration of 
newcomers.

(Darling, 2011):
‘demands both a focus on addressing the ways in 
which asylum is conditioned as an issue of security 
and threat and a concern with working on the more 
everyday activities, performances and practices which 
recreate the marginality of asylum seekers’

The asylum centre has become part of the Dutch 
landscape, as recent decades have proven, instigated by 
using asylum centres as a way to control immigration 
by the nation state. The difference between a refugee 
camp and an asylum centre is that today one should be 
allowed to talk about the future of the asylum centre, 
because it has become part of our society, of our home 
territories, compared to a refugee camp, as Dadaab in 
Kenia – constructed in 1992 and currently housing 
329.811 people – where it is almost forbidden to talk 
about permanence.  Furthermore, historical numbers 
demonstrate that more than half of the asylum seekers 
is granted protection and following the possibility to 
obtain Dutch citizenship (Grütters, 2003). Recent 
projections of the Dutch Office of Statistics (CBS) 
are even based on the presupposition that three out 
of four asylum seekers will be granted protection (Van 
Duin, Stoeldraijer, Nicolaas, Ooijevaar, & Sprangers, 
2015).
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In the following chapter I inquire the normative perspectives on asylum and asylees 
from a governmental viewpoint. I try to seek an answer on the question what the 
motivations are to accommodate asylum seekers (asylees) in asylum centres.

Background of refugee protection
In 1951 the Convention of Geneva was constituted, 
giving a legal and political basis for the right of 
protection. At the time, it aimed to protect displaced 
people on the European continent in the aftermath 
of the World War II which was accompanied with 
forced migrations and enormous exodus of people. 
In 1967 its scope was expanded as the problem of 
displacement spread around the world and The New 
York amendment ensured a worldwide protocol for 
displaced people by a definition of the term refugee: 
  
“a person who is outside his or her country of nationality 
or habitual residence; has a well-founded fear of being 
persecuted because of his or her race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion; and is unable or unwilling to avail him – or 
herself of the protection of that country, or to return there, 
for fear of persecution’’ 
(UNHCR, 2011)

The right to be granted protection has been recorded 
in this convention and protocol and instigated that 
those applying for protection are called asylum 
seekers and that those granted this protection are 
called refugees. The protocol covers both political 
constructs and defines whether he/she is a refugee 
and the kind of legal protection, other assistance and 
social rights asylum seekers and refugees are entitled 
to receive. It also defines their obligations to host 
countries and specifies certain categories of people, 
such as war criminals, who do not qualify for refugee 
status. Nowadays, among more than 140 countries 

– including the Netherlands – have signed the 
convention and therefore committed to give asylum 
for those fleeing persecution (UNHCR, 2011). 

Protecting refugees is therefore a primarily 
responsibility of nation states and it requires that 
states designate central authority with relevant 
expertise and knowledge to assess applications, 
ensure that procedural safeguards are available at all 
stages of the process and permit appeals or reviews of 
initial decisions. It moreover contained other rights 
including ‘the right to housing’, ‘the right to freedom of 
movement within the territory’ and ‘the right to work’ 
(UNHCR, 2011). Each country nevertheless has the 
freedom to interpret these legislations. For instance, 
in most countries the right to work is received after 
an affirmative answer to his/her asylum application. 
Given that asylum procedures can take up several 
months up to years, European Union regulations 
deliberately emphasize the opportunities to work 
when awaiting the decision. However, each country 
again can interpret these regulations differently. The 
UNHCR serves as a guardian of the 1951 Convention 
and its 1967 Protocol in order to ensure that the rights 
of refugees are respected and protected (UNHCR, 
2011). The construction of refugee camps can be 
viewed as their main contribution here. In countries 
with a poorly developed asylum system, the UNHCR 
actively assist these countries and mobilize support in 
times of an increased influx of asylum seekers in order 
to ensure this. In countries with a distinguished and 
established asylum system, it passively seeks to achieve 
these standards by addressing injustice and ill-use of 

MOTIVATIONS OF NATION STATES TO 
CLUSTER ASYLUM SEEKERS

the convention and its protocol. 

Categorization & selective openness
In the problem field it was shown that the Schengen 
Treaty created one vast external border of the European 
Union and a common territory where since then 
moving freely through its territory became possible. 
However, this territory is not accompanied with a 
common and European Union wide immigration 
policy and every country carries out its own 
legislations. It moreover means that, although a few 
successful attempts to harmonize nation states asylum 
systems, every country interpret the legislations that 
come with the 1951 Convention in its very own way. 
It therefore can cause discrepancies between nation 
states in the sense that the other country is prepared to 
give a specific asylum seeker a protection and another 
one is not. 

The Treaty of Dublin has been established to prevent 
an applicant from submitting applications in multiple 
Member States. It furthermore stated that the first 
country of arrival is responsible for the asylum request. 
As a consequence, this has resulted in a tension 
between the Geneva Convention and emerging 
territories. It has created a competition among (some) 
EU member states to discourage asylum seekers to 
apply for protection in their country. This has only 
been amplified by the contemporary wave of people 
seeking asylum in Europe fleeing current hot beds 
in the world. Moreover, the capability to control its 
physical border, under responsibility of the nation 
states at the frontiers of the EU (Schengen Zone) 
and the FRONTEX (European Agency for the 
Management of Operational Cooperation at the 
External Borders), has proven to be very difficult and 
therefore increases the above mentioned tension even 
more. In this respect, it is interesting to know how 
the territorial borders of nation states are governed 
with the knowledge that the geographical border has 
become obsolete. 

Van Houtum & Van Naerssen (2002) and Darling 

(2011) argued that territorial borders are still used as 
key strategies to objectify space. Moreover, that it has 
in many senses assumed even greater significance to the 
nation-state. It is shown that the Netherlands, as other 
(western) European countries, govern their borders to 
attract beneficial foreign economic resources, securing 
safety (terrorism threats) and preventing abundant 
immigration. It also means that a constant reframing 
of immigration policies takes place in response to 
these perceived threats or advantages. On the basis 
of categorization, the Dutch state wields a kind of 
selective openness in order to determine whether 
newcomers might be beneficial or a possible burden. 
Only those who are seen as beneficial, such as high 
skilled workers or seasonal, agricultural workers, are 
able to apply for a (temporary) residence permit. 
Tailor-made policies have been established to attract 
specifically high skilled workers, entrepreneurs or 
students which are seen as advantageous for Dutch 
society (van Houtum & van Naerssen (2002). The 
Dutch Immigration and Naturalisation Office (IND) 
accounts for these immigration policies and illustrates 
this by mentioning that ‘a migrant who is able and is 
willing to contribute to the Dutch economy, culture 
or academia, can get easier access to the Netherlands’ 
(‘IND Immigratie’, n.d.). In contrary, the arrival 
of asylum seekers is more and more conceived as a 
security issue of national order.

‘’the actual placement of [these] strangers is often conceived 
of as a threat to nationally cohesively ordered space and 
identity, since the other is now inside.’’ 
(Van Houtum & Van Naerssen, 2002, p. 130).  

The right to asylum established in the 1951 
Convention and the 1967 Protocol nevertheless 
used to form an exception to the ability to control 
the entrance of ‘the other’ or the grant to access its 
territory. The irregular arrivals of asylum seekers into 
the territory of the host country here must not be seen 
as a criminal offense according to the Convention 
and they should be offered initial protection in both 
physical and non-physical (juridical, educational 
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etc.) sense by those seeking it. By the words of Van 
Houtum & Van Naerssen (2002) the tension between 
the economic immigrants that are invited and the 
immigrants seeking (economic or political) asylum is 
rising: 

‘’what is produced as a template for admission will 
eventually be reproduced by those who wish to enter, 
thereby making the arbitrary line between economic and 
political asylum even thinner’’

Since the number of asylum seekers applying for 
asylum has grown in Europe since the 1980s, the role 
of asylum as a political construct thus has evolved, as 
perfectly described in an analysis of Oudejans (2011):

‘’Refugee protection has suffered a tremendous set-back, 
as the emphasis shifted from protection to immigration 
control. Under the pretext of combating and containing 
‘illegal’ immigration, states have resorted to the means of 
immigration control in order to prevent the unauthorized 
entry of asylum seekers and/or prevent the illegal stay 
of rejected asylum seekers. The corollary thereof is that 
refugee protection more and more translates as an issue of 
immigration control.’’

Asylum therefore has become part of increased 
categorization of people and one of the faces of the 
selective openness of national governments. It is more 
and more thought of in terms of managing flows 
of people and it is exactly at this point where these 
notions are coupled with proper locations in space.

Clustering
In the light of increasing categorization and selective 
openness asylum centres fulfil a central role, which 
not merely provide a safe haven for those fleeing 
persecution as it functions to secure the national 
order of belonging. It manages flows of people via the 
accommodation of asylum seekers, i.e. it regulates the 
circulation of people on a given territory (here: the 
Netherlands) by defining distinct categories of claim, 
entitlement and belonging (Darling, 2011), Asylum 

centres are places of clustering for those that apply 
for refugee status and its aim is to postpone Dutch 
citizenship as long as it is not yet clear whether his 
or her claim is substantiated and covered by the 1951 
Convention (Geuijen, 2015). In other words, the place 
works to filter the ‘genuine refugee’ from the ‘bogus’, 
executing ways of immigration control as addressed by 
the reference of Oudejans (2011) above. It forms the 
productive and tangible mode of securing the normal 
order via targeted accommodation as a place for the 
‘other’, distant from the normal order of things. 

It is only by the late 1980s and early 1990s that 
the reception and accommodation of asylum 
seekers in Europe was institutionalized. Before the 
institutionalization in various countries, the reception 
was involved with benevolent citizens and charitable 
institutions – often with a religious background. 
Nowadays, it forms a sequential series of places to 
cluster asylum seekers in relation to their claim and 
particular stage of their procedure. It is aimed having 
them all-time available for government activities that 
are necessary for the evaluation of the application for 
authorization or return (Ten Holder, 2012).

It furthermore aims to prevent integration as long as it 
is not yet clear whether his or her claim is substantiated 
and covered by the 1951 Convention (Darling, 2011; 
Geuijen, 2015; Larruina & Ghorashi, 2016). Thirdly 
it is targeted to deter asylum seekers from coming i.e. 
the confinement of asylum seekers in the centres is 
conceived as a deterrent by nation state to curb the 
numbers of new asylum applications. (Szczepanikova, 
2013). The last point is important as it relates to a 
seemingly ongoing competition among EU member 
states to discourage asylum seekers to apply for 
protection in ‘their’ country. 

The normative motivations as listed are according to 
Darling (2011) expressed in space and in his paper on 
the British asylum system he argued not only that the 
clustering can be seen as securing the circulation of 
people, regulating the flows of a particular group of 

people, but also that this mode of territorial control 
is produced in different scales. In the next section of 
this thesis I therefore aim to describe the spatial form 
of the modus which is thereafter tested and analysed 
in the Netherlands.  

Conclusion
Current border practices can be spatially tracked down 
to an increased militarization of European Union’s 
external border and a substitution of its internal 
border with policies regulating selective openness in 
combination with scaling down of the internal border 
onto the level of the asylum centre, as a distinctive 
place for the ‘other’. The asylum centre as borderland 
of society embodies the definition of special categories 
of claim and belonging for asylum seekers as those not 
belonging to society yet. It aims to withhold asylum 
seekers from society and hereby prevent integration 
processes. According to the referenced literature 
it subsequently aims to deter asylum seekers from 
coming anyway. 

The upshot of this analysis revealed the political 
motivations of territorial policies to receive and 
accommodate asylees and forms the first step in 
developing a comprehensive understanding of the 
way how asylum is organised. It begs the question in 
what way this mode of territorial control is spatially 
expressed and how these facilitate or constrain asylum 
seekers in their daily life. 
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Now I have established a firm theoretical background on the motivations to cluster 
asylum seekers in asylum centres, this chapter is used to build up a framework to 
analyse the specific form of the asylum centre as a mode of territorial control. As 
there is no such thing as an asylum centre typology, the form of the asylum centre is 
explained by two key concepts: camps and total institutions. The aim of this chapter is 
to substitute the spatial analysis of the following case studies (in ‘generation’).

CONCEPTUALISATION OF ASYLUM CENTRES

’A camp is an extraterritorial enclave on national 
territory, a locus of exclusion and concentration.’’ 
(De Cauter, 2001)

‘A total institution may be defined as a place 
of residence and work where a large number 
of like-situated individuals, cut off from the 
wider society for an appreciable period of time, 
together lead an enclosed, formally administered 
round of life’
(Goffman (1963) as cited in (Van der Horst, 
2004))      

The camp
The establishment of asylum centres in European 
context and the form which was/is given to these 
places occurred as a consequence of displacement. The 
asylum centre can be characterized camp as it gave 
spatial arrangement to displacement in the form of 
clustering those seeking protection, in this case asylum 
seekers (Oudejans, 2011). 

According to De Cauter & Dehaene (2008) the 
asylum centre displays a camp situation in which 
disintegration of society into the state of exception – 
not (yet) belonging to the national order – becomes 
the rule. In legal sense asylum seekers do not belong 
to the host country nor to the place where they come 
from: 

’the fact that he is neither here nor there but nowhere, 
materializes into the nowhere of the camp’ (Oudejans, 
2011, pp. 60, 61)

It makes the asylum centre a non-place in optima 
forma which breaks down any political relationship 
between territory and people, becoming the form of 
localization for those who do not belong (Petti, 2012). 

‘’The birth of the camp calls into question the very 
idea of the city as a democratic space. If the political 
representation of a citizen is to be found in the public 
space, what is found in the camp is its inverse, the place 
in which a citizen is stripped of his or her political rights, 
reduced to bare life. In this sense, the camp represents a 
sort of anti-city.’’ (Petti, 2015)

This bare life means that asylum seekers do not have 
political agency and are in a vulnerable position. It 
creates a suspension of the private and public sphere, 
an inherent feature in any city space (de Cauter & 
Dehaene, 2008). The sovereign state (the nation 
state) here ‘creates bare life in order to defend the 
security, health, and well-being of society – treating 
[asylum seekers] as potential enemies and outsiders 
for sustaining its sovereignty’ where they ‘are excluded 

from their society and political being’ (Bedir, 2014). 
The camp as means to execute control over the entrance 
of asylum seekers into a nation state is therefore utterly 
spatial and excludes people by inclusion. 

The camp is for the inhabitant as well as for the 
sovereign also a transient space. The transient 
and extraordinary or exceptional element of the 
asylum centre follows the lines of encampment. 
Although asylum centres and refugee camps are both 
manifestations of a camp it can be argued that they 
partially differ in their evolving nature. Refugee camps 
mostly come under the face of the UNHCR whereas 
asylum centres are managed by sovereign nation states. 
And although many refugee camps exist for many 
years, the shift from the management of camps in the 
name of emergency towards the political recognition 
of their enduring reality does not take place (Agier, 
2002). 

Opposed to that, the asylum system (in Europe) 
comes with the opportunity to obtain a proper house 
and almost the same level of rights that natives are 
disposed of. It offers a future so desired by asylum 
seekers whereas refugee camps often do not offer 
that speck on the horizon, nor a place which you can 
call your own and are merely spaces of pure waiting 
without a subject (Agier, 2002).

This brief but profound description of asylum centres 
hereby contributes to a first understanding of its 
conceptual nature. It raises questions on the way 
how the asylum centre is spatially organised. Namely, 
it comes with the question how the exclusion by 
inclusion is organised and moreover, how it relates to 
its surroundings. How is the border between these two 
‘worlds’ expressed? What forms of exchange (people, 
production etc.) exist between them? What is the 
spatial model of accommodation in asylum centres? 
Is there one? 

As mentioned before, the asylum centre can be 
considered as a place to put of belonging. But at the 
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1.	 All activities take place within the limits of the 
institution, where individuals tend to sleep, play, 
work, and entertain and where there is an overall 
rationale behind the design of the organization. 
These activities are physically separated from 
those who are not part of the institution.

2.	 The total institution is a separate entity, an 
independent world where the social engagement 
of the individual with the outside world is limited 
and in some cases non-existent. 

3.	 The place given to the work of those individuals 
who are institutionalized is the institution itself. 
In these cases work is not aimed at earning 
income, as all the basic needs are covered within 
the institution. The motivation behind working 
is mostly a recreational motivation, to pass the 

same time it offers the possibility to belong again, 
when those who have been granted refugee status can 
obtain houses and participate in society. It also begs 
the question of how transient these places are. How 
is this element of encampment expressed in asylum 
centres that are situated somewhere for numerous 
years? 

The total institution
The second spatial concept in order to execute territorial 
control by the face of the asylum centre is reckoned to 
be the total institution. According to various authors 
(Geuijen, 2015; Larruina & Ghorashi, 2016; Van der 
Horst, 2004) the asylum centre functions as a total 
institution, a concept from sociologist Goffman.  
Larruina & Ghorashi (2016) summarized the five key 
aspects:

fig. 18: illustration of two described concepts

time. 
4.	 The lack of employment leads to a general 

feeling of boredom or, as Goffman refers to it, 
“omnipresence of boredom.” There might not be 
enough work for the residents or there simply is 
no motivation to take part in any activity. 

5.	 There is a separation between those living in 
the institution and those working for it. The 
separation between the inmates and the staff is 
marked and mobility between groups is nearly 
non-existent.

The manifestation of total institutions as separate 
entities in socio-spatial reality can come with different 
patterns of accessibility. Prisons as well as elderly 
homes are defined as total institutions. The mobility 
of prisoners and to a lesser extent its visitors, are highly 
restricted whereas the residents of an elderly home can 
freely move in and out. Michon (2003) argued that 
among the various types of total institutions worked 
out by Goffman, both functional as descriptive, 
asylum centres are:
•	 designed for asylum seekers seen as needy and 

compliant people; this is expressed by providing 
them with basic needs and their dependency of it

•	 institutions that have been established in order 
to better carry out the assessment of asylum 
applications and who derive their raison d’être of 
this instrumental function; this is the perspective 
of the nation state as described in the previsou 
chapter 

•	 places with a certain coercive nature as the 
residence is compulsory; this is invoked by the 
fact that length of stay is unknown for a resident

Here, (ccommunal) spaces are furthermore kept 
apolitical and acultural (also irreligious). In this sense 
its residents are required to conform to a regime with 
its own particular rules and regulations, stripped of the 
dignity of self-determination and constantly aware of 
the possibility of sanctions if they fail to comply (Tsai, 
2010). 

Daily activities are spatially concentrated and shared 
among/with other residents which comes with a 
merging of private and less private or more public 
spheres, within a space controlled by the employees 
of the institution. 

In conclusion, the second theoretical concept to 
understand the form of the asylum centre as a total 
institution brought some very interesting aspects of 
spacing to the table. As with camps, total institutions 
are characterised as separate spatial entities. It also is 
worthwhile to research the relationship between the 
asylum centre and its environment. Which functions 
can be found within and which can be found outside? 
And how is the accessibility arranged, for inhabitants 
as well for visitors, passersby and employees? The 
final point of interest is the question of how the 
arrangement of privacy and control by the employees 
is organised.
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fig. 19: conceptualization of asylum centres as camps and total institutions translated into spatial principles for analysis

Spatial principles
The characterisation of asylum centres as camps 
and total institutions raised questions about form. 
The conceptualisation of the asylum centre is hence 
finalised with a translation of these questions into a 
set of spatial principles. The result is a set of concrete 
aspects which can be used to analyse different asylum 
centres in the Netherlands (case study). All together 
the spatial principles have to be understood as a 

hypothesis on how to analyse the functioning of 
asylum centres. I briefly dwell upon each of the spatial 
principles here:

relation between asylum centre and 
its surroundings on large scale

spatial means which defines 
border between asylum centre and 
surroundings

spatial means which defines 
accessibility

organization of spaces determined by 
spaces for stay, movement or other

organization of spaces defined by 
seperation between inhabitants and 
staff and control over inhabitants’ 
spaces by the latter group

functions for inhabitants within the 
asylum centre

the arrangement of privacy on 
the basis of Habraken’s concept 
of territorial depth defined as 
a measuring of ‘the number of 
boundary crossings needed to move 
from the outer space to the innermost 
territory’; 
revealing the bordering of spaces and 
its vernacular character according to 
Habraken (2000)

possible transience of the asylum 
centre expressed in materiality and 
type of building(s)

relation between asylum centre and 
its surroudings by means of usage 
of functions by asylees outside 
the asylum  centre, by means of 
level of activity within and outside 
the asylum centre & by means of 
proximity of (vivid) public spaces
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various literature works (Geuijen, 2015; Laruinna 
& Ghorashi 2016; Michon, 2003). Michon (2003) 
added that larger asylum centres even amplify the 
process of hospitalisation. 

Asylum centre as camps and total institutions entails 
a normalisation of the residents’ situation. It means 
that asylees in these centres are not seen as valuable 
individuals with their own talents, cultural differences 
and habits, but as people to be transferred back to their 
country or as people in a certain stage of their asylum 
procedure. This results in a very limited opportunity 
for self-expression and inhabitants therefore also may 
encounter a loss of cultural identity. As both forms also 
involve a merging - or even a suspension - of private 
and public spheres, as activities are often performed 
in shared spaces for instance, privacy of inhabitants is 
often impeded.  

Before finalising this chapter, it has to be understood 
that the assumed impact of the form of asylum centres 
on its residents might not often be caused by its form 
but rather is expressed by its form. For instance, legal 
restrictions set up by nation states make it difficult for 
asylees to obtain a regular job. This leads to a situation 
where inhabitants execute small jobs in asylum centres 
and thus contribute to the asylum centre as total 
institution. 

Nonetheless, the question of how it is organised 
in practice is still unanswered. The next part of this 
thesis therefore investigates the spatial form of asylum 
centres in the Netherlands. 

In the previous chapter I used camps and total 
institutions as key concepts to understand the form 
of contemporary asylum centres which is illustrative 
for the kind of territorial control executed by national 
governments. This chapter elucidates the assumed 
impact of these two forms on the lives of asylees and 
does so on the basis of various literature works. 

First, I will discuss the assumed impact of the form 
of asylum centres as camps on its inhabitants from 
a philosophical perspective. Namely, inhabitants are 
deprived ‘not of the right to freedom, but of the right 
to action; not of the right to think whatever they 
please, but of the right of opinion’ (Arendt, 1996 as 
cited in Oudejans, 2011). In asylum centres as camps 
the ‘sovereign’ - i.e. the nation state - decides and the 
inhabitant is constrained in the ability to make its own 
choices. 

The design of the asylum centre as total institutions 
only amplifies the constraints and also creates a 
dependency among inhabitants on the employees of 
the institution. Inhabitants are provided with their 
basic needs in one and the same place and at the same 
time fully depend on these provisions (Ghorashi, 
2005). It furthermore provokes an adaptation to the 
regime of the total institution, as was described in the 
previous chapter by the words of Tsai (2010). Together 
this can lead to unawareness of how (local) society 
works and this can lead to a loss of initiative of its 
inhabitants. The latter is often described as the process 
of hospitalisation which correlates with the form of 
the asylum centre as a total institution according to 

In the previous chapter I used camps and total institutions as key concepts to 
understand the form of contemporary asylum centres which is illustrative for the 
kind of territorial control executed by national governments. This chapter is aimed to 
elucidate on the assumed impact of these two forms on the lives of asylees and does so 
on the basis of various literature works. 

ASSUMED IMPACT OF FORM 
ON ITS INHABITANTS

Firstly, clustering asylum seekers in asylum centres 
must be seen as a mode of territorial control over 
asylum seekers life executed by nation states. It 
aims to have them all-time available for government 
activities that are necessary for the evaluation of the 
application for authorization or return (Ten Holder, 
2012), to withhold them from society - i.e. to prevent 
integration - and to withhold them from coming 
anyway (Darling, 2011; Geuijen, 2015; Larruina & 
Ghorashi, 2016). 

The comprehension part of this thesis dwelled upon the motivations to cluster asylum 
seekers in asylum centres, which specific form can be understood as a camp and a total 
institution, and the assumed impact of this form on its inhabitants. The findings are 
accordingly threefold.

CONCLUSIONS FROM COMPREHENSION

Secondly, the conceptual understanding of this mode 
of territorial control, with the asylum centre as a camp 
and a total institution, resulted in a set of spatial 
principles. It hypothesizes spatial aspects important 
for the analysis of the contemporary asylum centre.

Thirdly, the conceptual understanding and the more 
concrete description of the assumed impact of the form 
of the asylum centre as a camp and total institution 
resulted in a refined problem statement. 
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fig 20: relationship between the asylee, the COA and the IND, as representative of the Ministry of Security and Justice

fig 21: institutional setting of asylum system

and controlling one: the COA as an organisation 
responsible for the daily life of asylum seekers within 
the asylum centres. The first task is most relevant in 
this part of the research. 

The mantra which is used to conceive the 
accommodation is ‘sober but humane’, setting 
the standard on minimum, comparable to Dutch 
citizens entitled to social security (Geuijen, 2015). 
The policies plan ‘Ruimtelijk Programma van Eisen 
Opvanglocaties’ of the COA established by Wender 
(2012) contains a number of spatial requirements 
for new asylum centres. I encountered that spatial 
demands for the various types of asylum centres do 
not differ substantially. All should be accommodated 
with interior spaces for COA and IND employees and 
with living and communal units for the inhabitants. 
Most important demand is that asylum centres should 
be able to accommodate a minimum of 400 people up 
to a maximum of 1500. Other requirements are often 
instigated by having a degree of (territorial) control: 
asylum centres need to be fenced and have one 
safeguarded and central entrance and exit with a 24/h 
security desk. The exterior space needs to be open and 
clear in order to control the safety level, or when not 
possible, surveillance cameras need to be put up. 

Only few spatial demands are directed towards the 
needs of the inhabitants. Moreover, these demands 
are often called ‘guidelines’ which indicates that there 
is room for interpretation. Rooms for two persons 

Asylum centres in the Netherlands fall under the 
responsibility of the COA, the Central Agency for 
the Reception of Asylum Seekers (COA). It functions 
as an independent administrative body which gives 
account for its operations to the Ministry of Security 
and Justice. The assessment of asylum applications is 
executed by the Dutch Immigration and Naturalisation 
Office (IND), a governmental executive organisation 
accountable to the national Minister of Security and 
Justice, which determines whether the asylum claim is 
substantiated and covered by the Geneva Convention. 

The relationship between the COA, IND and the 
asylee is illustrated in figures 20 & 21. It is shown that 
the claim of the asylum seeker is directed towards the 
IND as part of the Ministry of Justice. The arrival and 
accommodation of asylum seekers and the outflow 
of permit holders (those with a refugee status) and 
rejected asylum seekers on the other hand fall under 
the responsibility of the COA. Its role is defined as 
to ‘ensure in a professional manner that people in a 
vulnerable position are accommodated and supported 
in a safe and liveable environment in a manner 
that ensures that the reception of aliens remains 
controllable for politicians and society and enables us 
to give account for our acts’ acts’ (COA, 2015a).

In practice, the main tasks of the COA can be divided 
along two lines. A managerial one: the COA as a 
planning body keeping up its accommodation stock 
and taking care of the flows of people. A caring 

The generation part of this thesis inquires the spatial form of asylum centre in the 
Netherlands. The major part of the generation part contains an in depth analysis of 
the form of the asylum centre via a case study analysis. I will use the spatial principles 
established in the comprehension phase to do so. First, I briefly touch upon the COA 
as responsible body for the reception and accommodation of asylum seekers and the 
way they plan and give shape to asylum centres. 

INSTITUTIONAL SETTING AND PLANNING 
OF ASYLUM CENTRES
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 bestrating: de weg is tevens voetpad. De bestrating dient geschikt te zijn voor licht 
vrachtverkeer; 

 camera bewaking op onoverzichtelijke delen. 
 
N.B. Indien sprake is van een pol-locatie wordt in het ontvangstgebouw geen biometrisch 
meldpunt gesitueerd, maar een uitgiftebalie voor eerste verstrekkingen (kleding en bedlinnen). 
Wanneer een locatie van functie verandert (bijvoorbeeld van azc naar pol of vice versa) kan deze 
ruimte eenvoudig worden aangepast aan de nieuwe functie.  
 
Onderstaande figuur geeft het vlekkenplan van een locatie (inclusief amv-voorziening) weer: 
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place characteristics are represented based on own 
observations and information provided by the COA 
(COA, 2015b). It shows that the current stock is very 
divers in regard to the type of buildings used, ranging 
from former military barracks, holiday bungalows, 
hotels, monasteries, prisons and (temporary) tailor-
made units. Only a few are purposely built to function 
as an asylum centre and only a handful in a permanent 
way. It also displays that only few asylum centres are 
situated for a longer period of time (> ten years). 

Altogether, these analyses demonstrate that asylum 
centres can almost be located anywhwere. The COA 
seems not to possess the means to determine or 
propose new locations for asylum centres. Nor does it
has a spatial strategy to in order to do so. 

In order to obtain a more detailed understanding of 
form of the asylum centres, the next chapter of the 
generation part contains a case study analysis of three 
asylum centres.

are preferred above larger rooms but four persons 
are  Most important guidelines are to have  one or 
two person bedrooms and to have a minimum of 
5 square meter of space per inhabitant. Another 
guideline is that it should be relatively accessible by 
public transport and near adequate facilities such as 
supermarkets and schools (Wender, 2012). Relatively 
accessible means: not more than a 30 minutes’ walk. 
The report also contains spatial demands especially 
for children or younger adults: asylum centres need 
to have a playground, a youth centre and computer 
and homework rooms.  At last, it suggests guidelines 
for the spatial configuration of the asylum centre, as 
can be seen in fig. 23. The very simplistic projection 
reflects in my opinion the few spatial demands of the 
COA and its managerial way of working.

The COA aims to distribute asylum seekers evenly 
over the country (Wender, 2012). In reality, the 
asylum centres are to a great extent located in the 
north, east and the very south of the Netherlands. 
In the most populated areas (Randstad, west of the 
Netherlands) the number of asylum centres is very 
limited. The COA is prepared to rent out buildings for 
a minimum of two years and today the vast part of the 
accommodations are rented. Currently, a (minimum) 
number of 21 lease contracts will expire within a 
period of five years. (‘Opvanglocaties coa’, 2015). 
The only instrument of the COA in the planning of 
asylum centres is a communicative one: it approaches 
municipalities with the question whether they would 
be prepared to accommodate asylum seekers. In this 
part of the planning process merely these two actors 
are involved. The municipality itself is responsible for 
the implementation in the environment and thus with 
contacts with private parties and local inhabitants. 
It means that the COA is completely dependent on 
the preparedness of municipalities to host an asylum 
centre. 

Having all this in mind, I developed a complete visual 
overview of all the asylum centres in the Netherlands 
(by November 2015). In figure 24 a handful of 

fig. 22: asylum centres in the Netherlands, by end 2015

fig. 23: guidelines for the spatial configuration of a new asylum centre as established by the COA, in: Wender (2012)



fig. 24:
classification of asylum centres (2015) 
by own observations
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In the case study analysis three asylum centres are chosen to apply the principles 
established in ‘comprehension’. The choice is first and foremost instigated by a 
presupposition of the degree of isolation that these asylum centres display, as ultimate 
expression of a camp and total institution. I chose to investigate three ‘regular’ asylum 
centres as this function is most prevalent. Dronten, Winterswijk and Utrecht are 
respectively researched in depth. They are situated in an agricultural, village-like/
sub-urban, and urban setting, vary in size and building type and accordingly spatial 
outlook. 

The asylum centre in Dronten is one of the most isolated centres in the Netherlands 
and situated far from other habitation. It was redeveloped a few years ago and is 
therefore even more interesting to research. According to the Mayor of Dronten it 
functions ‘just like every other neighbourhood’ (http://nos.nl/artikel/2084515-ons-
azc-in-dronten-is-een-gewone-woonwijk.html). The asylum centre in Winterswijk is 
according to the COA website ‘part of [local] neighbourhood Oostervoort’ (COA, 
2015b) begging the question in what this ‘part of ’ means and how this is designed.  
First brief observation is that it is one of the few asylum centres without a fence. 
Contrary to the asylum centre in Dronten the one (researched) in Utrecht may be the 
complete opposite. It lies close to the city centre and is one of the few asylum centres 
in the larger cities of the Netherlands. 

I deliberately chose to investigate these ‘long-standing’ asylum centres because I wanted 
to know more about the functional relations between the centre and the context, and 
not only in current times of increased influx of asylees.  The following analysis of the 
case studies is executed in the order as described above. Important to realize is that I 
was not allowed to take pictures with people instigated by privacy concerns.

CASE STUDIES

fig. 25:: site and location characteristics of three cases Dronten, Winterswijk & Utrecht



DRONTEN

fig. 26: areal picture of asylum centre in Dronten
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The asylum centre of Dronten is situated in a typical 
Dutch polder area with planted forestry and vast open 
agricultural land including large scale farms. The initial 
opening took place in 1994 with the transformation of 
a vacant holiday park into one of the first large scale 
asylum centres in the Netherlands. In 2012 the terrain 
was redesigned after negotiations between the real estate 
division of the COA, the municipality of Dronten and 
some employees of the centre itself. A large building 
company and architects were involved in the planning 
and design. It is designed to accommodate up to 1000 

asylees in 134 units spread out over the terrain. In 
2014 four large and temporary units have been placed 
to raise the number of accommodation to 1300. Upon 
visit (25-02-2016) about 300 residents are in the 
possession of a Dutch residents permit and entitled 
to leave the asylum centre and will upon the moment 
suitable housing is found. Another 300 residents has 
not started the general asylum procedure yet. Of the 
700 (other) asylum seekers, 100 are of minor age and 
stay in a separate cluster in the centre (purple coloured 
in ‘cluster’ image, fig. 33 on page 67). 

fig 27: situational map of asylum centre in Dronten; with functions for its inhabitants nearby

fig 28: number and type of inhabitants (2015)

fig 29: activity chart which displays people’s (form of) movement within the asylum centre and in the environment
by own observations



1. entrance path from public space

5. reception building with security guards and staff, public interior 
space is surrounded by locked doors to staff spaces

3. fenced terrain with special enrance for cars of staff 4. asylum centre is hardly visible from adjacent road

6. hidden (pedestrian) entrance from regional road

2. route from bus stop at the dike (500 m. walk) along regional road to asylum centre 8. holiday park like street sign7. holiday park lay-out: wide design of exterior spaces and new wooden bungalows

9. holiday park lay-out, here with brick bungalows 10. primary school for children asylees and permit holders on terrain 
of asylum centre

12. building with rooms for staff upstairs, not accessible for 
inhabitants

11. temporary barracks with corridor entrances - 4 in total 
accommodating around 300 persons

fig 30: pictures of asylum centre in Dronten



staff only entry

entry from exterior space

entry from public space

entry from corridor

entry controlled by staff

reception
infodesk

stamping desk
library

medical care
red cross

infodesk
course rooms

recreation room primary school

art & musiclanguage class

playground

2d hand clothes shop

language class
computer rooms

gym
playground

66 67

medical care is given on the terrain of the asylum 
centre. Once a week a mobile truck exposing groceries 
comes by – run by a former resident of the terrain – 
to supply residents with ingredients which cannot to 
be found in the stores of Kampen. Volunteers from 
mostly Christian organisations provide some extra 
activities in common spaces. Religious or cultural 
specific expressions at the other hand are absent in 
common spaces on command of the COA.

The terrain is very lively and vivid. Children play on 
the school’s playground, residents walk back and forth 
over the terrain and small talks (and conflicts) occur 
in the corridors of the temporary buildings and at the 
front of the bungalows. 

According to the assistant location manager I spoke 
to residents often pass the days on the terrain of 
the asylum centre.  A number of hundred residents 
execute small job tasks such as cleaning or surveying, 
managed and directed by the staff. Most of the others 
make use of the facilities provided. Leaving really 
depends on the willingness and mobility of residents. 
Shopping (groceries) in Kampen can be considered as 
their primary motivation of leaving. Other trips are 
aimed to meet family or close friends who already live 
in the Netherlands: often they are picked up by their 
cars near the bus stop. Most residents do not possess a 
bike which means that walking is their primary mode 
of transportation in an area with very low activity. 

Living units
Residents live together in small, sober but new 
and well maintained bungalows. Three types can 
be distinguished but all come with typical Dutch 
elements as sloped roofs, large windows and brick or 
timber facades. A couple of clusters can be defined 
where (these) solitary standing bungalows follow the 
line of interconnected system of pathways. Together 
with vast green lawns and sometimes a small line of 
trees clusters and buildings are separated. Buildings 
are all sided orientated and depending on the type 
(three different types) accommodate up to eight 

Entering the terrain
The location of the asylum centre is very isolated: it 
is ten kilometres to the town of Dronten and about 
five to reach the closest town Kampen. The adjacent 
regional road is mainly used for commuting and 
distribution by trucks. Next to the roundabout, one 
can find the bus stop where busses to Kampen and 
Dronten go by every half an hour during daytime. 
From up here it is a 500 metre walk to the pedestrian 
entrance of the asylum centre. Originally a cycle path, 
the route to the asylum centre is now mainly used by 
asylees. From the road and the path one cannot derive 
that an asylum centre is nearby. The centre is hardly 
visible from the road and is separated by a low fence, 
a ditch and a zone of dense shrubbery and large trees. 
No signs indicate the entrance and it makes it almost 
unseen. 

Going in and out the centre happens through a narrow 
and fenced entrance path sided by the reception desk.  
It forms the focal point of activity in the asylum 
centre: it is the place where new asylum seeker coming 
in, asylees collect their post, frequently ask questions 
to COA employees, need to wait for conversations 
with the alien police or the COA and where visitors 
are entitled to report upon entering the terrain. The 
interior of the reception hall is bordered with locked 
doors to the rooms of the staff which can be found 
in the rest of the building. The more than seventy 
staff members include security guards, training and 
civic education managers, teachers, psychologists, 
nurses, location managers etc. Almost every staff 
member carries a radio transmitter and large bunch 
of keys. They can open every door with it, including 
the doors of the 134 units scattered over the terrain. 
It furthermore regulates the (time) availability of the 
amenities for the residents. 

Facilities
The amenities for the residents are clustered at the 
south side of the terrain and illustrated in figure T. 
It resembles a small village with its own school, small 
library and several recreation facilities. Even most 
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residents. A little path from the main pathway leads to 
the entrance into a small hall and subsequently a sober 
spaced living room with kitchen and television. 

Wherever possible, family members share rooms, in 
any other case bed rooms are shared; as are the kitchen 
and bath room. Although the buildings can be accessed 
by the staff, which happens weekly, residents possess 
some privacy as the distance between buildings where 
the staff is located is rather large. There are furthermore 
more steps between the most private unit (bedroom) 
and the most public, and controlled (!) unit (entrance 
of asylum centre). However, what they encounter 
outside the asylum centre is merely not a public space 
by means of liveliness, diversity or enclosure.

Final remarks
The life in the asylum centre almost seems to take 
place in a parallel society, an asylee migration enclave, 
a place cut off from public life. The liveliness of the 
centre sharply contrasts with the environment which 
is dominated by fast-moving traffic. It has its own 
facilities, own way of organisation of daily life and 
therefore the perfect example of a camp and a total 
institution.

fig 35: expression of territorial control by spaces and the (number) of borders between them
the most controlled space (by coa) is the ‘exterior space’ and the way to public space is only reached via the central entrance



WINTERSWIJK

fig. 36: areal picture of asylum centre in Winterswijk
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the buildings can be transformed to row housing by 
splitting the building into four untis, replacing its 
façade, installing staircases and planting front and 
back yards. Nevertheless, in 2014 it was decided to 
temporary raise the capacity up to 500 people as the 
COA needed all its capacity to accommodate asylees. 
Upon visit (14-03-2016) almost 80% of its residents 
was in possession of a Dutch residence permit and are 
awaiting to housing somewhere in the Netherlands. 
It means that only 100 asylees are in their asylum 
procedure accommodated here.

The asylum centre of the town of Winterswijk is 
situated in a suburban setting a few kilometres away 
from the historical centre. It was opened in 2000 to 
accommodate 400 asylees. The type of development 
process is rather exceptional as as this asylum centre 
has been developed by housing corporation De 
Woonplaats in close cooperation with the municipality 
of Winterswijk and the COA. De Woonplaats rents out 
the buildings to the COA and continues to do so after 
the original lease contract expired two years ago. When 
one of the parties decides to stop the collaboration, 

fig 37: situational map of asylum centre in Winterswijk; with functions for its inhabitants nearby

fig 39: activity chart which displays people’s (form of) movement within the asylum centre and in the environment
by own observations

fig 38: number and type of inhabitants (2015)



1. view on asylum centre from the only road to (cul-de-sac) neighbourhood 2. inhabitants have their own letter boxes

fig. 40: picures of asylum centre in Winterswijk

3. large windows from bed rooms and shared living room looking 
out over pavement tiles and grass lawn in between building blocks

4. central plaza of asylum centre accessible for employees’ cars with 
COA building at the right side of the picture

6. entrance hall of living units (two times twelve people) at sides of 
buildings

5. basic room for two persons in room with large windows

8. view on pedestrian, public axis through the asylum centre 9. building of asylum centre next to publicly used road

7. paved space in asylum centre is municipal, public space and is connected to the rest of the neighbourhood (an absence of fences)

10. suburban spacing of main road seperating asylum centre on the 
rightand houses on the left

11. fences around small, green slope on south side borders the 
asylum centre
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sides, with staircases leading to the second floor. The 
long sides with large windows face the street/path or 
the inner court. Most of the windows have curtains 
to give residents some privacy. The spacious inner 
courts are solely planted with grass and a shallow zone 
of pavement lies in between the façade and the grass. 
Some of them are function as a playground or football 
court. 

Every building contains four living units for six or 
seven people. The entrance hall at the side of a building 
is immediately followed by the entrance of the living 
unit. It comes out in a very basic living room with 
almost no furniture. The kitchen, bathroom and bed 
rooms are shared. Every bedroom has large windows 
facing the street or the inner court. In comparison to 
a regular neighbourhood the transition zones from 
street to the most private zone (bed room) are very 
shallow or even directly following each other. Only 
grass and about a meter of pavement separates the 
public and the most private space. 

Facilities
The facilities for the asylees are located in the heart 
of the centre as illustrated in figure Y. One can find 
here medical facilities, computer and homework 
rooms for children and young adults, an inside 
playground. Language classes are given by volunteers 
for those with a residence permit. Upon visit it became 
clear to me that there was a significant demand for 
volunteers to teach language courses as almost 80% 
was – as permit holder – entitled to learn Dutch. 
Next to that the space to give language courses was 
lacking. A few hours a week families can bring their 
children to the kindergarten, also run by volunteers, 
in order to follow (compulsory) courses. Other than 
in Dronten, children go to a regular school in the 
nearby neighbourhood. Residents make use of the 
park beginning at the south side of the centre. It is 
also used as the main route towards the town centre 
which is easily walkable. 

Lay-out
The asylum centre is located in a suburban 
neighbourhood of Winterswijk next to a cemetery. 
It carries a village-like feeling, a quit and child 
friendly place with (semi-)detached housing 
compromising large front and back yards. The 
complete neighbourhood is set up according to a cul-
de-sac structure. Houses are faced off from the street 
and only local traffic passes by. The creation of inward 
faced clusters stresses the privacy of its inhabitants and 
public life on the streets is low. 

The asylum centre fits neatly into the suburban fabric 
and streets and paths are connected. The asylum centre 
is at one side directly bordered to the street (east side). 
The northern and southern side are bordered with five 
meter wide lawns. In respect to the pavement one can 
hardly notice a difference. There is no fence nor central 
entrance or exit. Important in reading the space is that 
the (interconnected) streets and paths are public space 
and not included in the rental of the COA. It means 
that every building has its own address and post box. 
Furthermore, the maintenance of the buildings and the 
exterior space is in the hands of housing corporation 
De Woonplaats. A number of its employees take care 
of this task on situ on everyday basis. 

It almost resembles the housing and the feeling of 
the neighbourhood it is attached to. Visitors are 
nevertheless attended to announce themselves at the 
reception desk with signs near the borders of the asylum 
centre. The small reception desk is located in the heart 
of the asylum centre in the same building of the COA 
staff. The building is similar to those where asylees 
reside in. Staff members also carry radio transmitters 
and large bunch of keys here and furthermore regulate 
the (time) availability of the facilities for the asylees.
Buildings
The asylum centre comes with twenty identical, two 
story buildings which are placed in straight forward 
formation of six clusters. The brick and timber 
buildings are sober but seem properly maintained. The 
entrance of the buildings can be found on the short 
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fig. 41
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Final remarks
According to the employee I got a tour from, the centre 
is in comparison to other asylum centres very peaceful 
and very few tensions are experienced. She added that 
irregularly meetings between the COA and nearby 
residents occur but that very few locals are interested 
in attending or coming with complaints. She moreover 
stated that very few activities are organised at the 
asylum centre but that residents nevertheless mostly 
spend their days within the boundaries of the asylum 
centre. In the end, she reckoned that the orderly and 
spacious, though compact lay-out contributed to a 
relatively controllable and pleasant environment. 

Although the liveliness in streets of the asylum 
centre contrasts with the quit and private oriented 
neighbourhood attached to it, the asylum centre is 
rooted in its environment. The borders are soft and 
porous and its streets and paths merge into local 
public space. It is easily accessible both for asylees as 
for visitors and locals. There is nevertheless very few 
motivation for others to use the public spaces due 
to the cul-de-sac lay-out and absence of continuous 
pedestrian or biking routes.

The asylum centre in Winterswijk with its absence 
of fences and central entrance – visible in the public 
domain – though function as a (rare) example of a 
centre not looking as a camp or total institution. Its 
residents have more freedom to move and can be seen 
as temporary inhabitants of Winterswijk. 

fig. 45: expression of territorial control by spaces and the (number) of borders between them
the most controlled space (by coa) is the communal unit; between the living unit and the public space the number of borders is 
rather limited
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fig. 46: areal picture of asylum centre in Utrecht
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The municipality of Utrecht is house to around 
340.000 people and one of the few large cities in the 
Netherlands with a (long standing) asylum centre. 
The asylum centre of Utrecht is located somewhat 
western of the historic inner core of Utrecht in the 
neighbourhood Oog in Al. Since the early nineties 
a part of a former (military) hospital is used to 
receive and accommodate asylees. It accommodates 
nowadays 450 asylees over 146 rooms from different 
size and capacity. It differs from the asylum centres in 
Dronten and Winterswijk in the sense that asylees are 

accommodated in one and the same building. 

fig 47: asylum centre in its environment; with functions for its inhabitants nearby

fig. 48: activity chart which displays people’s (form of) 
movement within the asylum centre and in the environment
by own observations

fig 49: number and type of inhabitants (2015)



1. fenced main entrance of asylum centre with small building housing reception desk, staff spaces and recreation room

2. interior corridor of asylum centre creates shallow form of privacy 
in adjacent rooms of inhabitants

3. facilities for inhabitants are in the basement of building such as 
children playground, study rooms and gym

5. the small building directed to the square is not accessible for 
inhabitants

4. basic room for four persons in basement of building

7. small building blocking the view towards semi-private square 8. greenery in front of most prominant facade 

6. confusion: an open view towards the backside of the building in combination with a derelict road sign & sudden interruption of the fence

9. square in front of building used for car parking of employees and 
nearby businessmen 

10. open view from the park towards back of the building

fig. 50: pictures of the asylum centre in Utrecht
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and faced towards the road. After a few meters of 
pavement it is subsequently bordered by a high fence 
and shrubbery and trees. Going straight on leads to 
the main entrance of the building – now, the outer 
court is clearly visible. The outer court is relatively 
large and covers more than 3400 square metres. Most 
of the place is spaced for car parking. There is however 
also place for trees, small benches and public activities.  

Upon visit (04-04-2016) I circumvented to enter via 
the formal and secured entrance of the asylum centre. 
Between the right side of the small building and the 
former hospital a small and open entry leads to the 
same outer court (see photo collage). It forms the 
(car) entry for the businesses and organisation with an 
entrance at the other side of the court. The outer court 
therefore compromises a semi-private character used 
by asylees, COA staff, visitors and employees of the 
organisations and business located there. 

A similar ambiguous relationship between the very 
public space and the spaces belonging to the asylum 
centre exists at the backside of the building bordering 
the park. The route through the park at the west side 
is separated from the asylum centre with a high fence 
and a zone of thick vegetation. A sudden interruption 
makes an open, unrestricted view or contingent walk 
to the asylum centre possible. It creates confusion and 
questions the role of the fence. A derelict stop sign 
only contributes to this confusion it causes even more 
(see photo collage).

The building
The building includes a basement and three floors of 
which the upper floor is spaced under a sloped roof. 
Corridors and stairways form the interior routing in 
the building. These corridors can be accessed through 
several entrances. Two of them can be found at the 
formal side of the building, i.e. at the outer court; three 
other entrances can be found around the inner court. 
The inner court of the building is accommodated with 
a playground and some benches. It is closed off from 
the park by a fence and thick vegetation. 

Lay-out
The asylum centre’s neighbourhood carries both 
the elements of a vibrant, mixed-use city and of a 
residential quarter. It faces a busy road predominantly 
used cyclists, cars and busses. When one turns into 
some of the side roads several shops, schools, churches 
and other institutions can be found. Row housing and 
small apartment buildings follow distinct and carefully 
designed streets and small public places such as pocket 
parks and little squares. The lay-out is rather spacious 
due to front yards and low row housing.

The former (military) hospital forms one of the largest 
buildings in the near surroundings. It consists out of 
three separate buildings of which the most eastern 
one is rented by the COA and used as asylum centre. 
The rest is used by the Dutch Protestant Church a 
handful of (related) non-profit organisations and 
some businesses. As the building style corresponds, it 
does not give the asylum centre a spatially different 
outlook on large scale. At the south comes with only 
one pedestrian route leading to the waterfront of 
the Amsterdam-Rhine canal. The large courts at the 
northern side are used for car parking. The entrance to 
the asylum centre can also be found on the north side. 

A small, one story building cuts off the semi-enclosed 
court from the busy road (see areal picture). When 
standing in front of it, the left side marks the entrance 
of the asylum centre (see fig. 50.1). The building 
contains the reception desk and is attached to a low 
fence and a crossing gate. A flag and sign indicate 
that the terrain is used by the COA and unauthorized 
enter is prohibited. Visitors are attended to report at 
the reception desk. The building is faced off from the 
street and marked by a blind wall.

Meetings between volunteers, visitors and residents 
of the asylum centre often occur in the vicinity of 
reception desk. After going through the fence, the 
court opens itself to the resident/visitor. On the 
immediate left a long line of parked bicycles stands in 
front of the building. This façade is most prominent 
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Dutch language classes are given. They make morning 
walks through the park at the back of the asylum 
centre and sometimes do grocery shopping in oriental 
supermarkets. A range of religious institutions are 
located in the vicinity of the asylum centre. Young 
adults play football or other sports in small parks 
and squares in the neighbourhood. Next to that a 
number of voluntary organisations such as ‘U voor 
vluchtelingen’ (Utrecht for refugees) and the Red 
Cross are closely involved for the benefit of asylum 
seekers and permit holders: various trainings and 
educational courses are organised and offered ranging 
from ‘cycling training’ to ‘establishing a business in 
the Netherlands’. Its distinctive element is that these 
things happen throughout the city and not in the 
asylum centre itself. 

Final remarks
In respect to the form of the asylum centre it can be 
argued that the soft and hard borders of the asylum 
centre seem not to be based on preconceived plans but 
seem a result of a series of separate interventions. It has 
created an ambiguous relationship between public and 
private space and the spatial interventions raised the 
status of the asylum centre as an isolated, non-visible 
and non-accessible place. Next to that, the corridor 
organisation of the building comes with the intrusion 
of personal spheres.

On the other hand gives the location of the asylum 
centre far more opportunities to participate in society, 

Living units of various sizes (max. 5 persons) lie 
on either sides of the corridor resulting in one side 
oriented spaces. Wherever possible, family members 
share living units. The largest part of the living units 
are shared and spaced for sleeping, eating and watching 
television. A number of eighteen kitchen rooms and 
bathrooms are available for the residents and can be 
accessed via the corridor. A minor share of the living 
units is featured with separate bathroom and kitchen. 

The corridors can be busy, noisy and as staff members 
are entitled to enter every room, living units contain 
limited privacy. The interior structure creates a shallow 
line between private (but also shared) spaces and the 
most controlled space: the corridor.

Facilities
The various functions of the asylum centre are 
located in the basement. Low windows provide some 
daylight here. There is a gym, a children playground, 
a kindergarten and some computer and homework 
rooms. Other rooms are used for compulsory courses 
for its residents. In the small building on the outer 
court residents can ask for a key to use the (very basic) 
recreation room which is located there. Children go 
to school in the neighbourhood which is less than a 
kilometre walk.

Residents make relatively more trips in comparison 
to Dronten or Winterswijk. There is the ability to 
go to the library in the centre of Utrecht where also 

to meet new people, to actively learn how Dutch society 
works, by means of voluntary help or seeing it with 
their own eyes. The organisations working in Utrecht 
and the liveliness of the environment give asylees both 
the opportunity to move anonymously through the 
city as well as the opportunity for encounter. One can 
also argue that the temporary stay of asylees in the 
centre furthermore suits a city as Utrecht furthermore 
better than a place as Winterswijk.

fig 54: expression of territorial control by spaces and the 
(number) of borders between them
the most controlled space (by coa) is the corridor; 
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fig 55: comparison of case studies based on spatial principles from comprehension; part 1

In Dronten, the life in the asylum centre almost seems 
to take place in a parallel society, an asylee migration 
enclave, a place cut off from public life. It has its 
own facilities, own way of organisation of daily life, 
own ‘public’ (i.e. controlled) space and the liveliness 
within sharply contrasts with its surroundings which 
is dominated by fast-moving traffic and where 
public spaces in its vicinity are hard to be found. 
Dense vegetation, a fence, a ditch and a hidden 
entrance furthermore cuts off the place from the 
environment. The invisibility of the place comes by 
with inaccessibility as well.

In comparison to the other two cases, this location 
seems the most perfect example of a camp and a 
total institution. The isolated location and inward 
faced functioning of the asylum centre constrains the 
mobility of its inhabitants, the ability to meet native 
citizens and the ability to see how Dutch society 
works with their own eyes. On the other hand, it 
can be argued that the spacious outlook of the centre 
provide more opportunities to withdraw in the very 
private sphere in comparison to Utrecht. In Utrecht 

the corridor as most controlled and permanently used 
space by the staff is directly linked to the most private 
space, the bedroom. Whereas in Dronten the exterior 
space is most controlled and far more extensive and/
or located further away (most controlled part is near 
the function cluster). It means that there are more 
steps between these spaces and more opportunities for 
privacy.

Also in Utrecht one can find fences and a thick layer 
of vegetation between the asylum centre and its 
environment. However, only half of the border zone 
is arranged like that. The other half is more visible 
from public space and reveals a building that is part 
of a larger structure and not immediately recognizable 
as a place for ‘others’. The backside has a visual 
relationship to the park (path) whereas the front side is 
marked with a central entrance facing a busy street. It 
includes a barrier, a low fence and several signs as well 
as a slightly hidden square. This square is also used 
by employees working in the building adjacent to the 
centre giving it a semi-private character. 

The analysis of the cases studies were executed with the spatial principles as established 
in the comprehension part of this thesis. I hypothesised important elements of the 
asylum centre which were derived from the characterization of the asylum centre as a 
camp and a total institution. In the illustration of the analysis I find a way of expression 
where images did not necessarily corresponds to one spatial principle only and thereby 
were explained by multiple images. In order to compare the cases, I nevertheless made 
a scheme in which every case is visually compared on the basis of each spatial principle 
(i.e. a visual summary of the findings). 

It turned out that some principles were more applicable than others. The ‘organization 
of the camp’ turned out to be too generic to be useful for comparison for instance. 
Some spatial principles are renamed in order to concretize its meaning. I decided 
to categorize them into two groups: spatial elements of the asylum centre & spatial 
relations on large scale.

COMPARISON OF CASES

spacing of
border zone

functions 
on terrain



+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

+-

1 2 3

border zone

long distance

border

space

border zone

1 2

very short distance

border

space

1 2b

2a

3

2c

border zone

border

space

multiple
opportunities

utrecht

winterswijk

•	 use different entrance
•	 use same exterior space

•	 use different entrance
•	 use same public (!) space

•	 use same entrance
•	 use same space for movement 

(corridor)

seperation of staff 
& inhabitants

92 93

•	 holiday parc
•	 semi-temporary outlook
•	 well maintained

•	 slightly standing out in 
neighbourhood

•	 permanent outlook
•	 very basic type

•	 does not stand out in 
neighbourhood

•	 institutional building

spatial relations on large scale

fig 56: comparison of case studies based on spatial principles from comprehension; part 2
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In any case, the asylum centre of Winterswijk displays 
the most public relation with its context. It is not 
surrounded by a fence and does not come by with 
central entrance or exit. It is on the contrary enclosed 
by public space and its streets and paths neatly fit 
in the surrounding (sub)urban fabric. It means that 
residents of separate living units have their own 
entrance and are not directly controlled by COA 
staff as they can move to other public spaces in the 
network. On the other hand, the cul-de-sac and low 
density lay out of the local neighbourhood means that 
these public spaces are not very vivid and also suggests 
that probably others rarely make use of the public 
space around the accommodation units. Together 
with the only few functions within the centre, it is 
nevertheless this distinctive character of the asylum 
centre in Winterswijk which makes it less functioning 
as a total institution or a camp. 

Although a corridor structure is the ultimate expression 
of a controlling power, asylees in Utrecht have more 
opportunities to give shape to their own lives than 
in Dronten and Winterswijk. They are able to move 
relatively anonymously through space and at the other 
hand can meet others, and execute diverse activities 
here. Children go to school in one of the nearby 
schools and come in contact with native citizens (this 
also applies to Winterswijk), other residents can go 
to the library, arrange language courses, participate 
in sport clubs nearby etc. Also more activities are 
organised by a number of voluntary organisations to 
promote interaction, taking place inside as well as 
outside the asylum centre.
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‘Asylum […] entails the anticipated possibility of becoming rooted again’
(Oudejans, 2011)
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balance the interest of the nation state to execute territorial control and 
the intrinsic desire of asylum seekers to become rooted again

a concrete proposal for a more humane accommodation 
of asylum seekers

convince the COA and municipalities to take into account spatial needs 
of asylum seekers 

through

which should

= POSITIONING OF DESIGN

DESIGN OBJECTIVE

forms the expression of the interest of the nation state: 
a place which acts as a mode of territorial control 
and puts of belonging by the restriction of asylum 
seekers’ mobility and prevention of early. However, 
the interest of the nation state in controlling who 
can belong and who cannot, on the basis of the 1951 
Refugee Convention, and in controlling the number 
of applicants is not something which can be left aside. 
Therefore the upcoming proposal should take into 
account the motivations to cluster asylum seekers in 
specific places. 

The generation phase nevertheless brought to the table 
that there is room for interpretation in the planning 
and design of asylum centres. Major differences 
illustrate that the mode of territorial control is 
sometimes stronger on one place in comparison to 
the other; reckon the spatial differences between 
the asylum centres in Dronten and Winterswijk for 
instance. Extracted from the application of the spatial 
principles, these differences in form makes it possible 
to envision a situation in which asylum seekers have 
more opportunities to choose, have a higher mobility 
and are more involved in (local) society. 

In conclusion, my design should balance the needs 
of asylum seekers to become rooted again and the 
territorial control executed by the nation state. 
Redesigning the asylum centres from the case study 
analysis will allow me to demonstrate that there are 
opportunities to cater these needs by proposing a small 
number of interventions only.

MISSION STATEMENT
The mission statement forms the starting point 
in the process of adhering to the second objective 
of this gradation project: provide a more humane 
accommodation of asylum seekers in the Netherlands 
by means of design. It seeks to provide an alternative 
form of the asylum centre based on the knowledge 
acquired in the previous chapters of this thesis i.e. a 
regeneration of the contemporary asylum centre in the 
Netherlands. But as these chapters have not necessarily 
provided me with specific (design) tools to envision 
a more humane accommodation, the regeneration 
phase is an explorative one. By means of research and 
design I will try to find out which spatial interventions 
in the accommodations of asylum seekers could better 
cater their needs. 

This mission statement sets the main goal to 
achieve the latter and starts from thinking from the 
perspective of the asylum seeker and refugee. In my 
opinion the planning and design of asylum centres 
and its distribution system seem to neglect their 
intrinsic desire and the importance that place plays in 
that desire. Namely, asylum seekers may come from 
different countries, with different cultures and values 
but they have one thing in common: by leaving their 
homes they all seek for a new and safe place which 
opens up to opportunity to participate in society and 
to belong somewhere. Oudejans (2011) perfectly 
described this by stating that ‘the claim to asylum is 
ultimately a claim to an own place’ and that ‘asylum 
[in the end] comes to the fore as the anticipated 
possibility of becoming rooted again’. In other words, 
asylum seekers greatest desire is to find a place which 
they can call home again. 

In the comprehension I characterized the asylum 
centre nevertheless as a camp and total institution. 
A place which assumed to negatively influence 
asylum seekers’ opportunities for self-expression and 
own decision making and which provokes feelings 
of hospitalization and alienation from society. The 
asylum centre designed as a camp and total institution 
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transformed from a non-place into a place of becoming. 
It entails an asylum centre which offers its inhabitants 
means to explore their new environment, to get in 
contact with native citizens and to find out how (local) 
society works. It should interact with its environment 
and offer escapes for the in limbo situation. An 
important precondition for the place of becoming is 
a major decrease of the number of transfers between 
centres. This notion is further developed later on (see 
next section).

In the conceptual drawing on the left side the place of 
becoming is visually represented. The path represents 
the life of asylees lived in limbo during their stay in an 
asylum centre. It also represents movement, discovery 
and the passage of time within the public spaces 
surrounding the asylum centre. The places represent 
a temporary interruption of being in limbo, places 
for deepening, stay and involvement with society and 
ways to meet native citizens. The way to these places is 
marked with borders, sometimes soft sometimes hard, 
sometimes concrete and spatial (bridge to an open air 
theatre) sometimes non-spatial (money for a concert). 

The place of becoming is aimed to increase asylees’ 
mobility and opportunities to choose which should 
lead to more interaction with native citizens and 
presence in society. Spatial interventions which 
translate this place of becoming into reality must 
therefore:

concept:

PLACE OF BECOMING

‘Asylum […] entails the anticipated possibility of becoming rooted again’
(Oudejans, 2011)

fig 57: place of becoming Utrecht

CONCEPT
The positioning of my design can be seen as taking a 
political stand towards the accommodation of asylum 
seekers. I took this to the next level and developed 
a new concept, which afterwards is practically 
translated into a concrete design for a more humane 
accommodation of asylum seekers. 

Asylum as the anticipated possibility to become rooted 
again – looking for a new place to belong – is used turn 
the asylum centre into a ‘place of becoming’. From the 
book ‘Parrot flew over the IJssel’ from K. Abdolah I 
learned that the process from seeking asylum and 
receiving a residence permit to becoming rooted in 
(Dutch) society is spatially experienced: a new living 
environment and new people around them triggers a 
transformation of who they are. I also encountered 
that this process takes years, only gradually evolves 
and is very personal. From encounters with asylum 
seekers and refugees and talking to experts in the 
field of asylum I learned that uncertainty is asylum 
seekers’ largest concern. Their biggest uncertainty is 
not having a residence permit (refugee status) yet i.e. 
being in limbo. Altogether, it means that the asylum 
centre as a place to cluster asylum seekers, where their 
stay is only ever temporary, is not the right place to 
offer them a home and place of belonging.

What it could become however is a place which offers 
them opportunities and clues for the anticipation 
of becoming rooted. The asylum centre can be 

•	 strengthen the relationship between the asylum centre as place of arrival and possible 
future housing 

•	 promote interaction between asylees and native citizens
•	
•	 allow for an intrinsic and visual relationship between the asylum centre and the urban fabric 

it is situated in 

•	 cater different uses of (public) space

more distant from 
the asylum centre

close to the
asylum centre
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Dutch citizens such as: the primary school, the library, 
the gym, sport clubs, clothing shops, supermarkets 
etc. Only special facilities for asylees should be 
accommodated within the asylum centre: the medical 
treatment point, playground for small children, youth 
centre and computer & homework rooms. Secondly, it 
suggests co-control between COA, local municipality 
and NGO’s over those functions within the asylum 
centre. A clear relationship between these functions 
and the public space can act as a bridge between the 
asylum centre and is environment.

3.  An alternative distribution model

The place of becoming cannot be achieved with 
asylees’ current number of transfers between different 
asylum centres. It requires a strong relationship with 
the place of stay. Therefore I propose to connect the 
place of stay to their possible future housing (i.e. in 
case of an affirmative answer on their asylum request) 
and to combine several types of asylum centres (see 
fig. 59 in comparison fig. 14 on page 26). A longer 
period of stay at one location enables asylees with 
more certainty which could encourage asylees to 
establish contacts with other people (native citizens, 
other asylees) around the asylum centre. 

In addition, I propose to let asylum seekers’ choose 
their preferred way of life when arrived at the central 
reception centre. They can choose between a village-
like, suburban or urban way of life, linked to the 
location of asylum centres in the Netherlands and 
to the heterotopian spaces they can acquire. In a 
village-like situation the heterotopian space might be 
a communal garden whereas in an urban location it 
might be a music festival.

DESIGN PRINCIPLES
In this section I present the translation of the concept 
‘place of becoming’ into three design principles, which 
adhere to the goals from page 101. All the three 
design principles are based on current modes of spatial 
organisation. I propose a transformation of these 
modes of spatial organisation for the future asylum 
centre.

1.  A camp bordered with heterotopian spaces

The first design principle proposes a transformation 
from the asylum centre as a camp towards the asylum 
centre as camp bordered with heterotopian spaces. 
Heterotopian spaces are ‘places and institutions that 
interrupt the apparent continuity and normality of 
ordinary, everyday spaces (De Cauter & Dehaene, 
2008). They form the opposite of a non-place (such 
as the contemporary asylum centre). These places 
also encompass a limited timeframe: they are only 
experienced in a short time period ranging from fifteen 
minutes to a few days. In the conceptual drawing of the 
place of becoming on page 100, the places represent 
these heterotopian spaces. The purpose of this design 
principle is to connect the asylum centre towards 
these heterotopian spaces. In the redesign of asylum 
centres it means that some of them might already be 
there. For instance, the schoolyard in Winterswijk is 
a perfect example of a heterotopian space for asylees. 
Children and parents come in contact with native 
citizens and provide a place far away from their in 
limbo situation. Other heterotopian spaces should be 
envisioned just outside the asylum centre and form a 
place for exploration and/or interaction.

2.  A co-controlled institution

The second design principles suggest a transformation 
from the asylum centre as a total institution towards 
the asylum centre as a co-controlled institution. It 
primarily involves is a reduction of facilities within the 
borders of the asylum centre. Asylees should as much 
as possible make use of the same (regular) facilities as 

fig 59: alternative distribution model

fig 58: translation of the concept into design principles, 1) from camp to camp 
bordered with heterotopian spaces 2) from institution to co-controlled institution
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(RE)DESIGN FOR UTRECHT

This chapter serves as a way to see how the goals from the mission statement got 
translated into a set of design interventions. I deliberately chose to redesign the 
existing asylum centre in order to show that the slightly poetic ‘place of becoming’ 
and the design principles that were derived from this concept very practically can be 
introduced in the design of an asylum centre. From the case studies I picked the asylum 
centre of Utrecht to demonstrate that a series of small interventions can reduce the 
camp and total institution way of functioning. The asylum centre in Utrecht has the 
most favourable location in comparison to the ones in Dronten and Winterswijk. The 
proximity and number of functions offer the inhabitants at least more opportunities to 
choose. However, the asylum centre is substantially separated from the spaces around 
it (also see analysis on pages 80-89). 

The approach of the design has been to find out how to create an evident and logical 
relationship between public space and the asylum centre. I used the typical spatial 
elements found in the analysis such as the number and location of functions. Figure 
60 projects the current situation and figure 61 sets out the proposal.

60 61 62

fig. 63 (centred image): place of becoming Utrecht
fig. 64 (bottom image): map of Utrecht with design interventions on larger scale (1:10,000)

UTRECHT
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fig. 65: isometric view of current situation of the asylum centre in Utrecht
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case study analysis Utrecht on pages 80-89
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fig 66: isometric view of redesign of the asylum centre in Utrecht with list of interventions
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side to the outer court (or the other way around). Here 
the private living unit is linked towards the public 
space and inhabitants can use the balcony to watch 
the users of the path (fig. 72). 

In conclusion, the pathway creates a robust relationship 
between the asylum centre and its surroundings. The 
main intervention goes hand in hand with other 
interventions. They display or create  a particular 
transition zoning from the public to more collective, 
semi-collective and private spaces. It provides several 
spaces which can cater different needs, provide 
inhabitants of the asylum centre with more choices 
and opportunities for self-expression and encounter.

Next pages will show how the interventions come 
down to changes on eye-level.

centre and the public space. The transition is explicitly 
designed by soft means. The new small building will 
contain functions which are currently housed in the 
basement of the asylum centre (language classes, 
computer rooms, medical point). Large windows and 
an entrance point respond to the pathway and the 
street and allow for visual exchange. I can image that 
drawings made by children or recreation activities can 
be seen from the pathway. Again it forms the transition 
zone between the two worlds (fig. 68). Together with 
the pathway this intervention thus provides for means 
for self-expression and increases the visual presence of 
asylum seekers in the city.

Another set of interventions is to move the children 
playground and a recreation room from the basement 
to the first floor, to replace the corridor by a hallway 
alongside the façade and to open up that façade towards 
the hallway with sliding doors. These doors lead to a 
platform I introduce which forms the transition zone 
between these communal spaces and the public space 
(fig. 70). Children can play outside here. The platform 
is bordered with a staircase and indicates that this is 
more private. However, the function of this threshold 
can also temporarily change: I can think of a small 
music festival in summer that could take place here 
– attended by asylum seekers and refugees as well as 
local residents. 

Altogether, the semi-private outer court can transform 
into a public space surrounded by transition zones 
which are made up by soft borders such as a platform, 
staircases and windows. It provides choices to sit or to 
walk and creates opportunities for interaction, but also 
a certain distance in between the private, collective and 
the public. I designed the pathway at the back of the 
asylum centre in the same vein. The pathway here is 
bordered with a few meters of grass and subsequently 
with a row of trees and low brick walls. It displays a 
less enclosed and thus more distant relation between 
the asylum centre and the environment as the backside 
contains (more) living units of its inhabitants. An 
interesting point forms the continuation of the park 

Main intervention is the introduction of a pathway 
perpendicular to the street at the front side of the 
asylum centre (left on the drawing) towards the park 
at the other side. The pathway forms a new route to 
the park from the surrounding neighbourhood. The 
pathway stretches itself towards a new pedestrian 
bridge which connects both waterfronts. I propose to 
place an open air theatre or cinema at the other side 
of the water (fig. 60 and 64). It forms a heterotopian 
space where asylum seekers and refugees go to, 
mingle and interact with native citizens and moreover 
could become an asset for the city of Utrecht. The 
intervention suits the place of becoming and ties the 
asylum centre to its surroundings. 

It is important that these heterotopian spaces are 
situated within the city but at the same time are 
connected to the asylum centre. The public pathway 
functions in this sense as a connector. On a larger scale 
the pedestrian bridge links the two waterfronts of the 
Amsterdam-Rhine-canal via the park with each other 
and aims to generate more public to make use of the 
designed spaces (fig.64).

Second most important intervention is the 
repositioning or renewal of the small separate building. 
Together with a change of function it serves multiple 
purposes. Currently, the small building contains COA 
spaces, a small tucked away recreation room and the 
reception desk. It cuts the outer court from the public 
space due to its blind façade (fig. 67). Together with 
a gateway, fences and large signs it works as a hard 
border which clearly separates the asylum centre from 
its surroundings. The intervention will allow space for 
the pathway and reduces the space between the large 
building and the new small building. 

The reconfiguration makes a relocation of the main 
entrance possible as well. The main entrance from 
now own can be reached via the pathway. Due to 
distance and a bordering of the way to the entrance 
with trees and stairs I create a transition zone between 
the communal and controlled space of the asylum 

fig 66b: isometric view of redesign of the asylum centre in Utrecht with standpoints of visualisation indicated (on coming pages)
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fig. 67: current situation at the front side of the asylum centre in Utrecht



112 113

fig. 68: redesign of the front side of the asylum centre in Utrecht with public pathway, new crossing and new/adapted small building 
which responds to both the pathway and street
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fig. 69: current situation at semi-private outer court of the asylum centre in Utrecht
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fig. 70: redesign of the outer court of the asylum centre in Utrecht with transition zones; public pathway is subsequently bordered 
with zone of gravel, stairs, a platform for activity. and doors to the hallway of the asylum centre with functions adjacent to it
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fig. 71: current situation at the backside (park side) of the asylum centre in Utrecht



120 121
fig. 72: redesign of the backside (park side) of the asylum centre in Utrecht with public pathway, activation of balconies and new 
bordering in the form of low brick walls and tree lines
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fig. 76 (centred image): place of becoming Winterswijk
fig. 77 (bottom image): map of Winterwijk with design interventions on larger scale (1:10,000) fig. 78: (re)design of asylum centre Winterswijk
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fig. 84: (re)design of asylum centre Dronten
fig. 82 (centred image): place of becoming Dronten

fig. 83 (bottom image): map of Dronten with design interventions on larger scale (1:20,000)
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This thesis commenced during what was called the European Refugee crisis, a period 
where a substantial number of world’s displaced people pulled towards (countries 
within) the European Union. These people irregularly moved through territories 
and sought asylum on European ground. It was followed by the observation that 
the reception and accommodation of these people revolves around a particular and 
local phenomenon: the asylum centre. As more and more European countries have 
established similar asylum centres, they appear to form an important link between 
the arrival and the (possible) integration of these people. I subsequently focussed on 
the Netherlands as a country with a comprehensive system of asylum centres on its 
territory. It was described that asylum seekers and refugees are accommodated in a 
system of several places during their asylum procedure – sometimes for many years. 
They are subject to sovereign decisions and their stay negatively influences their health 
and integration prospects. From a spatial point of view there is a lack of understanding 
how the form of the asylum centre relates to these problems. As there is no such thing 
as an asylum typology, this thesis consequently made an attempt to develop a more 
sophisticated overview of the way how asylum centres are formed. It also aimed to 
provide a more humane accommodation of asylum seekers – which would be inspired 
on the generation of knowledge that this overview would bring.  The focus of this 
thesis has been on an increased understanding within the reference frame of the 
asylum seeker and refugee, and the ones who provide asylum in asylum centres by the 
name of the nation state and its executing body ‘Central Agency for the Reception of 
Asylum Seekers’ (COA). Both of the perspectives were tied together by means of the 
form of the asylum centre.

the place would furthermore discourage people from 
applying for asylum anyway. Accordingly, asylum 
centres must be seen as a mode of territorial control. 

Secondly, the comprehension showed that the notion 
of camps and total institutions emanates from this 
mode of territorial control. From a characterisation 
of these two concepts I deducted as set of spatial 
(organisation) principles on which to understand 
and analyse the form of the asylum centre (see page 
46). Lastly, I conducted a literature study on the 
assumed impact of camps and total institutions on 
its inhabitants which resulted in a refinement of the 
problem statement. These forms deprive inhabitants 

RESEARCH FINDINGS
The sophisticated overview was developed in two 
chapters: comprehension and generation. The 
comprehension was based on literature review. The 
first part was of comprehension dwelled upon the 
motivations to cluster asylum seekers in asylum 
centres. It was described that nation states cluster 
asylum seekers in order to have them at all-time 
available for government activities that are necessary 
for the evaluation of the application for authorisation 
or return. As long as it not yet is clear whether he/
she can obtain a residence permit, the asylum centres 
functions as a way to withhold them from society – i.e. 
prevent integration. In addition, the functioning of 

CONCLUSION ditches and a dense layer of vegetation. The entrance 
is hidden and remote and could be more directed to 
the traffic intersection nearby. This situation stands 
in complete contrast with the asylum centre in 
Winterswijk, where these hard borders such as a fence 
are absent. 

Another conclusion is that degree of territorial control 
can vary on different scale levels. I have experienced 
that the temporary barracks in the asylum centre of 
Dronten – organised by a corridor structure – impedes 
the privacy of the inhabitants to a far greater extent 
than the inhabitants of ‘regular’ separate bungalow 
on the terrain. Normally, without those temporary 
barracks, the spacious outlook of in Dronten creates 
more opportunities to withdraw in the very private 
sphere in comparison to Utrecht, where a corridor 
building closely ties the most private room and the 
most controlled (and used) space. 

Another major conclusion is that all three asylum 
centres display an adverse relationship towards public 
space. My impression is that this is symptomatic in the 
way how asylum centres are given shape; it seems to 
depend on three spatial principles. Firstly, it depends on 
the spacing of border zone, which creates connection 
or separation. Secondly, it depends on the location of 
the facilities for the inhabitants, which can be inwards 
or outwards oriented. And thirdly, it depends on the 
way how the transition from the private unit towards 
public space is organised, which arranges the degree of 
privacy and execution of control.

The comparison furthermore showed that the number 
of functional relations between asylum centres and 
their environment can differ; so is the number and 
intensity higher in Winterswijk than in Dronten. An 
example is that asylum seekers and refugee children 
go to school whereas in Dronten they are educated 
on the terrain itself. Nonetheless, I encountered that 
the inhabitants of Dronten (also) merely stay on the 
asylum centre during the days. My impression is that 
this is provoked because of the current transferring 

from the right to action and the right to opinion (i.e. 
political agency and self-expression) and constrain 
their ability to make choices. A merging of the public 
and the very private sphere leads to a loss of privacy. 
It furthermore engenders dependency and alienates 
them from society. In the longer run inhabitants can 
experience feelings of hospitalisation. 

In generation, I established an overview of asylum 
centres in the Netherlands on basis of function, 
location, size, age and building type. It brought an 
enormous variety of forms to the table.  Through 
analysing spatial strategies of the COA as planning 
body of these centres, I encountered an almost lack 
of location and form requirements. It also made me 
realise that the COA is to a great extent dependent 
on the willingness of municipalities to host asylum 
seekers to develop asylum centres.

With this in mind, I applied the spatial principles from 
comprehension on three asylum centres specifically. 
The asylum centres in Dronten, Winterswijk and 
Utrecht were chosen on basis of a presupposed degree 
of isolation. Most important conclusion that I could 
draw from the comparison was that there is a kind of 
grey range in the way how territorial control is shaped. 
I demonstrated that it depends on a variety of location 
and buildings aspects. The asylum centre in Dronten 
projects the most perfect example of a camp and a total 
institution. The isolated location and inward faced 
functioning of the asylum centre causes dependency 
among inhabitants. It constrains their mobility, their 
ability to meet native citizens and their ability to see 
how Dutch society works with their own eyes as well. 
I assume that feelings of hospitalisation and health 
related problems are most prevalent in this case. 

Other spatial characteristics than the before mentioned 
also nourish these negative issues. The size of the 
asylum centre can be blamed for this as well. I recall to 
the lack of an evident relationship to the environment 
(with its absence of public spaces) I encountered in 
the analysis. It is lived through a border zone of fences, 



exchange with its
surroundings

spacing of borderzone

spatial structure of
asylum centre

material expression
(type)

spatially 
isolated / integrated

accessiblity

functions within
asylum centre

seperation between staff
and inhabitants

territorial depth
and control

exchange with its
surroundings

spacing of borderzone

spatial structure of
asylum centre

material expression
(type)

spatially 
isolated / integrated

accessiblity

functions within
asylum centre

seperation between staff
and inhabitants

territorial depth
and control

exchange with its
surroundings

spacing of borderzone

spatial structure of
asylum centre

material expression
(type)

spatially 
isolated / integrated

accessiblity

functions within
asylum centre

seperation between staff
and inhabitants

territorial depth
and control

130 131

contribute to increase self-expression of asylum seekers 
and the opportunities for interaction with native 
citizens. One of my proposed interventions for the 
asylum centre in Utrecht is to move the playground 
and recreation rooms from the basement to the first 
floor and to the renewed, separate building adjacent 
to the pathway. It is the border between these two 
spheres where worlds meet and where self-expression 
in a rather passive way is transmitted from the world 
within to the world outside. 

Another suggestion was to develop an open air theatre 
at the other side of the water which would be made 
accessible by a new pedestrian bridge. In my opinion 
this suggestion proves that the role of an urban 
designer and planner can be valuable in the (re)design 
and planning of asylum centres. The open air theatre 
could be an asset for the city of Utrecht and is not so 
much meant for asylum seekers only, on the contrary 
even. The relative proximity to the asylum centre and 
(partial) accessibility of it via the proposed pathway 
would nonetheless provide asylum seekers with more 
choices and political agency and a normalisation of 
their presence in the city of Utrecht.

The introduction of the public pathway is in symbiosis 
with providing new transition zones between the 
private unit, the communal spaces and the public 
space. The platform with its small staircase creates a 
new and legible threshold and shapes a path to the 
main entrance of the asylum centre. Low brick walls 
and a lawn, where people could sit, form the border at 
the backside.
	
The redesign of the asylum centre in Utrecht shows 
that small interventions which redirect the relation 
between public space and the camp and total 
institution could make it less function like the latter. 
An evident relationship between the two could make 
the asylum centre and its inhabitants more part of 
the environment and increase the ability for self-
expression and thereby right to opinion and offer tools 
to explore the environment, its people and society. 

system. Uncertainty about the period of stay and 
location of their first house in the Netherlands in any 
case does not encourage asylum seekers to get to know 
their environment, the people, the institutions etc.

DESIGN FINDINGS
In the design part of this thesis which was called 
regeneration I valued the findings from the 
comprehension and generation part. The room for 
interpretation in the variety of forms of the asylum 
centres created the basis to redesign the existing 
asylum centre of Utrecht. I took a political stand 
by stating that my design should balance the needs 
of asylum seekers and refugees and the territorial 
control executed by the nation state. The desperate 
needs of asylum seekers and refugees were found 
in the individual and personal meaning of asylum: 
the anticipated possibility to become rooted again 
and thus the desire to feel home again. It resulted 
in the formation of a slightly poetic concept which 
offers opportunities and clues for this anticipation of 
becoming rooted. The ‘place of becoming’ does not 
merely provide a new home but render the inhabitants 
of the asylum centre with means to explore their 
environment, to come in contact with native citizens 
and to find out how (local) society works. First 
precondition of this place of becoming is offering 
asylum seekers the choice for a way of life (urban, 
suburban or village-like) and certainty about their stay 
in one asylum centre; future housing will subsequently 
be offered in its local environment upon affirmative 
request of their asylum application.

The concept was applied to the asylum centre in 
Utrecht. I chose to redirect the relation of the building 
towards public space and to introduce transition zones 
which would compose the new border(s) between the 
communal spaces of the asylum centre and public 
space. This renewed relation is enabled by introducing 
a public pathway that goes from the street to the park 
side at the back. I reckon that a more close relationship 
between the asylum centre and public space around 
the asylum centre (and public spaces in general) could 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR DESIGN

Functions within asylum centre
•	 minimize number of regular functions; such as a primary school, gym, clothing 

shop or supermarket
•	 place (other) functions in between public space and communal and private 

living units
•	 leave the management of functions as much as possible to municipalities

Spacing of the border zone
•	 face at least one side of the asylum centre to public space and public life
•	 create soft borders, preferably at most public side
•	 avoid one single entrance

Territorial control and depth
•	 provide legible and multi-interpretable transition zones between public space 

and private unit
•	 cater privacy needs and provide some spaces for inhabitants only but avoid an 

abundance of the latter
•	 connect design of bounderies to a village-like, suburban or urban way of life (as 

established in this thesis)

I have a few recommendations for (re)designing of asylum centres which are based 
on the analysis in generation and the design from regeneration. I found out three 
spatial principles from comprehension (derived from the camp and total institution) 
which must be taken into account when one aims to humanise the accommodation 
of asylum seekers. Following up the recommendations will allow for more functional 
relationships between the asylum centre and the environment but still allow the nation 
state to execute a degree of control over its national territory:

fig. 85: applicability of spatial 
principles from comprehension 
for design

Besides the three main spatial principles for design of an asylum centre, I found out 
that a few conditions must be taken into account:
•	 acknowledge the asylum centre as (permanent) part of the everyday urban 

fabric – i.e. avoid as much as possible a temporary setting 
•	 avoid the establishment of isolated asylum centres such as the one in Dronten
•	 prefer smaller centres; also needed to avoid hospitalization and to create an 

intrinsic relationship with its environment (which is significantly more difficult 
with a centre of more than 500 inhabitants)
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this into account it might be unlikely that this will 
take place in the near future. Moreover, in this thesis I 
did not incorporated the voice of civic society and thus 
the say or people from the local environment around 
the asylum centre. The current way how plans for new 
asylum centres are made provoked serious discontent 
among local residents and came with protest or even 
rebellion in several places in the Netherlands. I would 
advise more research the way how asylum centres 
are planned thereby judging policies by the notions 
of governance (from government to governance) 
and with qualities of decision making (related to 
local inhabitants). For sure, I reckon that matters of 
scale (number of people) creates discontent; also the 
hastiness of decisions from (local) governments which 
may results in immediate changes in citizens’ living 
environment cause troubles.

REFLECTION ON RELEVANCE
The COA recently also wrote out a competition in 
cooperation with the chief government architect 
Floris van Alkemade in search for ‘innovative concepts 
to accommodate asylum seekers’. And although it in 
my eyes was not clear whether these concepts were 
to be used for permit holders or for recently arrived 
asylum seekers – which would make a big difference – 
the request to spatial designers suggest that the COA 
is more and more looking at space as something to 
take into account. Leaving aside whether it would be 
used to provide them the tools to rapidly establish 
temporary accommodations or to improve the 
situation of its residents, it nevertheless stresses the 
societal relevance of this thesis.

Taking in consideration the recent redevelopment of the 
asylum centre in Dronten on the other hand, explicit 
statements were not made: central entrance and exit 
points were not vanished and the site remained almost 
invisible from the road. Interventions were directed to 

REFLECTION ON DESIGN
This thesis not merely aimed to design a home for 
asylum seekers as they are, in whatever way, subject to 
uncertainty (in respect to their status and procedure) 
and, after arrival, being aware of the limited timeframe 
– although the precise length is unknown to them. 
Home discourses would furthermore deny the very 
own nature of an asylum centre in today’s world as it 
has become a way to control the border of the nation-
state, a place to filter the genuine refugees from the 
bogus. I deliberately chose to redesign existing asylum 
centres, proposing small interventions with a focus on 
the opportunities that the (surrounding) place could 
offer. My design resembles current practice of receiving 
and accommodating asylum seekers and refugees in 
the form of a camp and total institution as apolitical 
and acultural space opposite to the (common) city, 
being the face of territorial control by the (Dutch) 
nation state in order to determine who (can) belong(s) 
and who cannot. Under my presumption the latter 
can still be achieved as my concept and (re)design 
not specifically focus on immediate civic integration 
by means of labour nor requires asylum centres to be 
on the most urban and vivid locations. My proposal 
to focus on becoming, and not on belonging, 
intrinsically related to space, might open doors to 
change the way how we as society/polity offer asylum 
seekers and refugees a safe place and opportunities in 
the Netherlands.

During the research I recognized that the location 
of the asylum centre is very important, if not more 
important than the design of the asylum centre, in 
the opportunities that asylum seekers have for self-
expression, the right to opinion and action and in the 
prevention of hospitalization. I also encountered that 
current planning of asylum centres hardly comes with 
a spatial strategy attached to it. Asylum centre can 
come almost anywhere and its function is nowadays 
merely seen as burden to local environment. Taken 

REFLECTION opportunity as a trap a could fall into.

One of the most striking aspects of my graduation was 
the continually question of my position as a person. 
Not only as a designer or planner concerned with 
spatial quality and spatial development, the search for 
the specific problem I wanted to target and possible 
solutions were related to my own values. Thinking 
from the perspective of the ‘other’ confronted me with 
my own ‘existence’, i.e. I was confronted with my own 
privileges as Dutch and European citizen. I can rather 
easily travel to almost any place in the world whereas 
other nationals are confronted with impossibilities or 
numerous obstacles (visas, working permits etcetera). 
And I have never been in a position that I have to find 
my happiness or living somewhere else – where my 
home was not able to be my home anymore.

This whole year also gave me more insight in the way 
how we – as Dutch society – treat our own people. 
I will give a small example here. Municipalities and 
housing corporations are entitled to find social housing 
for (acknowledged) refugees as for other ‘weak groups’ 
in society such as disabled people. Considered as a 
very fair system, this impedes possible social housing 
of enrolled Dutch housing seekers. In a vast number 
of municipalities there is a waiting list for many years 
and the recent pressure on the social housing system 
due to an increase in permit holders thus questions 
the way how we as polity provide social housing for 
our people. 

Another way of learning was achieved by engaging in 
lectures, meetings and debates in topics concerning the 
European Refugee Crisis. From a two-day workshop 
together with twenty, international academic experts to 
a small debate with representatives of the building and 
housing sector, it all contributed to an understanding 
of the very problems at stake and finding my position 
as a (future) urban planner and designer. It also 
helped to discover that the asylum centre was of vital 
importance in the, very spatial, journey from arrival to 
integration (or expulsion). 

cater future use (bungalow park) and having a certain 
degree of privacy by developing individual units. 
However, the visual, social and functional isolation of 
its inhabitants was left untouched in this project where 
architects and landscape designers were involved. 

I want to end this section with something which is 
in my opinion a positive development. Namely, 
the design as established in this thesis in the end 
coalesced with a concrete initiative of the municipality 
of Utrecht (http://www.volkskrant.nl/binnenland/
primeur-utrecht-gaat-vluchteling-al-op-dag-een-aan-
de-stad-binden~a4290148/). With the approval of the 
COA, the municipality will provide starting points 
for integration for asylum seekers upon arrival instead 
after an affirmative request and moreover offer housing 
for permit holders. These starting points contain 
amongst others providing education and language 
courses in cooperation with the Open University, 
providing courses in respect to entrepreneurship by the 
University of Utrecht and a establishing a platform for 
exchange between asylum seekers and native citizens. 
It means that there might be (even) more possible than 
I thought there would be during the writing of my 
vision. It furthermore indicates that municipalities are 
prepared to reorganise how asylum is offered, with the 
COA as facilitating body.   

A TOUGH BUT STIMULATING PROCESS 
I am proud on the results of this thesis but mostly 
on the process and thus the things I have learned 
throughout the year. Being allowed to ‘design’ a project 
and process all by myself gained me really helpful 
insights in what I am good at and what I like to do as 
future professional but at the same time formed a great 
challenge. The task to build up your own methodology, 
an academically argued perception of the problem and 
to coherently write down my findings and position 
proved to be quit hard but seemed one of the most 
interesting parts of the process. The degree of freedom 
in the way how graduation is organised at Urbanism at 
the TU Delft was for me at the same time a wonderful 
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of the universal human rights, and in this respect their 
appeal is directed towards the ability to have the same 
rights as Dutch. The precondition should be that you 
need to respect these values that are derived from these 
universal human rights in order to become Dutch.’ I 
am aware of this very political statement but for me 
it was the only way to resolve my personal issues and 
to envision something which could really make a 
difference. 

I also struggled with the idea that I as designer could 
not improve the situation of the inhabitants of the 
asylum centre. Asylum seekers and refugees would 
be far more concerned with their uncertainty about 
the future (whether they can stay in the country or 
not), about the situation of their family and friends 
etc. However, I am convinced that spatial designers 
could improve their situation. I demonstrated that 
there is insignificant number of spatial requirements; 
moreover that the most important one, the anticipated 
possibility to become rooted again, is not catered at all. 
Taken into account these needs – even in a little way – 
in the form of being present and able to self-expressive 
in public space and life would provide asylum seekers 
and refugees with a better life during their stay in an 
asylum centre. 

In the end, I am convinced that the spatial viewpoint 
that was taken can allow for a more open discussion 
in the way how we as society provide those seeking 
sanctuary with a place on our territory. In any case, 
the best way to test this would be to show my research 
and design to practice. 

This phase was followed by attempts to visit several 
asylum centres. The examination of the three asylum 
centres in this thesis were not only prompted by 
my interest in its divergent spatial forms, but also 
influenced by difficulties I encountered in making 
appointments with local managers which proved to 
be very hard sometimes. Staff members I contacted 
were not always willing or did not understand why 
I wanted to investigate the spatial form of the asylum 
centre. The visit to asylum centres in Winterswijk and 
Dronten came along with a tour from a staff member 
and small talks with the residents. In Utrecht I have 
collected the material myself by site visits, small 
talks with residents and a conversation with a fellow 
student who was shown around there before (while my 
request was politely denied). As mentioned earlier, it 
is important to realise is that I was not allowed to take 
pictures with people instigated by privacy concerns.

Interviews with inhabitants of the three researched 
cases could have been contributed to a more distinct 
appreciation of the place and its specific spaces, but I 
nevertheless chose not to do so. After some encounters 
with (former) inhabitants of asylum centres and after 
reading about some experiences of theirs in reports, it 
became clear to me that the appreciation of their living 
environment were first of all very diverse, secondly 
culturally framed and lastly, dependent on the 
willingness to share their experiences. It furthermore 
turned out to be rather difficult to visit the asylum 
centre as a researcher. 

During the development of the vision I had mixed 
feelings about my way to go. I was distracted by news 
articles and television reports on cultural differences, 
asylees with different and even opposite values in 
relation to myself, on claims and complaints about 
the way how Dutch behave, on complaints of asylees 
that recently arrived on the Dutch asylum system. 
After the start of my design process I therefore wrote 
down a precondition for the people who are willing 
and trying to seek sanctuary in the Netherlands: 
‘Asylum seekers appeal to right to seek asylum, as one 
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Huisregels  asielzoekerscentrum (azc) 

In een opvanglocatie moet u zich houden aan de huisregels. Tijdens het rechten-en 
plichtengesprek tekent u ook voor deze huisregels. Bij overtreding van de huisregels kan 
het COA u een strafmaatregel opleggen op grond van het Reglement Onthoudingen 
Verstrekkingen (ROV). Hieronder leest u wat de huisregels inhouden.  

 Deelname aan programma’s  
U bent verplicht deel te nemen aan de gesprekken en een aantal onderdelen uit het 
programma dat u wordt aangeboden.  

 Zorgvuldig gebruik van uw woonruimte 
 U bent verplicht zorgvuldig en voorzichtig met de woonruimte op de COA-

locatie, aangeduid als uw eigen leefomgeving, en de hierin aanwezige 
voorwerpen (zoals de meubelen) om te gaan. U zult hiervan als een “goed 
huisvader” gebruik moeten maken, overeenkomstig de daaraan gegeven 
bestemming; 

 U bent verplicht de woonruimte, de andere gemeenschappelijke ruimten en de 
directe omgeving van de locatie schoon en netjes houden; 

 Het is niet toegestaan om huisdieren te houden of in de locatie toe te laten; 
 De COA-medewerker doet periodiek kamerbezoek of – controle. U bent 

verplicht de COA-medewerker toe te laten in uw kamer. 

 Discriminatie, intimidatie en geweld  
Het (aanzetten tot) discrimineren, intimideren en uitoefenen van geweld tegen 
medebewoners, personeel en omwonenden van de opvanglocatie, dan wel tegen ieder 
ander, is verboden. Uitingen van discriminatie, intimidatie en geweld op basis van 
geloof, sexe, sexuele geaardheid, leeftijd of nationaliteit kunnen worden bestraft. 

 Overlast  
 U dient er voor zorg te dragen dat u geen overlast of hinder veroorzaakt aan uw 

medebewoners of omwonenden. Ook dient u ervoor zorg te dragen dat geen 
overlast of hinder wordt veroorzaakt door uw gezinsleden of uw bezoekers c.q. 
anderen die zich in de woonruimte bevinden. Ter bescherming van de privacy is 
het maken van foto-, film- of geluidsopnamen in dit centrum niet toegestaan, 
behoudens uitdrukkelijke toestemming van de betrokkenen en van het COA. 

 Bij het veroorzaken van enige vorm van overlast kan een strafmaatregel worden 
opgelegd. 

 U dient tussen 22.00 uur en 8.00 uur rekening te houden met de nachtrust van de 
medebewoners en omwonenden. 
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 Veranderingen aan de woonruimte in de opvanglocatie  
 U mag geen veranderingen in, op, rond of aan de woonruimte op locatie of de 

hierin aanwezige voorwerpen aanbrengen, zonder voorafgaande schriftelijke 
toestemming van het COA. 

 Veranderingen die u zonder toestemming hiertoe van het COA in de 
woonruimte aanbrengt zullen op uw kosten worden weggehaald of hersteld. 

 U zult op het moment dat uw verblijf in de woonruimte eindigt de woonruimte 
in goede staat, zoals u deze aantrof toen u erin ging wonen, schoon en netjes aan 
het COA ter beschikking moeten stellen. Uw persoonlijke eigendommen moet u 
meenemen. 

 Onderhoudswerkzaamheden  
U zult de onderhouds- en reparatiewerkzaamheden, dan wel de veranderingen die het 
COA in de woonruimte wenst aan te brengen moeten toelaten en het COA hiertoe te 
allen tijde in de gelegenheid moeten stellen. 

 Zelf bewonen  
 U zult de woonruimte op locatie zelf moeten bewonen en er uw hoofdverblijf 

moeten hebben. 
 Het is niet toegestaan in de woonruimte andere personen te laten verblijven. 

 
Als u twee weken of langer niet in uw hoofdverblijf woont, dan zal de woonruimte 
toegewezen worden  aan een andere asielzoeker. U wordt uitgeschreven uit de COA-
opvang. Opnieuw aanmelden gebeurt bij een aanmeldcentrum en niet op de locatie zelf.  

 Bezoekers  
Het is niet toegestaan om bezoekers in de opvanglocatie te ontvangen tussen 22.00 uur 
en 8.00 uur. U moet ervoor zorgen dat uw bezoekers zich melden bij de receptie, de 
portier of de beheerder. De bezoekers ontvangen van de receptie een bezoekerspasje en 
dienen deze zichtbaar te dragen. 
De huisregels gelden ook voor uw bezoekers, zolang zij in de opvanglocatie verblijven.  

 Aansprakelijkheid  
 Het COA is niet aansprakelijk voor schade aan of verlies van uw eigendommen, 

ook niet als de schade door medebewoners of door anderen is veroorzaakt. 
 Als u beschadiging in de woonruimte, de gemeenschappelijke ruimte of de 

aanwezige voorwerpen heeft aangebracht, bent u volledig aansprakelijk. Ook 
bent u aansprakelijk voor de vermissing van voorwerpen. De kosten voor herstel 
of vervanging komen voor uw rekening. 

 Indien u zich niet houdt aan uw verplichting tot onderhoud van uw eigen 
leefomgeving kan het COA u aansprakelijk stellen voor de kosten die zij maakt 
voor het onderhoud van uw leefomgeving. De hiermee gepaard gaande kosten 
kunnen derhalve op u verhaald worden. 
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 In de situatie dat niet aangetoond kan worden wie van de bewoners in een 
specifieke woonruimte de beschadiging heeft aangebracht, dan wel het 
onderhouden van de eigen leefomgeving heeft nagelaten, zal ieder van deze 
bewoners voor de aangebrachte schade (hoofdelijk) aansprakelijk zijn. 

 Goederen in bruikleen  
U krijgt bepaalde goederen tijdelijk in bruikleen. Goederen die u in bruikleen zijn 
gegeven moeten aan het COA op het afgesproken tijdstip onbeschadigd en in goede staat 
worden teruggegeven. Indien dit niet gebeurt, zal de schade bij u worden 
teruggevorderd. 

 Meldplicht  
Tijdens uw verblijf in de opvang heeft u een wekelijkse meldplicht bij het COA en bij de 
Vreemdelingenpolitie. Om twee redenen bent u verplicht zich te melden;  

1. Met de meldplicht stelt het COA vast of u nog in de opvangvoorziening verblijft 
en dat u nog aanspraak wilt maken op de voorzieningen. 

2. De Vreemdelingenpolitie houdt het wettelijke toezicht in het kader van de 
Vreemdelingenwet.  

De meldplicht wordt door het COA en de Vreemdelingenpolitie gezamenlijk uitgevoerd.  
Bij aankomst op de opvanglocatie krijgt u van de COA-medewerker te horen waar en 
wanneer u zich wekelijks moet melden. 
 
Let op, u bent zelf verantwoordelijk voor het nakomen van de meldplicht. 
Indien u zich niet aan deze meldplicht houdt kan u een (straf)maatregel worden opgelegd 
(éénmalige inhouding van geld) tot en met het stopzetten van het recht op opvang en 
daarmee verwijdering uit de opvang.  
 
Als u niet aan de meldplicht kunt voldoen, moet u dit uiterlijk één dag vóór de melddag 
aan de medewerkers van het COA kenbaar maken. U kunt een ontheffing krijgen om de 
volgende redenen: 

 Afspraken in het kader van uw asielprocedure; 
 Medische afspraken; 
 Zwangerschap ( 6 weken voor de bevalling en 6 weken na de bevalling); 
 Opname in een zorginstelling; 
 Begrafenis 1-2de graads; 
 Huwelijk 0-2de graads; 
 Leerplichtige vreemdelingen (12-18 jaar, uitgezonderd de amv: alleenstaande 

minderjarige vreemdelingen); 
 Verplichte COA-programma’s;  
 Studie en werk in het kader van de voorbereiding op inburgering;  
 Op verzoek van externe overheidsdiensten. Om uiteenlopende redenen kunnen 

op last van externe overheidsdiensten ontheffingen worden verleend of 
opgelegd. Zij zullen dit gemotiveerd aangeven; 

 Verhuizing; 
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 Afleggen van examens; 
 Afspraken in het kader van verkrijgen van een woning; 
 Locatieverbod;  
 Landelijke feestdagen. 

 
U moet een bewijs bij de Infobalie kunnen overleggen waaruit blijkt dat u op de 
meldplicht verhinderd bent: denk hierbij aan een afsprakenbrief, een uitnodiging, 
verklaring van arts etc. 
 
U meldt zich door uw W-document, vreemdelingendocument of uw meldpas in het 
meldstation te plaatsen. Uw identiteit wordt vervolgens vastgesteld door een controle op 
uw vingerafdruk. Meer informatie hierover krijgt u van de COA-medewerker. 

 Gebruik water, gas en elektra  
Als u meer dan gemiddeld water, gas of elektriciteit gebruikt moet u dit zelf betalen.  

 Brandweervoorschriften  
U moet de brandweervoorschriften van het COA in uw opvanglocatie opvolgen.  
Het afplakken van bijvoorbeeld een brandmelder is niet toegestaan en roken in de 
gebouwen of op uw kamer ook niet. 

 Algemeen  
 U zult tijdens uw verblijf in de woonruimte op locatie de wetgeving en de 

normen van de Nederlandse samenleving na dienen te leven. 
 U zult de aanwijzingen die een medewerker van het COA bij de uitoefening van 

de werkzaamheden aan u geeft, en welke in alle redelijkheid ook nodig zijn voor 
een juiste uitoefening hiervan, dienen op te volgen. 

 Overtreding van de huisregels  
De overtreding van één of meerdere van deze huisregels kan aanleiding geven tot het 
opleggen van een (straf)maatregel op grond van het Reglement Onthoudingen 
Verstrekkingen.  
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Bijlage 2, Ruimtelijst azc 

Ruimte

Aantal ruimten 
per azc van 

400

oppervlakte 
per ruimte (in 

m² nuttig 
oppervlak)

Benodigd 
aantal m2 

(nuttig 
oppervlak)

gem. aantal 
gebruikers per 

ruimte

Aantal ruimten 
per azc van 

600

oppervlakte 
per ruimte (in 

m² nuttig 
oppervlak)

Aantal ruimten 
per azc van 

800

oppervlakte 
per ruimte (in 

m² nuttig 
oppervlak)

Slaapruimte 400 5 2.000 1 600 5 800 5
woonruimte 50 10,9 545 8 75 10,9 100 10,9
Doucheruimte 50 3,3 165 8 75 3,3 100 3,3
Toiletten 50 1,8 90 8 75 1,8 100 1,8
Keukens 50 5,7 285 8 75 5,7 100 5,7
Was- en droogruimte 50 1 50 8 75 1 100 1
Ruimte installaties 4 6 24 1 per gebouw 6 6 8 6

Magazijn en opslag algemeen 1 50 50 2 1 75 2 50
Werkplaats 1 36 36 1 1 36 1 36
Technische dienst 1 36 36 1 1 36 1 36

informatiebalie 1 18 18 4 1 18 1 27
Receptie 1 32 32 3 1 32 1 48
entree/hal/wachtruimte 1 12 12 1 18 1 24
kantoor COA, 2 pers. 1 14 14 2 1 14 1 14
Ruimte voor melden (biometrie) 1 50 50 10 1 50 1 50
Ruimte installaties 1 6 6 1 6 1 6

Toiletten 4 1,3 5,2 4 1,3 6 1,3
Miva toilet 1 2,4 2,4 1 2,4 1 2,4
OLC 1 36 36 15 1 36 1 36
Kinderspeelzaal 1 123 123 15 1 160 1 180
Recreatiezaal klein 2 36 72 15 1 36 2 36
Recreatiezaal groot 1 72 1 72
Leslokalen 2 36 72 15 3 36 4 36
Activiteitenruimten 2 36 72 15 3 36 4 36
Ruimte installaties 1 6 6 1 6 1 6
Berging 1 12 12 1 12 1 12

Sportterrein 1 1
Buitenspeelplaats 1 12 (minimaal) 1 12 (minimaal) 12 (minimaal)
Fietsenrekken 200 300 400
Parkeerplaatsen (buiten terrein) 30 45 60

Spreekkamers 3 18 54 4 5 18 6 18
Wachtruimte & entreehal kantoren 1 32 32 1 32 1 48
Kantoren COA

1 persoon 2 12 24 1 2 12 2 12
2 personen 2 14 28 2 3 14 4 14
4 personen 1 28 28 4 2 28 3 28

Repro & archief 1 18 18 1 18 1 27
Personeels, -vergaderruimte 1 36 36 10 tot 15 1 54 1 72
Personeel douche + toilet 1 6 6 1 6 2 6
Toiletten voor personeel 2 1,3 2,6 2 1,3 4 1,3
miva toilet 1 2,4 2,4 1 2,4 1 2,4
Toiletten bewoners 2 1,8 3,6 2 1,8 4 1,8
Ruimte installaties 1 6 6 1 6 1 6
Main Equipment Room (ict) 1 12 12 1 12 1 12

Algemeen
Wachtruimte & entreehal 1 18 18 8 1 27 1 36
Pantry 1 10 10 2 1 15 1 20
Toiletten 2 1,3 2,6 2 1,3 4 1,3
miva toilet 1 2,4 2,4 1 2,4 1 2,4
GGD / Menzis, indien nodig
administratie met balie 1 36 36 1 36 1 48
Archief / opslag 1 8 8 1 12 1 16
Verpleegkundige / extern arts 5 18 90 7 18 9 18
Spoel -/ onderzoeksruimte 1 4 4 1 4 1 4
VWN
Ruimte VWN 1 14 14 2 14 3 14
Ruimte VWN administratie 1 18 18 1 18 1 18
IOM
Ruimte DT&V
Ruimte Nidos (kantoor)

Kantoor, ketenpartners

Opslag / werkplaats

Ontvangstgebouw

Maakt gebruik van beschikbare werkplekken
Maakt gebruik van beschikbare werkplekken
Maakt gebruik van beschikbare werkplekken

Kantoorgebouwen, COA

Terrein

AZC

Woongebouwen

Activiteitengebouw

 
* Voor een éénpersoonsslaapkamer dient in de praktijk 5,3 m2 aangehouden te worden. 
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Appendix: Spatial requirement/guidelines for an asylum centre (Bender, 2012) 
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