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B.Sc.(Hons) in Built Environment Studies 
BEN3101 – Design Workshop Occ. C 
Unpacking Homelessness: Inhabiting the liminal 
 
Unit Tutors: 
Perit Peter Brincat & Perit Alex Spiteri  
 
Programme: 
The design workshop consists of a 6 week programme within a studio environment, 
commencing on Wednesday 14th October 2020. Examination will be conducted in the form 
of an individual submission/presentation on Wednesday 25th November 2020. 
 
Today, the meaning of housing has evolved considerably from a social, cultural and political 
approach across varying communities in dense urban environments. For several decades, 
housing structures in the form of large apartment blocks have characteristed the built 
environment as the primary construction typology in our local context. Such developments  
address the demand in population growth and more so by satisfying the investment or 
speculative nature of the free market economy. Housing is a strong indicator of our reality 
and the complex layers of how communities across all socio-economic scales interact directly 
and not. Research indicates that housing can provide more than just a place to dwell, 
consume and invest. For certain minority groups in our society such as those that are 
considered homeless, the importance of having the possibility to gain access to the housing 
ladder is even more relevant for various reasons. Recently, these themes have been on the 
national agenda and discussed thoroughly by various stakeholders during a workshop 
organised by the Ministry for Social Accommodation discussing a national housing strategy 
for all. 
 
‘’Homesslessness is complex. In European, American and British societies, the typical image 
of a homeless person is the female-led household which is often due to mental health related 
issues, domestic violence and financial status. The reasons to why individuals and families end 
up without a home are various and often cut across many social and economic factors from 
unemployment, poverty, mental health, loss of significant other, disability, gender, racial and 
so on. Finding solutions is not an uncomplicated matter as it is directly related to political and 
ideological market views.’’ (National Housing System: A strategy towards sustainable homes 
and neighbourhoods, The Ministry for Social Accommodation, August 2020).  
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Locally, the definition of homelessness is still limited to people that are without a roof and 
residing in emergency shelters. Our reality is far from this rigid notion of a person begging in 
the street, especially in a post-COVID context. People (maltese & foreign) have lost their jobs, 
loved ones and the rise in having to abandon their homes has been felt and we cannot forget 
the state of their mental health which is a serious cosequence. 
 
The premise of this workshop relates to the outcomes set in the National Housing System 
initiative by the Ministry for Social Accommodation recently launched in August 2020. 
Students are required to investigate the ability for Architecture as a tool to support minority 
groups that relate to the wider definition of homelessness that require affordable and 
specialised housing platforms for their needs and allow them to take ownership of their lives 
and economic independence by potentially moving out into private accomodation. This would 
be a sustainable and economic viable method that both public and private sectors can benefit 
from and not be a burden.  
 
The sites considered include a series of residual (left over) sites in the areas of Birkirkara 
and/or Msida for students to propose interventions in the form of compact living units with 
possibly some form of flexibility to allow spaces to adapt to various users/residents and 
provide spaces to work remotely (possibly as a reaction to the post-Covid reality) as well as 
provide a service to surrounding communities (maltese & foreign). These solutions depend 
entirely on the specificity of the users and wider urban context and can allow various levels 
of spatial configuration from solely private spaces for the residents to communal spaces 
where the same residents and neighbouring community can choose to connect and react.  
 
Such programmes are relevant and exist in the form of residential centres organised and 
managed by various NGOs such as the YMCA that have centres in Valletta, Msida, Zabbar and 
Pieta’ and offer a series of programmes and social services. For the purpose of this workshop, 
a representative from YMCA will be contributing in the form of informal meetings with 
regards to the purpose, running and challenges that such centres face on a daily basis and 
more important the typology of user and sensitive narrative each resident brings and how 
adapting to their needs is paramount in creating a hollisitic space for living and their collective 
wellbeing. 
 

Objectives: 
The premise of the workshop is to apply a bottom-up approach to the design process and for 
students to develop a critical understanding of the realities we live in and question the role 
of architecture as a means in providing platforms for people that are homeless due to various 
reasons from economic, social, racial and other issues. Students are required to propose an 
architectural (interior and exterior) intervention that focuses on a specific user/s and program 
in respect to the surrounding context. The potential of the intended user groups, programmes 
and sites will be discussed with the students and will short list the preferred sites from a 
choice of sites that are relatively compact in footprint circa 80 sq.m. – 100 sq.m.  Students are 
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required to test this by developing and articulating their architectural ideas in full 
consideration of various disciplines including materiality, sustainability, behavioural, 
environmental and construction methodolgy. The tools to be used include working models, 
drawing, sketching ,digital techniques and further research in the implementation of such 
proposals while being aware of the built environment and the communities, social paradigms 
that exist in the context and site chosen by the respective student.  
 
 
 
Learning Outcomes: 
On completion of this module, the student is expected to be able to: 

- Think creatively about architectural design as a tool for examining the state of the 
build environment and the communities that make part of it.  

- Curate the inclusion of different disciplines into a rich architectural design. 
- Develop and experiment with a wider range of architectural techniques in the search 

for the most appropriate form of expression that is validated by an objective rationale 
and evidence-based research. 

- Explore and apply a multi-disciplinary approach throughout the design process. 
- Show personality within an architectural design team by applying skills in research, 

design, discussion and presentation (both verbal and visual). 
- Able to apply experimental and theoretical approaches to architecture in a clear and 

concise manner. 
- Being able to adapt and gather data efficiently and translate this into an active 

framework for purpose and with a real understanding of the reality of conditions on 
the ground. 

- Develope and understanding of the user-based approach relating to interior and 
exterior architectural/spatial details.  

 
Deliverables (to be confirmed): 

- The basic deliverables include printed sheets/posters that are curated in a clear, concise and 
graphically engaging manner that highlight the salient points that influenced the design 
process and the final proposal including plans, sections, sketches, views (internally & 
externaly) and more. Other content includes physical models of the proposed interventions 
and their iterations throughout the design process and any other material or method of 
representation that could express particular aspects of the architectural design proposal 
prepared by the student. Please note that high glossy paper for printing is prohibited.  

 
Keywords: specialised housing, participatory method, user-based approach, social 
architecture, behavioural studies, residual spaces, liminality... 
 


