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1 The Contertainer is made up of colourful shipping 
containers stacked in a non-linear way    2 Inside Ta Phin 
Community House

They may be small community development 
projects, but they serve as models of new 
sustainable construction and as catalysts for 
socioeconomic change with far-reaching 
consequences.

It’s not the size that matters. Small projects can make a big impact. Community-supported construction 
of sustainable and appropriate facilities is an effective social development concept, proving that architecture 
in underserved areas is more than development aid or environmentally-friendly construction, but a means 
for building a community. These projects combine traditional building materials and technologies with clever 
design solutions that protect the natural environment and also place great emphasis on actively engaging the 
local population in the construction process. Buildings constructed by the local community result not only in 
a series of sustainable structures, but also a newfound sense of identity, self-reliance and enhanced social 
cohesion, generating positive impacts upon the social environment by creating opportunities for education, 
job creation and training. The construction process effectively forms an important part of the transfer of 
knowledge, whereby locals acquire new building skills that may be reused and taught to others. It’s a matter 
of empowering local craftsmen to learn for themselves that freely-available materials like clay, stone and wood 
encompass all the properties necessary to build in their respective geographic and climatic context, and that a 
village that works together also grows together.

A secondary school project in Gando, Burkina Faso; a community house in Ta Phin, Vietnam; and a dental 
polyclinic and library in Batu, Indonesia—though these construction projects intelligently leverage the site’s 
characteristics and locally-available materials, they demonstrate that Green building is not just about the 
architecture, but also about being socially-engaged. They integrate social and environmental performance 
for improved quality of life, demonstrating a successful approach combining the adaptive use of building 
materials, climatic mitigation, aesthetics and community development. Suitable for wide-scale application and 
the multiplication of the projects’ features, their far-reaching potential help their respective communities to 
develop a healthy pride and hope and, at the same time, to create a solid base for their development. 

In the case of Gando Secondary School by Kéré Architecture, winner of the Holcim Foundation for 
Sustainable Construction’s Global Holcim Awards Gold 2012, the awards jury commended the project for its 
multifaceted elements and forward-looking vision. It is impressed by the school’s innovative architectural 
concept, which combines both modern and vernacular construction methods, as well as by its educational 
and social impact. The school aims to provide further education to the children of a rural area that has no 
secondary education facilities. Claudia Buhmann, architect at Kéré Architecture, says, “Young and old people 
from Gando welcome the project because it improves their children’s future through education.” Not only that, 
but as a platform for meeting, learning and teaching, it is also used to pass on new skills and knowledge to 
the entire community. It will hold adult educational programmes to teach women hygiene and health, proper 
food storage, new agricultural techniques (how to cultivate during the dry season, how to protect the soil from 
erosion) and computer skills. 

The project has also become a job motor for young workers who have been trained in traditional and new 
construction techniques. People learn building techniques using readily-available local materials, which 
strengthens the idea of a mutually-beneficial process since the skills learnt can be applied beyond the 
confines of the site and help them find work in the village, which will slow emigration and secure the village’s 
future. This holistic approach is considered a good model of community work throughout the country, and has 
had a strong impact on similar endeavours in developing regions. Buhmann remarks, “The buildings have not 
only an educational effect on young people who, for the first time, come in contact with the profession of an 
architect, but also a worldwide reputation for sustainable architecture in Africa.”

The name of the “Contertainer” clinic and reading centre by Dpavilion Architects stems from a combination 
of “container” and “entertainer” as it is made from shipping containers, while its mission is to entertain 
disadvantaged communities. Jakarta-based architect Gunawan, of design firm Archiguna, notes, “The building 
does not just give a new form, contrasting colours, new materials and a new environment, but it seems to 
have a spirit as well: to develop the habit of reading, to increase the interest of the community and to build 
community resources. It is a facility that educates people in an innovative way.” Anas Hidayat, a member of 
Dpavilion Architects’ think tank, says, “It is also intended to provide a certain effect that would empower the 
poor so that they can discover some self-confidence. The structure is meant to inspire the poor to rise up.”

Similarly, Ta Phin Community House, located in a poor neighbourhood of the village, aims to achieve 
the sustainable growth of the local region through respect for cultural diversity and crafts and the natural 
environment, emphasis on the cultivation of indigenous plants, including the creation of a conservation 
garden, and the enhancement of tourism development. Project manager Viviana Maria Gomes Lopes discloses, 
“We believe that small projects can make a difference and mainly be an example for other communities. This 
small project focuses on sustainability, so the big results can only be clear in the long term, but it will surely 
have a positive impact on future generations.”

2

1

Having lived on three different continents, Y-Jean is 
no stranger to change. A peripatetic lifestyle such as 
hers allows her to move easily among cultures, and she 
quickly adapts and adjusts to new environments, rising 
to meet the challenges and opportunities that necessarily 
emerge from the school of life. She finds joy and solace in 
writing and has been contributing to various regional and 
international titles, shining a spotlight in particular on art, 
design and horology. When she’s not writing, you’ll find 
her dancing, practising yoga or dreaming up scenarios for 
a murder-mystery novel she hopes to write in the future.
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The earth walls are fixed with gum wood | Mango trees are planted and 
watered by the community | Grass which clean the air and fix the earth walls 
are growing in the shadows of the trees.

The fixing wood disappears through termites and rain | The earth walls are 
fixed via compression | The trees grow and shade areas for new seedlings 
and grass

The grass are displaced by bushes which grow higher and denser and take 
over the reinforcement of the wooden construction with their roots | The roots 
of the trees hold the humus layer and thus the water resources on site

2012

2015

2020

1. Foundation made of granite and mortar   2. Reinforced ring beam 
made of concrete   3. Concrete connection for reinforcing the wall 
elements   4. The shutterings for the wall elements are being set up, 
filled with cast earth and the following day the formwork is stripped   
5. Afterwards the ring beam is put in form and casted   6. At the 
same time, the formwork for the beam is set up and casted   7. The 
ring beams and the carrier beams are reinforced and hold the roof 
construction and the vaults   8. The wall elements consist of earth 
blend, sand, gravel and cement   9. The formwork for the vaults is 
being set up and the vaults are built. After stripping the formwork, the 
vaults are being plastered with lime plaster from the inside.
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Gando Secondary School
The secondary school in Gando for more than 1,000 children is the brainchild of Berlin-based architect, 

Diébédo Francis Kéré, who originates from this small village about 200 kilometres south of Burkina Faso’s 
capital, Ouagadougou. The firstborn son of the local tribal leader, he was the first child from Gando ever to 
attend school and went on to train as an architect in Berlin. According to African tradition, if a person leaves 
his community to seek a better life, he is expected to provide financial support to improve living conditions in 
the village. In Kéré’s case, he wanted to offer the community more than just money, realising how important 
education was for social and economic development. 

Aiming to enable everyone in Gando access to education, he built a primary school for the children of 
Gando and its environs—many of whom now make a 10-kilometre trek across dirt roads to get to school. The 
primary school won the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, and Kéré is now working on a secondary school, 
along with a public library and women’s community centre. While the government will provide teachers, Kéré 
is covering the costs of the design in Berlin, the construction, and the schoolchildren’s books and technical 
equipment. Funded by his non-profit organisation, Schulbausteine für Gando (Bricks for the Gando School), the 
school does not use external companies for construction, but builds using local workers.

Part of West Africa, Burkina Faso is located in the southern Sahel zone, one of the world’s hottest arid 
zones. Among the poorest countries in the world, three quarters of its 17 million inhabitants live in rural 
areas. Here, even primary school education cannot be taken for granted, as many children have to work in 
the fields, the outcome being that less than one in four adults is literate. Many primary schools were built but 
secondary education has been largely forgotten. Receiving only elementary school education, many young 
people are not qualified for skilled employment and have no alternative other than agriculture. Almost half of 
the nation’s population is under 16 years of age, which makes it more important to provide good educational 
opportunities—the access to education increases the chances of creating sustainable sources of income for 
following generations. 

Utilising local traditions and materials, Kéré trained the construction foremen himself, who are now able 
to train new team members from the local community and work together with the villagers to create the 
different school buildings. As the inhabitants are heavily involved in the development process and construction 

Though these construction projects 
intelligently leverage the site’s characteristics 
and locally-available materials, they 
demonstrate that Green building is not just 
about the architecture, but also about being 
socially-engaged.

6

Gando Secondary School 
3 Terracing and seating   4 Wall elements of Gando 
Secondary School made of cast earth   5 Construction 
site of Gando Secondary School   6 Rendering of the 
upcoming Gando Secondary School
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work, they quickly identify with the project and learn new skills on the job. Locals contribute whatever they 
can—carrying material to and from the site, preparing the site, fetching water, cooking and planting. People 
welcome the project since they get paid work, and the building techniques are easy to adapt to private 
buildings. Many young men trained through construction are now able to find qualified paid work far beyond 
the region. 

Buhmann comments, “People motivate themselves through their own power without outside help to create 
sustainable structures for their own future. With the help of modern construction materials and methods, 
traditional building techniques are reused and developed.” 

Covering 3,885 square metres, the new school is 12 times as big as the primary school opened in 2001. 
To be maintained by the villagers, its 12 classrooms in five buildings around a central courtyard with school 
hall, library, administration building and several sport fields will accommodate 1,000 students from the 
wider region. The layout is inspired by the traditional rural homesteads of Burkina Faso: the classrooms are 
positioned in a circle and create a protected courtyard, keeping the hot, dusty eastern wind out, and letting 
the cool western breeze in. Buhmann says, “The natural ventilation creates a comfortable indoor climate and a 
minimum of maintenance costs.” 

She continues, “The building needs very little energy, whether during construction or in operation. The 
buildings are cooled down by a specially-developed natural cooling system through the walls, ceilings and roof 
structures. Reforestation is part of the design and climatic concept. It creates a high-quality community space. 
Solar panels on the roof are being considered in the future.” The collection of scarce rainwater is integrated 
into the planting concept, used to irrigate newly-planted trees that are intended to help fight against the 
expanding desert and prevent dehydration of the ground, as well as to create shaded areas.

As a child, Kéré had to put up with stifling heat in standardised, dreary, crowded classrooms with sagging 
corrugated sheet metal roofs—experiences he wants to spare other children from. Weather conditions are 
challenging, with summer temperatures peaking at 35 degree Celsius. The design utilises a natural ventilation 
cooling effect enhanced by a sustainable, zero-energy passive geothermal solar cooling system that routes 
air through underground tubes (earth pipes are placed underneath the buildings and transport air, cooled by 
water, from outside directly into the rooms through holes in the floor), greenery and the use of double-skin 
roofs and façades to achieve a 5-degree Celsius thermal reduction, which make conditions more conducive to 
learning. The hot air in the classrooms rises through openings in the ceiling into the space between the ceiling 
and roof cladding. The large overhang of the roof allows the wind to circulate freely in the space between 
ceiling and roof, providing a rapid exchange of air. 

The school makes use of “high-tech” ideas that are implemented via low-tech, energy-saving and low-cost 
means, which can be used in extremely hot weather conditions. Kéré convinced the locals of the durability and 
strength of clay, which is poured and cast similar to concrete, improving its structural performance by adding 
a small amount of cement. Materials used for the school are as simple as possible—granite for the base, clay 
for the walls and ceilings and fast-growing eucalyptus wood for the façade layer in buffer zones—all collected 
from land adjacent to the village. 

From a materials and technology perspective, the school will set an example for new sustainable 
construction not only in the arid Sahel, but in all developing regions around the world. The school has brought 
the community together, receiving accolades not only from Gando’s 3,000 inhabitants but also from people 
throughout the region, including cultural, political and military dignitaries. Communities are now demanding 
that people living in towns and cities follow Kéré’s example. Thanks to its inhabitants and the efforts of Kéré, 
the schools of Gando are becoming globally-recognised examples of what a village can achieve by working 
together as a community.

Gando Secondary School 
7 Site plan   8 Section   9 Teaching and training locals 
in the use of new techniques in order to enhance their 
independence and sustainability of the building process 
10 Construction site of Gando Secondary School

Project Data
Project Name
Gando Secondary School
Location
Gando, Burkina Faso
Status
Under construction
Expected Completion
First construction phase to be completed 
by May 2013 (global construction 
completion is dependent on financial 
means)
Site Area
88,756 square metres
Gross Floor Area
3,885 square metres
Number of Rooms
12 classrooms

Building Height
4.95 metres
Client/Owner
Schulbausteine für Gando 
Architecture Firm
Kéré Architecture
Principal Architect
Diébédo Francis Kéré
Main Contractor
Local community
Civil & Structural Engineer
Kéré Architecture 
Images/Photos
Kéré Architecture; Holcim Foundation for 
Sustainable Construction
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Project Data
Project Name
Poligigi dan Taman Baca AMIN 
(Contertainer)
Location
Batu, East Java, Indonesia
Completion Date
October 2008
Site Area
500 square metres
Gross Floor Area
300 square metres 
Number of Rooms
16
Building Height
15 metres

contertainer
A social project initiated by local businessman Paul Sastro Sendjojo, who intended to provide a centre for 

lower-class and marginalised residents, the Contertainer by Dpavilion Architects offers free dental healthcare 
and library services—public facilities very much needed in the town due to their rising costs in Indonesia—
for the inhabitants of Batu. Dental services are reserved for the poor, while the reading space is open to 
all, regardless of social class or age. It is also a public space for gathering and socialising. Within 100 
kilometres from Surabaya with a population of 200,000, Batu is a relatively young township with a village-like 
atmosphere founded in 2001, and retains strong agricultural links. The majority of the population are farmers, 
cattle ranchers and ornamental florists. 

The design for the Contertainer started with the aim to make it look as good as possible. Hidayat says, 
“The architectural image of the facilities was to be as attractive as possible. This is to demonstrate that 
facilities for the poor do not have to look shabby.” Nine used shipping containers sourced from a nearby 
harbour were chosen for their potential and lower costs compared to conventional concrete and steel, and 
because they have not often been used in architectural projects, particularly in Indonesia, thereby providing 
an example to the public of how unconventional and used materials may be used for construction. Hidayat 
adds, “The Contertainer proves that a container does not have one single purpose. Containers may become 
buildings, encouraging people to perceive buildings creatively from various points of view.” 

As hollow blocks with standardised sizes, the containers allowed the architects to be creative. Despite their 
original function for storing goods, their spatial qualities provided an opportunity to play with more radical 
compositions, positions and colours. Just as containers are often in movement, the architects celebrated 
their dynamic nature through a twisted, chaotic and non-linear composition, inspired by local kampongs. In 
bright hues, the Contertainer stands out amidst its surroundings, meant to be both attractive and provocative. 
Known as a leisure town and nicknamed the “Switzerland of Java”, Batu has mountainous, idyllic landscapes, 
and the Contertainer’s eye-catching appearance appealing to locals and tourists makes it a new icon of the 
town. “This building is able to attract people’s attention and invite them to come and use the facilities. It 
gives positive benefits to the community,” remarks student Ginanjar Prasojo. 

Reinforced concrete columns and beams support the containers, which are already strong structures 
and practical, quick and cheap to be transformed—openings were added and materials were layered to 
construct interior walls, floors and ceilings, to make them more habitable and comfortable. The cantilevered 

Contertainer
11 Perspective view   12 & 13 Inside the library   
14 Elevation

12 13

1411

containers with outward protrusions are held up by thin steel columns, giving them a look of tension with 
gravity. The architects overcame several difficulties, including inexperience with the architectural application 
of containers and practical constraints as having too many openings on the surface would weaken the 
container structurally. All construction was carried out by about 20 inhabitants, who were paid to work on 
land preparation, structural building, container fixing, interior finishing and furniture installation, thus building 
a sense of belonging to the structure itself. Costing US$141,300, the Contertainer was completed in one and 
a half years, from commission to occupancy. 

Edwin Nafarin, Principal of Dpavilion Architects, concludes, “I was trying to find cheaper materials so the 
project made sense. I think the used container is interesting because it has been around the world, and 
now it is expected to be a window to the world. In the same way, reading would allow the people in Batu to 
increase their knowledge. Then I made it in an interesting shape to keep people coming because they don’t 
have a reading culture. I hope people love to come. Now at least 7,000 people per month come to this library. 
I always try to observe and understand the surrounding condition, then create something that possesses a 
‘soul’, which is harmonious with local life. Indonesia, as a developing country with a less stable economy, still 
leaves many of its citizens in poverty. I want the poor to be able to have facilities and entertainment, just like 
the affluent. The poor have the right to be happy.” 

Client/Owner
Paul Sastro Sendjojo
Architecture Firm
Dpavilion Architects
Principal Architect
Edwin Nafarin
Main Contractor
Surjo (SLNP)
Mechanical & Electrical Engineer
Surjo (SLNP)
Civil & Structural Engineer
Junaedi Masil 
Images/Photos
Dpavilion Architects
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I always try to observe and understand the 
surrounding condition, then create something 
that possesses a ‘soul’, which is harmonious 
with local life. Indonesia, as a developing 
country with a less stable economy, still leaves 
many of its citizens in poverty. I want the poor 
to be able to have facilities and entertainment, 
just like the affluent. The poor have the right to 
be happy.
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ta Phin community houSe
Most of Ta Phin’s inhabitants have to travel to town year-round to earn a living, leaving them no time 

for education or cultural and spiritual enrichment. Additionally, their scattered lifestyles due to the area’s 
topography, the lack of education and communication among the residents and the absence of information 
exchange between local and socioeconomic organisations make it difficult to promote tourism and economic 
development. To optimise the area’s potential and benefit the locals, the multifunctional Ta Phin Community 
House was built at the centre of the commune, next to the public rice milling station, and provides a self-
education centre, exhibition space displaying local handicrafts, information desk for residents and tourists, 
native herb nursery and gathering space for cultural and social activities and events such as training 
courses, public meetings and local festivals. 

Ta Phin is a six-community village in Sapa, a mountainous district of Lao Cai (one of the poorest provinces of 
Vietnam), with beautiful natural landscapes. Summer is marked by cool and rainy weather, while winter is cold 
and frosty, occasionally snowy. The major income activities of the approximately 2,800 residents are agriculture, 
forestry and tourism—most of them are farmers who make handicrafts in their spare time. Composed mostly 
of underprivileged ethnic minorities like the Dao and H’mong, it is an attractive site for tourism and research. 
Though tourism services and products like herbal baths, medicinal plants, traditional handicrafts, brocades, 
treks and homestays provide a good source of income, they are seasonal. Nonetheless, with the development 
of tourism in recent years, Ta Phin’s living standards have been increasing. However, this development is 
concentrated in a central area, thus resulting in a significant difference between this area and other village 
neighbourhoods. Also, to quickly escape from poverty, locals have been changing their customs and living 
environments, resulting in deforestation and the over-exploitation of high-value plants.

The community house proposes training programmes for locals to improve their skills in sustainable 
agriculture, responsible tourism and project management, and to transfer indigenous culture and knowledge. 
Educational activities for local school children and tourists will include a day tour to learn about the customs 
and costumes of the Red Dao people, taste medicinal tea, and discover fabric dying or herbal bath processes 
and traditional dances. Architecture students will come from Hanoi to study in situ a good example of a 
community house and how it was constructed. A programme of biodynamic farming will be instituted with 
the aim of implementing a weekly organic market. Income raised from the activities will cover the community 
house’s costs like water, electricity and staff salaries. Any profits will be reinvested into the community.

Ta Phin Community House
15 Perspective section   16 View of Ta Phin Community 
House from the hills

Solar cells

Stone foundation
Rain water 
collection tank

Utilising extra heat 
from the fireplace

Local 
recycled 
wood

- Meeting Hall
- Embroidery making and exhibition
- Information desk
- Self-education and training centre
- Resting place, storage
- Herb nursery

Adobe cells
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Inspired by the natural beauty of the region with its mountains, valleys and stepped rice fields and the 
traditional red headdresses of the Dao women, the design by 1+1>2 International Architecture applies Green 
solutions, adapted to local climate conditions and topography. It uses locally-available materials: a stone 
foundation, recycled wood frame, pillars, ceiling and doors, handmade adobe brick walls and a fibro-cement 
roof. To enhance energy and water efficiencies, it incorporates solar cells, power-saving LEDs, energy-saving 
fireplaces, filtered rainwater collection tanks and five-compartment septic tanks. The building is orientated to 
avoid the northeastern monsoon (chilly in the winter) and maximise southeastern sunlight, making the building 
warm in winter and cool in summer. The front space is an open courtyard hosting outdoor activities, the main 
living space lies in the middle, consisting of two floors, and above is a kindergarten, a library and meeting 
areas.

The villagers were involved at the design stage and about 10 local builders and 25 women participated in 
the construction, performing paid (building the walls and roof) and unpaid (preparing the plan, transporting 
materials, making the garden, yard, gate and fence) work. The local community will eventually maintain and 
run the building. Architect Hoang Thuc Hao at 1+1>2 says, “The most important thing in our definition of 
‘sustainability’ is the local people and the stability of their activities in the community house. In addition, we 
wanted to design a house that had the following characteristics: cheap, easy to make, Green and carries native 
culture.” Though the community house is small, it needs to be an icon of the village, connecting native people 
and attracting tourists. Hoang comments, “We chose a location that was easily recognisable from a distance 
and also near the villagers’ houses. In terms of design, the peculiar shape of the roof and the red façade make 
the house easy to attract attention.” 

Since it was opened in May 2012, the community house has been a busy place for public activities and 
events. Resident Ly May Chan comments, “It’s good to have a house and not to have to run after tourists and 
still have benefits.” Lopes remarks, “The positive impact we’ve seen so far is the agreement from the locals to 
use this house as a community house for activities and not for another local handicraft market, as you can find 
some at the centre of this village. The big challenge is to change their usual practices: easy way of doing things 
and easy money. It is hard to teach them something that is in the medium to long term. They need to see quick 
results. But it is not impossible. We just need to stay longer and give them our support.” At the end of the day, 
the aim is to promote the economic development of residents and the natural and cultural assets of the site to 
become a model to be replicated in other rural midland areas.

Project Data
Project Name
Ta Phin Community House
Location
Ta Phin, Sa Pa, Lao Cai, 
Vietnam
Completion Date
May 2012
Site Area
650 square metres

Gross Floor Area
80 square metres
Number of Rooms
2
Building Height
6 metres
Client/Owner
Local community
Architecture Firm
1+1>2 International Architecture JSC
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Ta Phin Community House
17 Façade   18 & 19 Interior view   

Principal Architect
Hoang Thuc Hao
Main Contractor
Local community
Civil & Structural Engineer
Nguyen Van Au
Images/Photos
1+1>2 International Architecture JSC
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