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People Environmental Adaptation in
the Hyper-dense Areas: The case of
Dheisheh refugee camp, Palestine

Bader Alatawneh

The rapid urban growth and transformation - those result
from overpopulation - bring great changes to the form
and style of the urban fabric, and also challenges to the
landscape structure, natural environment and resour-
ces, to support urban habitation. These changes affect
the style and the quality of life which leads to some
changes in the people’s needs in hyper-dense areas.
Hyper-density became a rising phenomenon in several
regions of the world, It can be found in two forms; hori-
zontally in the low-rise and too close buildings (e.g. re-
fugee camps, slums, old cities, and informal settlements);
and vertically in the high-rise and close buildings (e.g.
Hong Kong and Chicago). Furthermore, hyper-density
has several levels in relation to its size; a neighborhood
level, a camp level, or in a city level.

The urban evolution of refugee camps has led to the
hyper-dense urban environments, with narrow and dark
paths, lack of openness, uncleanness and nearly the ab-
sence of green areas between close buildings, and
blockage of the daylight from transmission to the buil-
dings interiors. This urban form has distorted the sense
of landscape in the urban open spaces, and produced
a pressure on the public services due to the lack of
these urban open spaces. Accordingly, the people psy-
chological or physical interaction with landscape ele-
ments (plants, organisms,etc.) is missing.

The resources to be considered when evaluating
whether an ecological niche is hyper-dense, include: the
clean water, clean air ventilation, healthy food produc-
tion, providing shelters, warmth, and other resources ne-
cessary to sustain life. If the quality of a human life is
addressed, there might be additional resources consi-
dered, such as medical care, education, proper sewage
treatment and waste disposal (Nielsen, 2006). Hyper-
density evaluation is based on the lack of psychological
conditions in urban open spaces, lack of landscape ele-
ments, low amount of daylight, and low amount of natu-
ral ventilation and infrastructure.

The occupants of spatial constrained dwellings do not
necessarily feel crowded, while the achieved privacy in-
tervenes in the relationship between spaces and crow-
ding, its effect is indirect and very moderate. Instead,
the dissatisfaction with physical environment rather than
the quality of space is a major cause of the feeling of
crowdedness. Individuals may fail to manage interac-
tions with others in the high-density conditions, which

may result in excessive unwanted interaction and the
feeling of crowdedness; this may lead to negative psy-
chological and physiological effects (Chan,1998).
Dheisheh refugee camp has an urban structure which
suffers from the great lack in public open space (Fig. 1).
This pushed the camp residents to look for better phy-
sical changes where they can feel more comfortable as
the situation of living is not optional and related to many
complex conditions. They do limited physical improve-
ments to meet the basic levels of their needs in the open
spaces. The hyper-dense skyline of Dheisheh shows
the very few existence of vegetation within the camp
borders, low levels of openness, and visual blockage
(barriers) such as the presence of a large number of
water tanks on the buildings roofs and the bad infra-
structure fittings that increase the visual pollution and
disconnect the feel of environmental scenery. Dheisheh
urban open spaces are limited to streets and alleys,
dead ends, buildings reused roofs, schools playgrounds;
kindergartens play areas, buildings terraces or balco-
nies, and the very few and small urban open spaces
between buildings. These open spaces - if considered
as open spaces - are the only alternatives those can
observed in Dheisheh.

The camp streets are highly defined by two parallel rows
of buildings those form the very narrow paths with a very
few existence of vegetation, blocked views, lack of day-
light, lack of natural ventilation, and low level of privacy.
The form of “window to window” type (the closeness of
windows in the obverse and adjacent buildings) decrea-
ses the level of privacy inside the houses and causes
dissatisfaction with such physical environment that in-
creases the feeling of crowdedness. Despite this, the
people have used the fully closing window shutters to
increase the level of privacy, and they just open them in
the time they feel nobody can reveal them, especially in
the ground floors that can be revealed easily by the pas-
sing pedestrians.The streets or alleys dead-ends are
considered as semi-public open spaces. They are limi-
ted to the use of people who live there, and not highly
accessible for other people, especially the strangers.
Some of streets dead-ends are reshaped physically to
become private or semi-private by closing them with
gates, to be not accessible for others, and to be used
as private open spaces for the complex residents only.
Accessibility is used here to increase the privacy levels,
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and to find fixed and safe open spaces for kids to play
and for women to set there, to meet each other, and to
do the daily activities. In this case, people are going to
indirectly increase the sense of ownership and aware-
ness, which facilitate their living conditions and increa-
sing the security\safety, as supported by Newman, 1972
in his study about the defensible space.

Furthermore, people used to self-design their houses by
making the house entrance as internally-recessed form,
which can be observed in many cases. This entrance
form provides an outdoor space in front of the house
where women or the family can spend their free-time
while sitting and observing the passing pedestrian and
the outdoor activities, such as their kids playing in the
street. By this design, people changed the type of
streets and alleys uses; this way forces the drivers and
motorists to drive slowly paying attention to the safety
of people in the street.

On the private open spaces level, people have used
most of their private open area around the house with
no matter how it is small; to grow trees, shrubs, or clim-
bers, to feel of naturalness and aesthetics of these spa-
ces. Dheisheh residents use a common say "who has a
tree, then he has a paradise”, in the fact of lack of ve-
getation within the camp borders. People grow plants
along external walls of their houses, and in the contai-
ners those were placed on the roof fences, on balconies
edges, or above the house gate sunshade. Thus, the
feeling of naturalness can be partially met.

As a deduction; some of the people environmental, cul-
tural, and social needs were achieved -to some extent-
by the physical form of Dheisheh urban open spaces.
Moreover, the people behavior in the urban open spaces
played a significant role in achieving those needs, such
as: increasing the level of privacy, controlling the acces-
sibility in the different types of open spaces, increasing
the social interaction between people, and creating
areas for children to play and to entertain. Meanwhile,
the physical form of Dheisheh camp does not support
the following needs; psychological comfort, healthy en-
vironment, recreation, ecology and naturalness that are
insufficiently gained, beside the economic needs. But,
the usage type of Dheisheh camp urban open spaces
contributes in decreasing the negatives of this physical
form; the people could adapt by re-shaping their physi-
cal environment to meet some of their needs for natu-
ralness and the psychological comfort. They used every
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available space to grow plants and trees, and they can

manage the time when they use \ not use the space or
opening \ closing windows of houses to get a certain
level of the privacy and the psychological comfort (e.g.
housewives can open the windows, meet and sit in the
streets, etc., in the time of absence of large number of
people during early morning, as they will be at school,
university, or at work). The study of people adaptation
in Dheisheh refugee camp -as a model of hyperdensity-
lead to several findings that can be considered as re-
presentative findings, and can be generalized to other
cases of hyper-density. Firstly, people urban environ-
mental needs could be partially met by re-shaping the
physical urban and architectural forms as a way of adap-
tation with the reality. People could get the comfort by
the spontaneous ways of social interaction, this interac-
tion was found stronger than other surrounded regions
(outside the camp borders) where no significant crow-
dedness, due to the closeness of houses, and the com-
mon historical origins of the camp residents. Subsequently,
the hyper-dense environment can help in providing a
stronger social interaction for residents. Secondly, the
physical form of Dheisheh decreases the privacy, while
-at the same time- the privacy was achieved by people
behaviors that spontaneously manage and control the
use of urban spaces. Thirdly, living in the hyper-dense
areas disconnects the sociological ties between people
and natural landscapes, but also the residents could
adapt with this situation by using different ways of in-
creasing the vegetations to have better scenery, sun-
shade, and healthy natural air.

To conclude, people around the world are living in very
different climatic, cultural, social, and physical regions
with different ways of environmental, social, or cultural
adaptations to continue their own lives. The Bad physi-
cal environments can be considered as a great obstacle
as people must avoid to live there, while these environ-
ments can be studied and developed in which they can
be re-designed to facilitate people’s life there, tempora-
rily for the refugee camps or slums, or permanently for
the crowded cities and the old cities.
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STORICO-ARCHITETTONICHE E ARTISTICHE

Indirizzo in Pianificazione Urbana e Territoriale
XXV Ciclo (2012): Vincenza Bondi, Daniela Di Raffaele, Adbelrahman Halawani, Giuseppina Limblici, Luisa Rossini.
XXVI Ciclo (2013): Mara Basile, Laura Longhitano, Rigels Pirgu, Gerlandina Prestia.

Indirizzo in Storia e Rappresentazione dell’Architettura e della Citta
XXV Ciclo (2012): Tommaso Abbate, Eloy Bermejo Malumbres, Tiziana Sanfilippo, Elena Trunfio.

Indirizzo in Arte, Storia e Conservazione in Sicilia
XXV Ciclo (2012): Maria Laura Celona, Roberta Cruciata, Salvatore Serio.

Indirizzo in Storia, Rappresentazione, Conservazione dell’ Arte, dell’Architettura e della citta
XXVI Ciclo (2013): Armando Antista, Federico Fazio, Vaidehi Lavand, Roberta Minnella, Valentina Vario, Laura Zabbia.

DOTTORATO IN ARCHITETTURA, ARTI E PIANIFICAZIONE
Indirizzo in Pianificazione Urbana e Territoriale
XIX CICLO (2014): Nazli Gamze Aks6z, Michele Anzalone, Giovanna Ceno.

Indirizzo in Storia dell’Arte e dell’Architettura
XIX CICLO (2014): Ines Sendra Cabrera, Alessia Garozzo, Georgia Lo Cicero, Valeria Megna.

Indirizzo in Progettazione Architettonica, Teoria e Tecnologia
XIX CICLO (2014): Bader Mohammad Khalil Alatawneh, Giorgio D’Anna, Lynda La Manna.

Indirizzo in Pianificazione Urbana e Territoriale
XXX CICLO (2015): Riccardo Alongi, Alice Franchina, Jessica Smeralda Oliva.

Indirizzo in Storia dell’Arte e dell’Architettura
XXX CICLO (2015): Chiara Bonanno, Mei Xiaoxue.

Indirizzo in Progettazione Architettonica, Teoria e Tecnologia
XXX CICLO (2015): Aliakbar Kamari, Giovanna Licari, Laura Parrivecchio.
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