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An estimated 103 million people were 
forcibly displaced by mid-2022, “as a result 
of persecution, conflict, violence, human 
rights violations or events seriously disturbing 
public order” (UNHCR, 2022). The traumatic 
life of a refugee, from the beginning stages 
of displacement to the period of temporary 
settlement and beyond, makes resettlement 
in a new country challenging. Refugees 
resettling in Canada are faced with a new set 
of uncertainties: How will they navigate a new 
cultural and social system? Where are they 
to live and work? Will they be accepted into 
society? This study adopts an intersubjective/
contextual framework to investigate the 
issue of refugee resettlement and aims 
to understand the spatial experiences of 
refugees during the process of integration in 
Canadian society. Through the identification 
of available resettlement programs in Canada, 
this study further investigates how the field of 
architecture can improve refugee experiences. 
The City of Windsor, Ontario is the focus of 
this study and was chosen due to its unique 
location as a international border city and 
major commercial corridor, as well as its large 
immigrant population and history of refugee 
resettlement. 

The conceptual framework developed by 
Ager & Strang (2008) distinguishes ten core 
domains of integration which are used as a tool 
of analysis in this study. A qualitative/mixed 
methodology approach was used to understand 
refugee experiences and identify specific 

needs. First-hand accounts of Syrian refugees 
were a central tool in shaping the outcomes of 
the study. Other methods included the analysis 
and mapping of available refugee resettlement 
services in the City of Windsor. Further, 
successful refugee integration efforts, like those 
in Winnipeg, Manitoba, were analyzed to form 
a clearer understanding of how federal and 
provincial policies can be leveraged to assist in 
the integration and housing of refugees. 

Findings from the research guided the proposal 
of an architectural and urban intervention 
for recently resettled refugees in the City of 
Windsor. By addressing the specific needs of 
refugees, the design proposal focuses on the 
domains of integration which are currently 
lacking in the city: Social bridges (the social 
connection between refugees), housing, 
education, and health (Ager & Strang, 2008). 
The proposed intervention is to be located 
within Windsor’s city center, where majority 
of the refugee resettlement services exist, and 
near ethnic enclaves that are frequented by 
large immigrant populations. Trauma-informed 
and culturally sensitive design practices were 
used to ensure that the design addresses 
both physical/tangible and social aspects of 
integration, which lead to self-sufficiency, 
economic independence, and psycho-social 
belonging.

ABSTRACT



THESIS STATEMENT

By mid-2022, the UNHCR determined 103 
million people had been forcibly displaced 
worldwide. Of these, 32.5 million are refugees; 
people that flee outside the borders of their 
country to find safety. Canada has a long 
history of refuge and has pledged to increase 
their resettlement efforts in the coming years. 
This pledge should prompt researchers and 
practitioners of all disciplines to analyze how 
their systems and processes support, or hinder, 
refugee integration into Canadian society. As 
Canada continues to resettle more refugees, 
the country and its citizens must be prepared 
to accommodate and support specific refugee 
needs to ensure that they pursue successful 
and fulfilled lives.

This thesis utilizes an intersubjective and 
contextual framework to investigate the 
experiences of refugees throughout their 
resettlement in Canada. The goal of this effort is 
to understand the gaps in refugee resettlement 
efforts, and how these gaps may be addressed 
spatially. Architectural interventions will 
be proposed to promote successful refugee 
integration into Canadian society and culture.

This thesis is framed around five concepts: 
resettlement, integration, self-sufficiency 
& economic independence, psycho-social 
belonging, and housing preparedness. Ager 
and Strang’s model for refugee integration 
(2008) was key in informing this thesis. Rather 
than proposing a new framework, Ager and 
Strang’s model is accepted in this thesis as a 

good understanding of refugee needs and an 
appropriate measure of successful integration. 
This model outlines ten domains which 
promote physical and tangible aspects of 
integration (self-sufficiency), and the social and 
intangible aspects of integration (psycho-social 
wellbeing). 

The concept of dwelling as it relates to 
refugee integration is informed by numerous 
architectural case studies, like the work of 546 
Architecture who designed Welcome Place, 
a refugee reception center in Winnipeg, and 
ISSofBC, who have spearheaded a new model 
for refugee integration through their LEED 
certified facility in Vancouver, BC. 

Quantitative data sourced from Statistics 
Canada and other government sources were 
used to support the claims of unaffordable 
housing and refugee resettlement. Qualitative 
data from interviews confirmed that refugee’s 
greatest struggle while resettling in the context 
of Windsor, Ontario, is finding appropriate 
and affordable housing. These interviews 
also revealed socio-cultural habits of Syrian 
refugees who resettled in Windsor from 2015-
2016.

This thesis aims to address the primary 
research question: How can architecture aid 
in the integration of refugees into society? 
The investigations which were used to study 
this question are based on the understanding 
that integration is a desirable outcome and 



9 

is measured by the core domains of the 
integration model (Ager & Strang, 2008). Since 
this thesis utilizes a contextual approach, 
the following question was derived:  What 
are the opportunities for intervention in the 
process of refugee resettlement to Windsor, 
ON? The goal of these investigations is to 
propose a contextually-sensitive architectural 
intervention in the City of Windsor which is 
informed by literature and first-hand refugee 
experiences. This intervention will promote the 
integration of refugees into society by fulfilling 
a refugee’s need for self-sufficiency, economic 

independence, and psycho-social belonging.

Spatial design which is contextually-driven 
and informed by user feedback has the ability 
to improve the lives of the users that inhabit 
them. This thesis advocates for the thoughtful 
design of spaces as a means for suffering 
populations to improve their overall quality 
of life. In this particular thesis, the users are 
refugees which have specific needs and suffer 
from many external hardships that architecture 
cannot directly address but can indirectly 
improve on. For example, architecture can 
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directly support tangible aspects of integration 
by providing accommodating and affordable 
housing for the immediate shelter of refugees 
during their first few weeks in Canada. Further, 
architecture can support the intangible aspects 
of integration by creating space that allows 
for social programming. By focusing efforts 
on both physical and social needs, refugees 
will achieve self-sufficiency and psycho-social 
belonging more seamlessly than if these efforts 
were not provided.  

The investigations were performed using a 
mixed-method approach. Mapping was used 
not only as a tool to analyze quantitative 
data, but also as a means to understand 
the qualitative aspects of the chosen site. 
Interviews of refugee families and community 
coordinators were conducted to gain a better 
understanding of refugee experiences and gaps 
in refugee resettlement efforts. These types 
of investigations uncovered specific struggles 
which were tied to the Windsor context such 
as housing affordability, access to mobility, and 
refugee isolation.

Opposing views may argue that refugees have 
resettled into Canadian society successfully 
in previous years. This view is supported by 
the data which proves that refugees over the 
span of 5 years tend to maintain employment 
and find better housing (Statistics Canada). 
While the long-term trajectory of refugees in 
Canada is positive, the focus of this thesis is on 

the initial phase of resettlement, the first year, 
when refugees are in their most vulnerable 
state. 

The greatest obstacle in the research of 
this study was building trust with the 
refugee population and the government-
funded resettlement organizations which 
serve refugees. Their hesitancy in providing 
information resulted in a greater amount of 
assumption by the researcher to fill in the 
gaps. These assumptions, while informed by 
literature and precedent, can be challenged. 

Further, the design proposal and findings 
are influenced by the interviews done in the 
community. Although this information is 
valuable, only two interviews were completed; 
one from a Syrian refugee and one from a 
community organizer who regularly aided 
Syrian refugees from 2015-2016. The design 
proposal would have benefited from the 
completion of multiple interviews. 

The process and findings of this study are 
valuable to the discipline of architecture 
because they promote the understanding that 
architecture impacts humans on more than just 
a physical level. Architecture can be a catalyst 
for change and can improve the psycho-social 
relations of people to themselves, to others, 
and to their surroundings.
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The Refugee Crisis

The mass displacement of people is not a 
modern issue. For centuries, humans have 
moved across the globe for various reasons, 
which can be broadly distinguished into two 
categories: people who willingly choose to move, 
and people who are forced to flee (Fig. 1.1). 

The word “migrant” is an umbrella term which 
describes people who move geographically for 
many different reasons. Typically, these people 
choose to leave their homes in search of better 
economic opportunities. Many countries, like 
Germany, offer programs which incentivize 
immigration to their land with the intent of  
increasing population, promoting economic 
growth, or to fill workforce vacancies. For 
example, Canada relies on skilled immigrants 
for population and workforce growth, and 
provinces like Ontario continuously fund and 
grow their economic immigration programs. 

Fig. 1.1 Types of Migrants. Co-created with Hanen Mohamad.

While migration can be a positive endeavour, 
the displacement of people against their will 
or desire is much less sought after. Forcibly 
displaced persons (FDP) are forced to leave their 
homes because they are experiencing political 
unrest, armed conflict, persecution, economic 
disaster and/or loss due to natural disasters. 
The United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) is an international agency 
which protects, “all people forced to flee and 
those denied a nationality,” which includes 
the following; Internally Displaced Peoples 
(IDP) are those who flee but remain within the 
borders of their country; Refugees are those 
who flee and seek safety outside of the borders 
of their country; Asylum seekers are those who 
have applied for sanctuary; Stateless people 
are those who have been denied a nationality 
and thus have no protection; Returnees are 
those who repatriate voluntarily (UNHCR). The 

MIGRANTS CHOOSE TO MOVE:
for various reasons, typically for

better opportunities.

FORCIBLY DISPLACED PEOPLES

REFUGEES FLEE OUTSIDE BORDERS:
people who have fled war, violence, 

conflict or persecution and have crossed 
an international border to find safety in 

another country.

INTERNALLY DISPLACED 
PERSONS FLEE WITHIN BORDERS:

are, “persons or groups of persons 
who have been forced or obliged to 

flee... as a result of or in order to avoid 
the effects of armed conflict.”
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mass displacement of these people is referred 
to as, “the refugee crisis.”

The refugee crisis is a complex grouping of 
circumstances which are directly and indirectly 
affected by the constantly-influx global 
political climate. As of mid-2022, the UNHCR 
has estimated that approximately 103 million 
people have been forcibly displaced worldwide 
(UNHCR). At the time of writing, the countries 
with the highest recorded number of refugees 
are Syria (6.8 million), Palestine (5.8 million), 
Venezuela (5.6 million), Ukraine (5.4 million), 
Afghanistan (2.8 million), and South Sudan 
(2.4 million). The countries hosting the highest 
recorded number of refugees are Turkey (3.7 
million), Colombia (2.5 million), Germany (2.2 
million), Pakistan (1.5 million), and Uganda 
(1.5 million) (Fig. 1.2). The displacement of 
people on a global scale is multidimensional 
and influenced by politics, geography, global 
economics and many other factors. 

The legal designation of “refugee” was defined 
during the 1951 Refugee Convention in Geneva, 
Switzerland. The gathering was organized by 
the United Nations (UN) where twenty-six 
countries signed the convention. This resulted 
in the protocol which is described as, “the 
centrepiece of international refugee protection 
today” (UNHCR). The creation of the UNHCR 
was one of the greatest outcomes of the 
Refugee Convention and the organization is 
now recognized for leading the global aid of 
FDP. 

When analyzed at a global scale, the refugee 
crisis is daunting and unsolvable. In this 
case, smaller-scale efforts that tackle specific 
issues within the crisis are needed. From the 
perspective of an architect, the question arises: 
How can architects aid in the bettering of 
refugee experiences?

The Refugee Journey

A refugee’s journey to safety is incredibly 
complex and varied. To understand this 
complexity, the journey can be generalized 
into four categories which explain the most 
common experiences of refugees seeking 
safety at designated camp: 

Phase 01: Displacement + Registration (Fig. 1.4a)
This phase begins with an event which has 
forced a person to flee their home country 
and seek refuge elsewhere. The journey to 
find safety is unpredictable as it depends on 
many factors like the crisis one is fleeing from, 
their geographical location, their age and sex, 
their knowledge of routes and the severity of 
political unrest, etc. This phase ends once the 
FDP arrives at a convention-designated camp, 
which is typically run by the UNHCR and other 
governing bodies. They are then able to apply 
for refugee status.

During this phase, FDP are the most vulnerable 
and are not legally protected by their home 
country nor the UNHCR. Upon arrival and 
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registration, the person is temporarily protected 
by the Refugee Convention. Unfortunately, 
there are many people who flee from their 
homes who never make it to a convention-
designated camp, and there are those who 
find shelter in “unofficial” camps around the 
world. These people are considered stateless 
and tend to suffer from abuse, persecution and 
discrimination in their place of settlement. 

Phase 02: Assistance + Protection (Fig. 1.4b)
This phase describes the period of time when 
FDP live in camps awaiting the decision of 
their refugee applications. They typically live 
in shelters provided by the UNHCR which can 
take the form of tents or modular units, or a 
mix of the two like those seen in the Zaatari 
Refugee Camp in Jordan. During this phase, 
UNHCR workers conduct regular interviews to 
identify FDP with the greatest need to resettle 
abroad (See Phase 03: Assessment). 

UNHCR-established camps like Zaatari offer 
people with essential support like shelter, 
food, and healthcare. While basic needs are 
met, there are many socio-cultural issues 
within refugee camps that contribute to 
traumatization like inhumane living conditions 
due to poor infrastructure and overcrowding, 
the inability for economic stability or freedom, 
and the discrimination and control over 
people’s autonomy.

Phase 03: Assessment (Fig. 1.4c)
This phase happens concurrently with Phase 

02: Assistance + Protection. In camps, UNHCR 
workers assess individual claims and review 
the situations in a FDP’s origin country. They 
determine the need for resettlement for those 
who cannot go back to their homes. This phase 
is time-consuming for those that do not display 
a great need, and can last anywhere from 10-26 
years on average. 

Phase 04: Resettlement (Fig. 1.4d)
After a FDP has been approved for refugee 
resettlement, the UNHCR approaches different 
countries to consider permanently resettling 
them. This is the referral process where 
countries can accept or deny the refugee based 
on their application and information gathered 
from interviews conducted in Phase 03. If a 
country accepts a referral, the refugee becomes 
permanently protected under their designation. 
Accommodations are then made for refugees to 
travel to their new host country and complete 
necessary orientations and health checks. 

This four-phase journey best explains the 
process for those who arrive at a convention-
designated camp run by the UNHCR. There 
are many other journeys which do not follow 
this route. The advantage of generalizing this 
process is that it allows practitioners, like 
architects, to identify specific issues they can 
address. The greatest potential for architects, 
designers, and planners to impact change is in 
Phase 02: Assistance + Protection and Phase 04: 
Resettlement. This is because urban planning, 
architectural design, and programming all 
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Fig. 1.2 The refugee crisis on a global scale. Co-created with Hanen Mohamad.
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rely on a stable and relatively predictable 
environment in order to be successful. 

One may argue that kinetic, movable or 
adaptable designs would be useful in Phase 01: 
Displacement and Registration. However, this 
phase is where FDP are experiencing the most 
urgency, and most in this situation do not have 
the time nor resources to plan ahead for their 
journey. There has been extensive discourse 
and proposed architectural interventions for 
Phase 02 and Phase 03 from practitioners 
like Shigeru Ban Architects and Architects for 
Society. The research related to this phase is 
rooted in analysis and is crucial for uncovering 
better solutions inside refugee camps. The value 
of research during these phases is that it has 
the ability to intercept active traumatization 
and lessen the negative experiences of FDP in 
the early phases of their long journey. 

Ultimately, this thesis focuses on analyzing 
issues and proposing practical solutions 
to issues faced in Phase 04 because of the 
geographic and social connection that the 
researcher has to the chosen context of 
Windsor, Ontario, Canada. The ability for 
the researcher to conduct interviews, on-site 
observations, and other field-work was the 
deciding factor.

Resettlement in Canada

All countries have different processes for 
refugees and asylum seekers after they arrive 
on their land. When refugees land in Canada, 
they are greeted by government immigration 
workers who will explain to them where they 
are and what their next steps will be. At this 
point, refugees will typically stay in a hotel 
or hostel until their connecting flight. Once 
they arrive in their host city, they are greeted 
by the local resettlement Service Provider 
Organization (SPO’s). These organizations 
are designated by the Canadian government 
and receive funding to operate. Organization 
workers will help refugees understand their 
options for short term accommodation and will 
explain to them the support they are going to 
receive for the first year of their lives in Canada.

The Canadian government categorizes 
refugees into three types: Government-assisted 
refugees (GAR’s), privately-sponsored refugees 
(PSR’s), and blended-visa office referred 
refugees (BVOR’s). The key difference between 
these categories is the means by which the 
refugee is being financially supported, and by 
whom they are being socially supported. GAR’s 
rely solely on the government for monetary 
support and have access to all Resettlement 
Assistance Programs (RAP). PSR’s and BVOR’s 
rely on their private group of sponsors, such as 
a group of individuals or an organization, for 
monetary support and have access to limited 
RAP (Refugees and Citizenship Canada).
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Canada has a long history of being a place of 
refuge and the number of people seeking safety 
on Canadian shores has trended upwards in 
recent years. As a result of the COVID-19 
Pandemic, Canada accepted significantly fewer 
refugees in 2020 and 2021 than preceding 
years. However, the Canadian government 
pledged to accept over 200,000 refugees and 
protected persons in 2022-2023 (Refugees and 
Citizenship Canada). This pledge provides 
an opportunity for architects and planners 
to analyze current efforts and propose new 
solutions to refugee resettlement. 

Canada’s Response to the Syrian Crisis 

Prior to the Ukrainian resettlement effort 
of 2022, which is ongoing at the time of this 
writing, Canada’s most recent and most 
significant resettlement efforts were during 
the Syrian Crisis which began in March 2011. 
This was arguably the most well-documented 
resettlement effort in Canadian history. The 
resettlement of over 44-thousand Syrian 
refugees from 2015-2016 was made possible 
by the governmental designation of Syrians as 
prima facie refugees. This meant that refugee 
applications were moved forward under the 
assumption that Syrian applicants met the 
refugee criteria which made the process of 
resettlement into Canada significantly quicker 
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Fig. 1.3 People seeking asylum in Canada per year. Data accessed from the IRCC.
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Fig. 1.4a Phase 01

Fig. 1.4d Phase 04. Adapted from the UNHCR.

Fig. 1.4b Phase 02 Fig. 1.4c Phase 03
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(Refugees and Citizenship Canada, 2019). 
This thesis uses Canada’s efforts of resettling 
Syrian refugees as a case study and will use 
lessons learnt from this effort to inform a future 
proposal. 

While Canada’s resettlement efforts during 
2015-2016 were highly praised, they fell short 
on many fronts which were less publicized. 
The analysis of media, statistics, and first hand 
accounts from Syrian refugees uncovered the 
issue that Canada accepted large numbers of 
refugees during this time with no plan for their 

housing and accommodation. Refugees often 
spent weeks or months after their initial arrival 
living in hotels and motels across Canadian 
cities. These conditions were less than ideal 
and kept large refugee families in tiny hotel 
rooms with staff that didn’t understand their 
sensitive situations and could not communicate 
properly with them. Large families and those 
with disabled individuals suffered the greatest 
as the struggle to find permanent housing was 
significantly more challenging due to their 
circumstances.

SHORT-TERM SHELTER:
Typically a hotel, hostel or other short-term 

accommodation until their next travel 
arrangements 

HOST CITY ARRIVAL:
Greeted by local agency. Workers assist 

refugees in finding short-term accommodations 
such as hotels, hostels or other

RESETTLEMENT:
Refugees go through orientation, assessment 
and referral programs conducted by the local 

agency (process varies per city)

FINANCIAL SUPPORT:
For one year or until the refugee becomes 
financially independent, whichever comes 
first (government-assisted refugees)

SERVICES + PROGRAMS:
Cultural and societal orientation, referral to 
services and aid, help filling out government 
applications, language classes etc.

AIRPORT ARRIVAL:
Greeted by Immigrant Reception and 

Information Services (IRIS) 

A REFUGEE’S
JOURNEY

FLIGHT

REFERRAL

This phase can last anywhere from 10-26 years,depending on se
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Fig. 1.5 The resettlement process in Canada
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Research Questions + Framing Concepts

This thesis utilizes an intersubjective/
contextual approach as its primary framework, 
and a participatory approach as its secondary 
framework. The five framing concepts, as shown 
in Fig. 2.4 are: resettlement, integration, self-
sufficiency & economic independence, psycho-
social belonging, and housing preparedness. 

This thesis aims to address the primary 
research question: How can architecture aid 
in the integration of refugees into society? 
The investigations which were used to study 
this question are based on the understanding 
that integration is a desirable outcome and is 
measured by the core domains of integration 
model (Ager & Strang, 2008). Since this 
thesis utilizes a contextual approach, the 
following question was derived: What are 
the opportunities for intervention in the 
process of refugee resettlement to Windsor, 
ON? The goal of these investigations is to 
propose a contextually-sensitive architectural 
intervention in the City of Windsor which is 
informed by literature and first-hand refugee 
experiences. This intervention will promote the 
integration of refugees into society by fulfilling 
a refugee’s need for self-sufficiency, economic 
independence, and psycho-social belonging.

Refugee Integration

The success of refugee integration is typically 
measured by the ability for refugees to secure 
housing, their contributions to the economy 
through employment, and whether they rely 
on government aid like welfare to survive. In 
their 2008 article, Ager and Strang proposed 
a conceptual framework to analyze refugee 
integration that looks beyond tangible 
measures (Ager and Strang). Their ten-core 
domains of integration are organized into 
four categories: foundation, facilitators, social 
connection, and markers and means (Fig. 2.2). 
This holistic perspective is what distinguishes 
the concept of integration from the concept of 
assimilation. Successful integration, as outlined 
in the following text, is when refugees and 
immigrants achieve self-sufficiency, economic 
independence, and psycho-social belonging 
without sacrificing their cultural and religious 
values. 

Foundation:
In this category is one domain of integration: 
rights and citizenship. Ager and Strang describe 
this domain as understanding the rights and 
responsibilities associated with the citizenship 
(or permanent residency in the case of Canada) 
given to a refugee by their host country. This 
is the foundation because all of the domains of 
integration rely on this understanding, which 
includes the cultural identity of the nation 
(Ager and Strang). 
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Facilitators
This category is comprised of two domains: 
language and cultural knowledge, and safety and 
stability. These are the facilitators because 
successful integration cannot occur if these 
domains are not fulfilled. If refugees do not 
know the language of their host society, or 
understand the cultural norms, they cannot 
communicate their needs effectively. This also 
isolates them from the greater society, which 
makes it inherently impossible for integration 
to occur. Likewise, refugees have to feel safe and 
stable in their new homes and neighbourhoods. 
This includes physical safety, perceived safety, 
and the absence of verbal and non-verbal 
threats including racism and discrimination. 

Social Connection
This category describes three domains relating 
to social infrastructure: social bridges, social 
bonds, and social links. Social bridges describe 
the relationships of refugees with ‘like-
ethnic groups’ (Ager and Strang) which are 
important because they are able to support 
one another within their cultural knowledge 
and background. Social bonds describe the 
relationships of refugees with other cultural 

groups in their host societies. This breaks 
cultural isolation, allowing for integration to 
occur at a community level. Finally, social links 
describe the access refugees have to services 
like government programs. These allow them 
to advance both socially and economically. 

Markers + Means
The largest category in the conceptual 
framework is comprised of four domains: 
employment, housing, education and health. These 
domains best describe the tangible aspects of 
integration which yield self-sufficiency and 
economic independence.

The domains describe both the physical, 
tangible aspects of integration and the 
intangible, social and perceptual aspects of 
integration. Ager and Strang emphasize the 
importance of approaching refugee integration 
from two perspectives:

1. Refugee Perspective: Refugees must be 
willing to learn and adopt the customs of 
their new society. They must intentionally 
pursue all of the domains in order to 
achieve successful integration. 

WINDSOR’S PROPORTION 
OF IMMIGRANTS IS ABOVE 
THE NATIONAL AVERAGE

WINDSOR IS PERCEIVED TO 
HAVE A LOWER COST OF LIVING 
COMPARED TO BIGGER CITIES.

REFUGEES LIVE IN HOTELS, 
MOTELS AND SHELTERS AFTER 

RESETTLING IN WINDSOR.

IMMIGRANTS ARE LIKELY TO 
BE RENTERS. WINDSOR LACKS 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING.

Fig. 2.1 Reality of resettlement in Windsor.
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2. Host Society Perspective: The host society, 
including the government, must accept 
the circumstances of refugees with the 
understanding that the process may take 
longer for some than others, and will 
require physical resources, monetary aid, 
social support, and access to services. 

Ager and Strang’s conceptual framework for 
refugee integration is used in this thesis as a 
tool for analysis. The domains of integration 
are conceptual buckets which need to be 
filled in a given context in order for successful 
integration to occur. 

Resettlement in Windsor, Ontario

Located across the Detroit River, Windsor, 
Ontario is the southernmost city in all of 
Canada (Fig. 2.3). Its geographic location makes 
it an important commercial border crossing, 
but it is also known as the automotive capital of 
Canada. The City of Windsor has historically 
housed refugee populations above the national 
average (Statistics Canada). With a population 
of 422K, Windsor has seen over 7.7K refugees 
settle in between 2016 and 2021. These refugees 
account for 55.1% of the population of recent 
immigrants (Statistics Canada). 

SELF-SUFFICIENCY
& ECONOMIC
INDEPENDENCE

PSYCHO-SOCIAL 
BELONGING

EMPLOYMENT
MARKERS & 

MEANS

SOCIAL
CONNECTION

FACILITATORS

FOUNDATION

HOUSING EDUCATION

LANGUAGE + 
CULTURAL 

KNOWLEDGE

SAFETY +
STABILITY

HEALTH

SOCIAL
BRIDGES:

within groups

SOCIAL
BONDS:

between groups

RIGHTS +
CITIZENSHIP

SOCIAL
LINKS:

to services

INTEGRATION IS A GRADUAL TWO-WAY PROCESS:

INTEGRATIONGOVERNMENT + 
HOST SOCIETIES REFUGEES

AGER AND STRANG’S CONCEPTUAL MODEL FOR INTEGRATION

Fig. 2.2 Conceptual Model for Integration (Ager and Strang, 2008).
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Windsor’s unique location as a border city 
and a vital port of entry for commercial goods 
makes it seem more promising for a stable life 
in comparison to larger Canadian cities like 
Toronto and Montreal that have higher costs 
of living. However, Windsor’s “small town” 
narrative is deceptive, and the promise to find 
affordable housing is not true. On average 
immigrants spend 50% of their income on 
housing, which indicates a core housing need 
(Statistics Canada). Refugees and immigrants 
come to Windsor with high hopes of small-city 
success, but the harsh reality is that refugees 
without pre-planned accommodations end up 
living in hotels, motels and emergency shelters 
for long periods of time before they can find 
permanent housing (Fig. 2.1).

The long journey of a refugee doesn’t end 
once they reach Canadian shores. The second 
half of the battle is finding their place in a 
new western society. Windsor’s approach to 
housing refugees is similar to how the city 
deals with homelessness- those who cannot 
afford housing are directed to emergency 
shelters. The housing issue is especially difficult 
for larger refugee families and those with 
disabilities who often settle for housing which 

does not accommodate their needs. If they 
are lucky enough to find shelters with proper 
accommodations, they are likely not affordable. 
Refugees are also more likely to be renting 
homes than the general population (Statistics 
Canada) which will likely become a larger issue 
as cities across Canada face an unprecedented 
housing shortage and a shocking increase in 
inflation.

WINDSOR
POP. 422.6K

DETROIT
POP. 632.5K

Fig. 2.3 Windsor and Detroit key map.
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Fig. 2.4 Research methods and framing concepts chart.
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DESIGNATED CITIES WITH RAP PROGRAMS*

50% OF CANADA’S 
POPULATION LIVES SOUTH 

OF THE 49TH PARALLEL

RESETTLEMENT ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS (RAP) 
ACROSS CANADA

A series of methods were utilized in this thesis 
to understand the existing refugee resettlement 
experience, and to uncover the shortcomings 
in their integration. The researcher had the 
advantage of local knowledge and experience, 
which influenced the understanding of urban 
conditions in the context of Windsor. Data-
driven methods were used to uncover gaps in 
tangible aspects of integration, and perceptual 
methods, like interviews, were used to uncover 
gaps in the intangible aspects of integration. 

The Resettlement Assistance Program 
(RAP)

The Resettlement Assistance Program (RAP) 
provides refugees with essential support 
immediately upon their arrival in Canada. 
Designated Service Provider Organizations 
(SPOs) in different cities across Canada 
receive government funding to administer RAP 
services. RAP helps GARs and BVORs in two 
ways: 

Fig. 3.1 Resettlement Assistance Program (RAP) Service Provider Organizations (SPOs) across Canada.



1. Financial support for up to one year after 
arrival

2. Access to services and programs like 
temporary housing, help opening a bank 
account, language training, job referrals, 
life skills training and other social services.

As of 2023, there are 39 SPOs across Canada 
(not including the province of Quebec) (Fig. 3.1) 
and 15 of them are located in the province of 
Ontario. The City of Windsor has two SPOs, 
the Multicultural Council of Windsor and 
Essex County (MCC) and the New Canadians’ 
Centre of Excellence Inc. (NCCEINC). This is 
significant because Toronto, the largest and 
most populated city in the province of Ontario, 
also has two SPOs. This further signifies that 
Windsor is attracting refugees and immigrants 
at rates that are comparative to larger Canadian 
cities, and thus should be studied and analyzed 
to ensure that the systems in place are properly 
supporting the integration of newcomers.

The Windsor Essex Local Immigration 
Partnership (WE LIP) & The Windsor 
Resettlement Assistance Program 
(WRAP)

The Windsor Essex Local Immigration 
Partnership (WE LIP) is an amalgamation of 
organizations which provide government-
funded resettlement assistance to refugees and 
immigrants in the city. In order to understand 
the existing state of resettlement assistance 
in Windsor, these organizations are analyzed 
through Ager and Strang’s core domains of 
integration (Fig. 3.4).

For example, the Multicultural Council of 
Windsor (MCC) is one of Windsor’s designated 

service provider organizations (SPOs), which 
means they are responsible for managing 
incoming refugees to the city and receive 
funding from the Immigration, Refugees and 
Citizenship Canada (IRCC) to provide services 
and aid. The MCC also disperses funding 
and partners with other programs within the 
city to administer the Windsor Resettlement 
Assistance Program (WRAP). At their facilities, 
the MCC provides programs like NAARS 
(Needs and Assets Assessment), orientation 
and referral to other community programs. 
These programs contribute to the following 
domains of integration: Rights and citizenship 
(orientation), Safety and Stability (Needs and 
Assets Assessment), and Social Links (referral). 

Through the analysis of the WE LIP and WRAP, 
it can be said that Windsor supports the 
integration of refugees through almost all of 
the domains. Certain domains like Rights and 
Citizenship, Language and Culture, Safety and 
Stability, Social Bonds and Social Links, are 
fulfilled exceptionally well. The domains which 
are poorly addressed in this existing network 
of refugee resettlement assistance are Social 
Bridges, Housing, Education and Health. 

By mapping the locations of the 13 agencies 
in the WE LIP network, it was found that the 
majority of programs were located in Windsor’s 
Ward 3 electoral district. Further, 70% of 
the WRAP in Ward 3 is located on Ouellette 
Avenue, a major street which serves as the main 
connector between the south of Windsor to 
the city center and the Windsor-Detroit Tunnel 
(Fig 3.2). Not only does this area experience 
high vehicular traffic, but it is also the heart 
of Windsor’s downtown area, characterized by 
mid-rise offices, apartment and hotel buildings, 
and vacant small shops and restaurants on the 
ground floor.
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Refugee Resettlement Experiences

While data analysis and mapping can give us 
hard facts about refugee resettlement, there 
is a human experience and perceptual aspect 
to the issue which also needs to be addressed. 
An early exploration of the intangible aspects 
of the refugee experience included an 
installation which studied the perception of 
refugees on a national scale. A more significant 
study included interviews which revealed 
contextually-relevant information. 

Let’s Be Honest Installation
The installation pictured in fig. 3.5a and fig. 
3.5b was created to gather information about 
the attitudes and opinions towards refugees 
across Canada. The structure accommodates 
one seated viewer, who is meant to experience 
the installation in a secluded environment. 
The vellum expressions on the walls of the 
installation express positive and negative 
attitudes and opinions about refugees. 
Underneath these expressions is a real refugee 
success story which will dispel or support the 
expression that the viewer just read (Fig. 3.6a-
h). After the experience, viewers are asked 
to confront their own attitudes and opinions 
towards refugees via an anonymous form.

The installation explanation which viewers 
read before the experience: 

The trauma and distress that refugee’s experience 
throughout their journey doesn’t end once they 

reach safety. In the West, refugees face many 
challenges. The expectation to begin a new life 
and move on from their past is unhealthy and 
unreasonable. One of the greatest struggles for a 
resettled refugee is their experience maneuvering 
through a new country that has different ideals 
and customs- and the attitudes and opinions of 
the society they have integrated into.

This installation aims to confront the 
assumptions, attitudes, and opinions that people 
in the west have towards refugees. The structure 
is engulfing its viewer with harsh (or sometimes 
kind) opinions. It’s meant to be experienced 
individually, so that the viewer can be honest 
with themselves- which of these opinions do 
I also hold? Underneath these opinions are 
real stories of refugees in Canada that are 
meant to dismantle or question the overlaying 

LANGUAGE:
Inability to communicate is the 
greatest barrier to belonging

PERCEPTION:
Fear of negatively impacting their 

image stops refugees from seeking help

MENTAL HEALTH:
High rates of mental illness prevents 
refugees from making connections

BARRIERS TO PSYCHO-SOCIAL BELONGING

Fig. 3.5a Let’s Be Honest installation.
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Inability to communicate is the 
greatest barrier to belonging

PERCEPTION:
Fear of negatively impacting their 

image stops refugees from seeking help

MENTAL HEALTH:
High rates of mental illness prevents 
refugees from making connections

BARRIERS TO PSYCHO-SOCIAL BELONGING

Fig. 3.5b Let’s Be Honest installation.
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Fig. 3.6a Refugee attitude/opinion.
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Fig. 3.6b Refugee story.
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Fig. 3.6c Refugee attitude/opinion.
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Fig. 3.6d Refugee story.
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Fig. 3.6e Refugee attitude/opinion.
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Fig. 3.6f Refugee story.
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opinion. After the experience, the viewer can 
reflect- What attitudes and opinions do I have 
of refugees? Are my opinions a reflection of the 
media that I consume, my cultural background, 
my political views?

The value of this effort is that it brought a 
human perspective to the issue of refugee 
resettlement and also served as a reminder that 
while architecture, design and planning can 
support refugees in tangible ways, there are 
social, intangible issues which it cannot solve. 

Refugee and Community Interviews
In order to confirm the earlier findings about 
unfulfilled domains (such as Social Bridges, 
Housing, Education and Health) and to uncover 
issues that are not addressed through data, a 
series of interviews were conducted. Ager 
and Strang’s model emphasizes approaching 
refugee integration from two perspectives: the 
refugee and the host society. Interviews were 
conducted with both a Syrian refugee and a 
community leader who was heavily involved 
in the Syrian refugee resettlement effort in 
2015. The intent was to understand, from a first 
hand perspective, how resettlement efforts in 
Windsor were successful and/or unsuccessful 
at that time. What are lessons learned from 
that time which can influence change for the 
next influx of refugees to Windsor?

Participants were asked questions related to the 
services they received/provided, their feelings 
and reservations towards government aid, 

and how the system worked and where it was 
failing. Both the refugee and the community 
member expressed that the greatest need 
during resettlement was finding housing which 
was affordable and could accommodate large 
family sizes and individuals with disabilities. 
As a result of poor planning by the government, 
Syrian refugees that arrived in 2015 stayed 
in Windsor hotels for weeks to months after 
arrival. Participant B said, “I don’t think 
anybody expected them to be in the hotel 
for months on end. I don’t think I would be 
comfortable being there for the long amount of 
time that they were there,” and participant A, 
“we used bunk beds for all of our kids. We had 
four bunk beds in one room to fit all of the girls. 
The bathroom was the biggest problem. Only 
one bathroom in the house for eight people.”

Both participants talked positively about their 
social experiences especially in relation to the 
willingness of the surrounding community to 
help. They both emphasized the importance 
of relying on the existing Syrian community in 
Windsor for support. For example, participant 
A said, “We had friends in Windsor who really 
helped us. They found us a house and helped 
us with everything. They taught us what to do, 
where to come and go, what to buy, what to 
wear, where to rent a home, the areas where 
we should live and how close they were to the 
arabic stores.” Lastly, the responses related 
to language and cultural knowledge and 
safety and stability talked about the struggles 
of refugees during initial arrival and the 
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Fig. 3.6g Refugee attitude/opinion (Above).

Fig. 3.6h Refugee story (Below).
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miscommunications between them and people 
in the community: “They didn’t know how to 
use a shower curtain, for example. I remember 
that there would always be water all over the 
floor. The hotels didn’t have Arabic speaking 
staff, so they would just start yelling at them 
like, “What are you guys doing?” They’re trying 
to tell them to start using these shower curtains 
and they didn’t understand that shower curtains 
prevented water from leaving the bathtub.” 
Another key struggle was mobility, as most 
refugees do not own cars and are hesitant to 
use public transportation. Instead, they relied 
on their relationships with Syrian community 
members for transportation.

This interview effort confirmed that the greatest 
need for refugees in Windsor is immediate, 
safe and accommodating housing. While 
programs related to education, health and 
social bridges are also lacking, these are less 
urgent compared to housing. Therefore, any 
intervention should place utmost importance 
on the immediate sheltering of refugees, and 
then provide supplementary programs which 
address other domains of integration. 

The Existing Resettlement Assistance 
Network in Ward 3

Windsor’s Ward 3 is characterized by Windsor’s 
downtown. The major street, Ouellette Avenue, 
is the main connector from the South of 
Windsor to the Windsor-Detroit Tunnel and the 
highly coveted Riverside park which stretches 
along the entire coastline of the Detroit River. 
Ouellette Avenue is also where a large cluster 
of resettlement services are located. Within 
a 25-minute walking distance, eight WE LIP 
organizations and over fifty WRAP programs 
and services can be accessed (Fig. 3.8). 

Through extensive mapping of WE LIP 
organizations and community assets in Ward 3 
like education buildings, leisure, hotels/motels/
emergency shelters, etc. an existing network of 
refugee resettlement assistance emerges. This 
network is centered in the heart of Windsor’s 
downtown core, on Ouellette Avenue, a few 
blocks away from Windsor’s Arabic ethnic 
enclave on Wyandotte Street which is lined 
with Middle Eastern grocers, butchers and 
bakeries.
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Fig. 3.7 Images of refugees/refugee families in various living conditions in Canada.
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Research about ethnic enclaves supports the 
resettlement of refugees within communities 
where there are like-ethnic groups, rather 
than opposing views that support refugee 
resettlement in communities surrounded 
by non-refugees and non-immigrants. In a 
conversation with Chris Friesen, COO of 
Immigrant Service Society of British Columbia, 
he provided his expert opinion in support of 
locating refugees where they are nearest to 
services because it removes barriers to access 
like transportation. For these reasons, this 
thesis supports interventions within the City 
of Windsor which are located within or near 
the existing refugee resettlement assistance 
network.

Through field research and mapping, two sites 
within the ward 3 network were identified as 
potential opportunities for an architectural 
intervention. These sites will be discussed 
further in the next chapter however, it is 
important to note here that these sites were 
chosen due to their ability to support the 
existing WRAP network through both physical 
location and programming (Fig. 4.2 and Fig. 
4.3). 

Fig. 3.8 Ward 3 mapping analysis of resettlement 
network and community assets (right).
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Architectures of Social Purpose

Three precedent projects were identified 
as successful examples of architecture that 
supports the integration of refugees. These 
buildings, all located within Canada, provide 
this thesis with a deeper understanding of 
programs for refugees, adjacencies and square-
footages, and exterior/interior architectural 
strategies (Fig. 4.1). 

Immigrant Services Society of British Columbia 
(ISSofBC) Welcome Centre
Chris Friesen, COO of Immigrant Service 
Society of British Columbia, describes their 
Welcome Centre facility as a new typology 
for refugee social housing and assistance in 
Canada. This building and its programming 
serves as a model for other national and 
international cities that have large refugee and 
immigrant populations. Beyond the thoughtful 
architectural and sustainable design efforts 
conducted by Henriquez Partners Architects, 
this building distinguishes itself from other 
social housing projects in Canada because of 
the deliberate placement of essential services 
and programs on the ground floor. Located in 
one of Canada’s largest cities, the Welcome 
Centre promotes integration by removing 
transportation as a barrier to accessing services. 
The all-in-one approach allows refugees to 
easily seek essential services like medical 
care, legal aid, child support and banking, just 
below their place of shelter. The analysis of the 
ISSofBC Welcome Centre greatly influenced 

the outcomes of this thesis and exemplifies 
the power of thoughtful design, combined with 
comprehensive programming, to support the 
integration of refugees into Canadian society.

Manitoba Interfaith Immigration Council 
(MIIC) Welcome Place
Winnipeg is a city located in the province of 
Manitoba and has a population about twice 
the size of Windsor. Similarly to Windsor, 
Manitoba housed a significant number of 
Syrian refugees during the nation-wide 
effort in 2015-2016. However, in contrast to 
Windsor, Manitoba successfully resettled 
these refugees without temporarily housing 
them in hotels, hostels or other public 
short-term accommodation. The Manitoba 
Interfaith Immigration Council (MIIC), the 
designated receiver of refugees in Winnipeg, 
achieved this by significantly increasing their 
organizational infrastructure and physical 
infrastructure by leasing two buildings in 
addition to their main reception center to 
temporarily house refugees and refugee 
families of all sizes. Another crucial aspect 
of their success was the use of existing rent 
supplement policies which allowed them to 
permanently house refugees within ten days 
of their arrival. 

MIIC workers led a considerable effort to 
work with landlords and government offices 
to get units approved for the rent supplement 
program, which helped refugees access 
affordable subsidized housing quickly after 
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ARCHITECTURE FOR REFUGEE INTEGRATION ACROSS CANADA

LOCATION: Vancouver, British Columbia

AREA: 58,500 SF (6 floors)

BUILDING PROGRAM:
• Temporary Housing: 18 flexible living units (138 beds)
• Medical Clinic
• Trauma Support and Treatment Centre
• Child-Minding Space: Playground and Family Area
• Newcomer Youth Hub
• Food Bank
• Community Kitchen
• Law Clinic
• Preschool and Childcare Centre
• Refugee and Asylum Seeker Service Office
• Flexible Meeting Spaces
• Language and Teaching Support Offices
• Corporate Offices
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LOCATION: Winnipeg, Manitoba

AREA: 25,000 SF (5 floors)

BUILDING PROGRAM:
• Temporary Housing: 30 self-contained units (120 beds)
• Landscaped Entry Courtyard
• Multipurpose Room
• Indoor Lounges: Public and Quiet
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Fig. 4.1 Precedent analysis.
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arrival. This was the primary permanent 
housing strategy utilized by the MIIC at the 
time. Secondary to this was the rent-assist 
program, which was utilized less frequently 
because of time constraints. Further, MIIC’s 
main reception centre, Welcome Place, 
is a facility which has 30 fully furnished 
apartments which can be modified to 
temporarily accommodate smaller or larger 
families. This was one of the facilities used 
for transitional housing in their 2015-2016 
efforts. The MIIC was able to achieve their 
goal of permanently housing refugee families 
within ten days of arriving in Winnipeg. 

Immigrant & Refugee Community Organization 
of Manitoba (IRCOM) Isabel House
Although not run by MIIC, IRCOM House is a 
great example of a more permanent housing 
effort in Winnipeg which is specifically 
geared towards refugees and newcomers. 
The two facilities, ISABEL House and ELLEN 
House, offer transitional housing for up to 
3 years from the date of acceptance. The 
facilities offer a wide range of apartment 
types and sizes which can house individuals, 
small or large families. In addition to this, 
IRCOM facilities offer programming which 
directly supports the integration of refugees 
into society. The intention is to provide 
support to refugees so that they can pursue 
longer-term permanent housing by the time 
their lease is up. 

Windsor Refugee Welcome Centre 
(WRWC)

The previous chapter outlined a series of 
methods which were used to determine 
the gaps in refugee integration in Windsor. 
The findings of those efforts confirmed that 
spatial solutions are necessary to address the 
greatest tangible need of immediate housing. 
Further, the investigations suggest that any 
intervention meant to address said gaps 
should be located within Windsor’s Ward 3, 
specifically its downtown core. It is crucial for 
proposed interventions to make physical and 
programmatic connections with the existing 
WRAP network which is composed of eight 
WE LIP organizations and over fifty WRAP 
services. 

To address the identified gaps in housing 
and other programs, this thesis proposes an 
architectural intervention titled, the Windsor 
Refugee Welcome Centre (WRWC). The 
mission of the WRWC is to embrace incoming 
refugees to Windsor and Essex County by 
providing immediate shelter and programs 
which support their integration into Canadian 
life. The WRWC envisions a future where 
refugees can integrate seamlessly into Windsor 
and achieve self-sufficiency, economic 
independence and psycho-social belonging. 

The specific programs to be included in this 
proposal are influenced by the earlier studies 
in WE LIP and WRAP analysis, information 
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Fig. 4.2 Identification of Site A and Site B as prime sites for intervention.
Fig. 4.3 Program analysis of the existing network on an urban scale (right).
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Fig. 4.4 Urban strategy for refugee integration.
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from interviews, and precedent studies. Fig. 4.2 
and fig. 4.3 are a visual representation of how 
the WRWC plugs into the existing network 
through its proximity to other services and also 
how the WRWC can fill programmatic deficits 
in this area of Windsor. 

Urban-Scale Opportunities for Refugee 
Integration

Four steps were taken to determine how the 
WRWC can influence integration on an urban 
scale (Fig. 4.4):

1. Locate resettlement services and map the 
existing network

This effort was extensively discussed in 
previous chapters. In summary, the majority of 

Windsor’s resettlement services are clustered 
in one area of the city, Ward 3. This ecosystem 
of resettlement assistance can be described 
as a network which is easily accessed through 
public transportation and comfortable walking 
distances.

2. Map community assets near the existing 
network

Community assets, which are not explicitly 
stated in the integration model by Ager and 
Stang, were mapped to ensure that all basic 
needs could be met within a short walking 
distance if a new intervention were to be 
proposed. These assets include basic and 
essential programs that would be accessed 
daily by refugees like schools, grocery stores, 
butchers, pharmacies, medical clinics, etc. 

Fig. 4.5 Analysis of chosen Site A.
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ACTION

Dramatically recess the main entry 
to allow for an entry courtyard.

OBJECTIVE

To engage the sidewalk and avoid abrupt entry. 

ACTION

Ensure main entry can be 
experienced by all. The design 

must integrate accessible 
practices.

OBJECTIVE
To promote accessibility, self-confidence, and 

psycho-social belonging.

ACTION

Design ground-floor public 
programs with connections to 

outdoor greenspace.

OBJECTIVE
To encourage the regular use of outdoor 

space, and promote exploration beyond the 
walls of the building.

ACTION

Locate the building near existing 
public transportation routes. 

Propose a new public 
transportation stop near your 

site if one doesn't exist.

OBJECTIVE
To remove barriers to mobility

across the city.

ACTION

Locate main entry on most 
public-facing street, and/or 
provide an entry nearest to 

adjacent service.

OBJECTIVE
To increase visibility of the entry from a 

pedestrian point of view, and to create visual 
connections between adjacent services.

ACTION

Design ground floor exterior walls 
to be highly transparent where 
entries are located and where 
there is high pedestrian traffic.

OBJECTIVE
To destigmatize the building by increasing visual 

connections with the community.

ACTION

Design outdoor greenspace so 
that it can be secure for 

semi-private and private 
programs.

OBJECTIVE
To allow RAP service providers to use outdoor 
space as part of their work while maintaining a 

sense of privacy from the public.

ACTION

Minimize or hide parking lots 
when possible.

OBJECTIVE
To promote the use of public transportation, 

and to allow for more green space on the site.

ACTION

Design residential units with 
opportunities for autonomy and 

individual customization.

OBJECTIVE
To provide a dignified living experience which 

acknowledges the unique preferences of people 
from different cultures.

ACTION

Residential units should be fully 
furnished and have a private 

balcony or be in close proximity to 
an accessible outdoor space.

OBJECTIVE
To provide a dignified living experience and to 

promote the regular use of outdoor space.

ACTION

Utilize universal iconography 
and/or colors for wayfinding 
along with multi-lingual and 
accessible signage (braille).

OBJECTIVE
To avoid confusion and promote familiarity 

with space.

ACTION

Design a resource bulletin area 
which clearly shows the building 
in connection to other services in 

the area.

OBJECTIVE
To notify users of other programs in the city, 

and to promote exploration beyond the walls 
of the building.

ACTION

Design residential units to be 
self-contained with little to no 

shared necessities with other units.

OBJECTIVE
To provide a dignified living experience which 

acknowledges the unique preferences of people 
from different cultures.

ACTION

Design simple and open spatial 
layouts. Avoid hidden niches or 

other elements of surprise.

OBJECTIVE
To foster feelings of safety and familiarity with 
space quickly which promotes self-confidence 

and psycho-social belonging.

ACTION

Locate public programs on the 
ground floor, specifically against 

highly-transparent exterior 
walls. Locate private programs 
on upper floors as is feasible.

OBJECTIVE
To destigmatize refugees by increasing visual 

connections with the community. To shelter 
sensitive activities and conversations

from the public

ACTION

Design a communal space on 
each residential floor.

OBJECTIVE
To promote social bridges within refugee 

groups in a safe and private setting.

ARCHITECTURAL GUIDELINES FOR REFUGEE INTEGRATION

Fig. 4.6 Architectural guidelines for refugee integration.
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3. Identify potential sites for intervention
Through field work and mapping, vacant lots 
adjacent to the network were identified as 
potential sites for intervention. Preference was 
given to lots that were located directly adjacent 
to bus stops, and were within a short walking 
distance to essential needs. Two sites, A and 
B, were identified as prime for a new proposal. 
This thesis moved forward with site A because 
of its location on the main road, Ouellette 
Avenue (Fig. 4.5). However, site B is suggested 
as the back-up plan for this proposal if site A 
was found unfit due to funding or other factors 
not addressed in this thesis. 

4. Identify programmatic deficits on an urban 
scale

Fig 4.3 shows the analysis of programs in the 
network and identifies the following domains 
as unfulfilled in this area: Housing, Education, 
Health, Social Bridges and Social Bonds. This 
analysis, along with information gathered from 
interviews and precedent studies were used to 
suggest a building program for the WRWC (See 
Appendix B for full program).

Architectural Strategies for Refugee 
Integration

The suggested best practices for refugee 
integration, shown in fig 4.6,  are presented 
as a gradient of interior to exterior strategies, 
and spatial/architectural to programmatic 
strategies. This method is used because 

these suggestions bleed into and influence 
one another greatly. For example, “design a 
communal space on each residential floor” can 
be adapted for sites with limited floor area to 
include one central communal area, to be easily 
accessed and shared by all residential floors. 
The importance of these suggestions is about 
how they can influence the lives of building 
users.

The suggested best practices are heavily 
influenced by the precedent studies of refugee 
welcome centres across Canada like the 
ISSofBC Welcome House in British Columbia, 
the MIIC Welcome Place and the IRCOM Isabel 
House in Manitoba, which were discussed 
earlier in this chapter. All three buildings 
feature a significantly recessed entry which 
allows for an entry courtyard. This influenced 
the suggestion to, “dramatically recess the 
main entry to allow for an entry courtyard to 
engage the sidewalk and avoid abrupt entry.”

The built environment is influenced by a 
multitude of factors like climate, policy, culture, 
etc. A building of the same typology may look 
completely different in one context versus 
another because the design and programs 
respond to site-specific clues. For those reasons, 
architectural strategies in this thesis are not 
presented in a strict one-size-fits-all approach, 
but rather as a suggested best practice which 
can be modified and adapted to fit contextual 
needs. 
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Site-Scale Opportunities for Refugee 
Integration

The previous sections, Urban-Scale Opportunities 
for Refugee Integration and Architectural Strategies 
for Refugee Integration outline steps that can be 
used in most Canadian contexts, however this 
section describes the programming, planning 
and design of an intervention that is specific to 
the context of Windsor. This conceptual design 

is intended to test the strategies outlined in 
fig. 4.6. It’s important to note that the building 
design, specifically the public facing ground 
floor, would require an extensive participatory-
design and community-engagement effort with 
refugees and community members of Ward 
3. Thus, the following conceptual proposal 
recognizes its limitations and humbly presents 
itself as a suggestion of what could possibly 
exist (Fig. 4.7-4.11). 

Fig. 4.7 WRWC building form and design strategies.



Fig. 4.8 Conceptual ground floor plan.





Fig. 4.9 Conceptual axo.





Fig. 4.10 Vignette 1, pedestrian view walking towards WRWC north-bound from Ouellette Avenue.
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Fig. 4.11 Vignette 2, pedestrian view walking towards WRWC outdoor space south-bound from Ouellette Avenue.
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05 DISCUSSION + CONCLUSION
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Framework for Refugee Integration

The value of  the process of  this research 
and proposal is that it can be defined in a 
set of  steps. The resulting framework can 
be documented and used by non-profit 
organizations or community leaders in other 
Canadian cities as a method for determining 
the gaps in  refugee integration, and if  spatial 
solutions are appropriate to solve issues in their 
specific context. The ultimate goal is to propose 
a well-informed project, like the WRWC, which 
connects to existing resettlement networks on 
an urban scale and provides programs that 
are underdeveloped on a human scale. With 
proper planning and design, architecture can 
help people in tangible and intangible ways 
by promoting self-sufficiency, economic 
independence, and psycho-social belonging. 

Discussion

Throughout this research, there were multiple 
opportunities for the researcher to receive 
feedback and guidance on the content of  the 
methods and proposal, and also their research 
process. The grounding and narrowing of  
the research topic was an important process 
which sets the stage for the final conceptual 
proposal at the end of  this book. However, in 
hindsight, more time could have been spent 
on crafting the conceptual proposal. The final 
design would have benefited from completing 
more interviews and conducting a participatory 
design effort with participants for the ground-
floor of  the facility. 

Feedback from critics during benchmark 
reviews emphasized the need for a more 
robust design which challenges western design 
practices. Rather than designing a building 
which looks like most social housing projects, 
the final proposal could have taken inspiration 
from other cultures and precedents worldwide. 
This would have resulted in a conceptual 
proposal which was well-informed in terms of  
programming, and could aesthetically connect 
to people from different backgrounds. 
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Conclusion

While the global praise for Canada’s refugee 
resettlement efforts is well-deserved, there is 
always room for improvement. As global politics 
continuously shift, more and more people are 
being forcibly displaced per year (UNHCR). 
While the refugee crisis is heavily influenced 
by factors out of  reach for the regular person 
(ex. politics and global economics), the refugee 
journey is an individualized experience with 
many potentials for intervention. In the four 
phases of  a refugee’s journey, architects are 
most likely to impact positive change in phases 
02 and 04. This thesis focused on the latter, 
and chose a context which was within reach for 
the researcher so that on-site observations and 
fieldwork could be done.

This thesis aims to intervene in the resettlement 
phase of  a refugee’s journey and better their 
experience through a spatial, architectural and 
urban perspective. This thesis calls for further 
research into the experiences of  refugees 
resettling in Canada and the betterment of  
spaces that aid in their integration. 



71 

you have to understand,

that no one puts their children in a boat

unless the water is safer than the land

An excerpt from Home, by Warsan Shire
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APPENDIX A

Sketch Problem II.
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APPENDIX B

WRWC Programming Matrix.WINDSOR REFUGEE WELCOME CENTRE (WRWC) PROGRAM 

 PROGRAM TYPE QTY SF SF TOTAL ADJACENCIES DOMAINS 
GROUND FL 
 Entry Vestibule 1 150 150 SF Lobby - 
 Lobby 1 1000 1000 SF Reception, Lounge Social Bridges/Bonds/Links 
 Reception 1 150 150 SF Lobby Safety + Stability 
 Lounge + Resource Area 1 1000 1000 SF Lobby Social Links, Lang. + Culture 
 Youth Lounge 1 500 500 SF Lobby & Lounge Social Bridges/Bonds 
 Computer Room 1 500 500 SF Youth Lounge Education, Safety + Stability 
 Community Org Suite 1 600 600 SF Lobby Social Bonds 
 Flex/Community Room 2 800 1600 SF Lobby, Outdoor Space Social Bridges/Bonds, Education 
 Classroom 3 500 1500 SF - Education, Lang. + Culture 
 Classroom Prep + Copy 1 500 500 SF WRAP Suite - 
 Food Bank 1 200 200 SF - Safety + Stability 
 Small Meeting Room 4 150 600 SF - - 
 WRAP Suite 1 2500 2500 SF - Social Links 
 Large Meeting Room 2 300 600 SF WRAP Suite - 
 Residential Storage 1 1500 1500 SF - Housing, Safety + Stability 
 Staff Room 1 600 600 SF WRAP Suite - 
 Main Storage 1 300 300 SF - - 
 Misc. Storage 1 150 150 SF Flex/Community Room - 
 Washrooms 2 400 800 SF - - 
 Mechanical + Electrical 1 800 800 SF - - 
 Receiving + Garbage Room 1 800 800 SF Loading Zone - 
 Circulation Including Stairs + 

Elevators 
- 2000 2000 SF - - 

 TOTAL AREA   18,350 SF   
SECOND FL 
 Reception 1 150 150 SF Elevators Safety + Stability 
 WRAP Service Offices 6 300 1800 SF - Social Links, Safety + Stability 
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 Child-Minding Suite 1 3000 3000 SF - Safety + Stability, Education 
 Health Clinic Suite 1 3000 3000 SF - Health 
 Immigration Law Suite 1 2000 2000 SF - Safety + Stability, Rights + Citiz. 
 Misc. Suite (For Future Tenant) 1 1400 1400 SF - - 
 Break Room 1 300 300 SF - - 
 Copy Area 1 150 150 SF Reception - 
 Classroom 3 500 1500 SF WRAP Service Offices Education, Lang. + Culture 
 Storage 2 150 300 SF - - 
 Washrooms 2 150 300 SF - - 
 Janitor 1 100 100 SF - - 
 Mechanical + Data 1 300 300 SF - - 
 Circulation Including Stairs + 

Elevators 
- 2000 2000 SF - - 

 Rooftop Green Space 1 2000 2000 SF Break Room, Child-
Minding Suite 

Health, Social Bonds 

 TOTAL AREA   18,300 SF   
THIRD FL 
 2-Bedroom Apartments 3 600 1800 SF - Housing, Safety + Stability 
 3-Bedroom Apartments 5 800 4000 SF - Housing, Safety + Stability 
 4-Bedroom Apartments 3 900 2700 SF - Housing, Safety + Stability 
 5-Bedroom Apartments 3 900 2700 SF - Housing, Safety + Stability 
 Shared Laundry Room 1 300 300 SF - - 
 Shared Social Space 1 500 500 SF Elevators Social Bridges 
 Mechanical 1 100 100 SF - - 
 Circulation Including Stairs + 

Elevators 
- 1500 1500 SF - - 

 Rooftop Green Space 1 2000 2000 SF Shared Social Space Health, Social Bonds 
 TOTAL AREA   15,600 SF   
FOURTH FL 
 2-Bedroom Apartments 3 600 1800 SF - Housing, Safety + Stability 
 3-Bedroom Apartments 5 800 4000 SF - Housing, Safety + Stability 
 4-Bedroom Apartments 3 900 2700 SF - Housing, Safety + Stability 
 5-Bedroom Apartments 3 900 2700 SF - Housing, Safety + Stability 

 Shared Laundry Room 1 300 300 SF - - 
 Shared Social Space 1 500 500 SF Elevators Social Bridges 
 Mechanical 1 100 100 SF - - 
 Circulation Including Stairs + 

Elevators 
- 1500 1500 SF - - 

 TOTAL AREA   13,600 SF   
 TOTAL BUILDING AREA   65,850 SF   
SITE 
 Entry Courtyard - - - Loggia Social Bridges/Bonds 
 Loggia - - - Outdoor Space Social Bridges/Bonds 
 Shared Outdoor Green Space - - - Loggia, Downtown 

Mission 
Health, Social Bridges/Bonds 

 Shared Parking - - - Outdoor Space, 
Downtown Mission 

Safety + Stability 

 Loading Zone - - - Receiving + Garbage 
Room 

- 
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