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The fourth edition of ‘Shelter Projects’, is launched at a time when shelter is more relevant than ever as an 
instrument of humanitarian response. The case studies in this edition reflect the on-going challenges posed by 
responses to complex emergencies such as Haiti and Pakistan as well as new challenges derived from unprec-
edented level of population displacement in Africa, Asia and in the Middle East. While the increase of shelter needs 
prompt larger mobilisation of resources, shelter programmes need to explore improved models of delivery as well 
as innovative, cost-effective solutions which incorporate best practice and position the persons of concern at the 
forefront of our interventions.

Where people live largely determines their ability to meet their basic needs. It is of paramount importance 
that shelter solutions look beyond the physical structure and consider the environment within which the shelter is 
placed. Nowadays, large displacement of population due to humanitarian crisis, mostly affects urban areas where 
people expect to find easier access to opportunities be it of social or economic nature. Nevertheless, this trend 
further exacerbates the existing urbanisation phenomenon by placing additional strain on already vulnerable areas. 
It is therefore increasingly evident that new concepts for sheltering people have to incorporate a more holistic 
approach which includes the shelter and its surrounding context. Shelter is an integral part of settlement planning, 
which guides spatial allocation of functions maintaining equilibrium between population needs, availability and al-
location of resources, economic dynamics, amelioration of living conditions, provision of services, communication 
transportation networks as well as recreational spaces.

The case studies contained in the fourth edition of Shelter Projects are a reminder once again that every crisis is 
unique. There is no ‘silver bullet’ for shelter response. The main objective should be to operate in accordance with 
recognized shelter best practice while enabling those displaced to return to their homes or equivalent living space 
in a timely manner encouraging community recovery and building resilience to possible future shocks. Participation 
and promoting ownership is the key to achieving successful projects. 

As well as being an important reference point for shelter facilitators this publication also acts as a learning tool 
allowing the successes and challenges of completed shelter projects to be replicated and improved on. The case 
studies address common issues emerging in shelter response, outline different approaches to addressing shelter 
needs and assist in evaluating the impact on affected communities. The shelter projects case studies provide an 
excellent resource against which to gauge proposed shelter interventions and access possible outcomes. Let’s col-
lectively try to avoid ‘re-inventing the wheel’.

This edition also contains a new section comprising relevant thematic topics of interest compiled by technical 
experts. The issues addressed are: a background to the indicator for covered living space ‘the 3.5m2 principle’, cash 
transfers as a tool in shelter response, sheltering of livestock and the importance of settlements.

In keeping with developments in on-line information and social media, greater emphasis is being placed on 
electronic dissemination, and in this regard the shelter projects website www.sheltercasestudies.org is identified 
for reference on each page of the document. We welcome your feedback and hope you will utilize the website in 
this regard. 

A special thanks to those who contributed with case studies and the Technical Advisory Committee for the 
articles of interest, without your support we would have no stories to tell. We trust that the reader will find this 
edition of ‘Shelter projects’ relevant and thought provoking leading to improved shelter solutions for affected 
communities.

Foreword

Esteban Leon
Head Shelter and Rehabilitation Unit
Risk Reduction and Rehabilitation Branch
UN-HABITAT
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Head
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International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent SocietiesMonica Noro
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United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
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Introduction

This book contains summaries of 
shelter projects that have been im-
plemented in response to conflicts, 
complex emergencies, and natural 
disasters (Section A). It also contains 
a section entitled Opinions (Section 
B). These are summaries of signifi-
cant issues in humanitarian shelter 
provision, written by shelter prac-
titioners with specific interests and 
experiences.

A full list of case studies 
contained in all four editions: 
Shelter Projects 2008, Shelter 
Projects 2009, Shelter Projects 2010 
and Shelter Projects 2011–2012 
can be found in Annex 1.

The  case studies in this book 
were implemented by many 
different organisations, a full list of 
which can be found in the acknowl-
edgements section (page iv). In 
order to allow weaknesses as well 
as strengths of programmes to be 
openly shared, the case studies are 
not directly attributed to individual 
organisations. Host government 
projects are not included.

As a result of the projects being 
implemented in diverse and often 
challenging conditions, they illus-
trate both good and bad practices. 
From every case study there are 
lessons that can be learnt, and 
aspects that may be repeated or 
need to be avoided.

Warning 
Each project must take into con-

sideration the local contexts and 
needs of the affected population, 
which will differ from case to case. 
Projects should therefore not be 
directly copied or there will inevi-
tably be programmatic weaknesses 
and failures.

Selection of case studies
The case studies were selected 

using the following criteria:

•	Projects must be wholly or 
largely complete by the end 
of 2012. This is to allow solid 
learnings to be gained. 

•	Given the scale of emergency 
shelter need every year, case 
studies must have had large 
scale impacts. Discontinued 
trials or design concepts were 
not included.

•	The majority of the project 
must be implemented within 
the first years following a 
natural disaster. For conflict 
affected populations, chronic 
emergencies and return 
processes, longer time scales 
can be considered.

•	Accurate project information is 
available from staff involved in 
the project implementation.

•	The case studies should illustrate 
a diversity of approaches to 

meet shelter need, as providing 
shelter is more than simply 
designing architecturally 
impressive structures.

In compiling the case studies 
for this edition, special efforts were 
made to include projects which 
were not restricted to construc-
tion of an agreed shelter design. 
As a result readers will find projects 
which include issues such as rental 
support, (e.g. A.10 and A.11 Haiti – 
2010), settlement issues (e.g. A.31 
– Tunisia – 2011), site planning (e.g. 
A.15 – Kenya – 2011) and coordi-
nation (e.g. A.20 – Pakistan – 2010 
and A.28 – Somalia).

In the case studies, we include 
some findings from a 10 year evalu-
ation of a transitional shelter project 
(A.7 – Democratic Republic of 
Congo – 2002). We also include a 
case study from 1871 that illustrates 
the long history of shelter projects ( 
A.32 – USA (Chicago) – 1871), 
and contains an early design for a 
t-shelter / core house. 

This edition of Shelter Projects focuses on a broader range of projects than 
previous editions - such as A.15, Kenya (Dadaab), which includes site planning.

Photo:  Joseph Ashmore

Including a case study in this 
book does not necessarily 
mean that it represents best 
practice...

http://www.ShelterCaseStudies.org
http://sheltercasestudies.org/shelterprojects2008.html
http://sheltercasestudies.org/shelterprojects2009.html
http://sheltercasestudies.org/shelterprojects2009.html
http://sheltercasestudies.org/shelterprojects2010.html
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1 Figures for disaster-affected populations in 2012 are incomplete. The main statistical resource quoted here for disaster infor-
mation (EM-DAT international disaster database) is under constant revision. Final figures for 2012 are not yet available.

Global shelter need
The data presented in the 

table below indicates that over 
seventy million people were 
displaced or remained displaced 
as a result of conflict, natural 
disasters and economic develop-
ment in 2011/2012. However, how 
these people settled and the total 
number of people who required 
shelter support is not known.

Although most of these seventy 
million people were displaced 
before 2011, all have required new 
shelter solutions at some stage. 
Many found their own solutions, 
whilst many more were provided 
with external assistance.

Total number of  refugees and IDPs by 

category (in millions). 

2010 2011
UNHCR refugees 10.55 10.40

Asylum seekers 0.85 0.87

Palestinians (care of 
UNRWA) 5.00 5.10

REFUGEES TOTAL 16.40 16.37

IDPs (conflict and 
generalized violence-
induced)

27.50 26.40

Natural-hazard 
disaster-induced 42.30 14.90

IDPs TOTAL 69.80 41.30

Development induced 
(e.g displaced by 
dams)

15.00 15.00

TOTAL 101.20 72.67

Source: Table 1.1 IFRC World Disaster 
Report 2012, p. 15

Total number of people reported affected by natural disasters 
(in thousands.) 

Asia Africa Americas Europe Oceania

2007 190,885 1,253 9,119 1,651 172

2008 182,754 22,653 20,314 268 105

2009 174,056 42,636 7,046 141 77

2010 292,534 3,724 12,744 834 549

2011 176,453 19,092 13,457 79 484

Total 1,016,682 89,358 62,680 2,973 1,387

Adapted from Annex (Table 3) IFRC, World Disasters Report 2012, p. 258

Natural disasters 
2011/2012

In 2011 there were 336 
recorded natural disasters affecting 
approximately 209 million people1.   
Although this gives an idea of the 
scale of disaster impacts it cannot 
be directly linked to shelter needs. 
However, analysis of the data does 
give an idea of where the greatest 
needs may lie.

The overwhelming majority of 
people affected by natural disasters 
live in Asia and in countries with 
medium or low Human Develop-
ment Index scores. 

The data available for 2012 
reflects the pattern that floods, 
droughts and storms affect the 
greatest number of people. Major 
floods in 2012 in China, Pakistan, 
the Philippines and India dominate 
the statistics for numbers of people 
affected by natural disasters.  
Droughts in 2012 are estimated 
to have affected 11 million people 
in the Horn of Africa and 3 million 
people in North Korea. 

Other disasters also had signifi-
cant impacts. The 2011 earthquake 
and tsunami in Japan caused sig-
nificant loss of life and destroyed 
128,000 houses. It was also the 
most expensive disaster in history.

The limitations of these figures 
in terms of assessing shelter needs 
is limited due to the following 
factors:

•	Accurate numbers of people 
displaced are not always 
available.

•	Countries have differing 
capacities to cope with the 
affects of such disasters. For 
example millions of people in 
China are displaced every year 
by natural disasters, but little 
humanitarian aid is requested.

Conflicts in 2011/2012
It is estimated that 60 per cent 

of all forced migrants are displaced 
by conflict and violence. All of them 
required new shelter in their dis-
placement locations. There were 
additional shelter and land needs in 
locations of eventual return. 

Countries with conflicts 
causing significant displacement in 
2011/2012 included:

•	Syrian Arab Republic
•	Central African Republic
•	Democratic Republic of Congo
•	Sudan / Rupublic of South Sudan

As in previous years, the total 
refugee numbers remain fairly 
static. More than half of the world’s 
refugees came from three countries 
in 2011: Iraq, Somalia and Afghani-
stan. 

Around three-quarters of the 
refugee population remain in a 
situation of “protracted displace-
ment” with the international 
community unable to produce 
durable solutions as a result of 
ongoing disagreements over land 
rights and political instability.   

It is estimated that half a million 
refugees voluntarily repatriated in 
2011 and nearly 2.5 million internal-
ly displaced people returned home. 
This is an improvement on 2010, 
which had one of the lowest return 
rates in 20 years. Projects from Af-
ghanistan (A.1), Cote d’Ivoire (A.5-
A.7), and Sudan (A.29) in this book 
relate to return and resettlement 
programmes.

The deterioration of the security 
situation in Syria led to over half a 
million people seeking protection 
in Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon by 
the end of 2012. A further two 
million people were thought to be 
displaced within Syria, numbers that 
continued to rise.

http://www.ifrc.org/publications-and-reports/world-disasters-report/
http://www.ifrc.org/publications-and-reports/world-disasters-report/
http://www.ifrc.org/publications-and-reports/world-disasters-report/
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Where to find different types of response in the case studies
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A.1 – Afghanistan – 2012 x x

A.2 – Burkina Faso – 2012 x

A.3 – Colombia – 2012 x

A.5 – Cote d’Ivoire – 2012 x x

A.6 – Cote d’Ivoire – 2012 x x

A.7 – DRC – 2002 x x

A.8 – Ethiopia – 2011 x

A.9 – Ethiopia – 2012 x

A.10 – Haiti – 2010 x x x x

A.11 – Haiti – 2010 x x x x x

A.12 – Haiti – 2010 x x x

A.13 – Haiti – 2010 x

A.14 – Japan – 2011 x x x

A.15 – Kenya – 2011 x

A.16 – Lebanon – 2007 x x x

A.17 – Lebanon – 2011 x x x

A.18 – Madagascar – 2012 x

A.19 – Nicaragua – 2007 x

A.20 – Pakistan – 2010 x x x x x

A.21 – Pakistan – 2010 x

A.22 – Pakistan – 2011 x

A.23 – Pakistan – 2011 x

A.24 – Peru – 2012 x

A.26 – Philippines – 2012 x x x

A.27 – Philippines – 2012 x

A.28 – Somalia – 2012 x

A.29 – Sudan – 2012 x x

A.30 – Thailand – 2011 x x x x

A.31 – Tunisia – 2011 x x

A.32 – USA  – 1871 x x x

http://www.ShelterCaseStudies.org
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Table illustrating which forms of support were provided in each case study

H
ou

se
ho

ld
 it

em
s

Co
ns

tr
uc

ti
on

 m
at

er
ia

ls

To
ol

s

Em
er

ge
nc

y 
sh

el
te

r

Tr
an

si
ti

on
al

 s
he

lt
er

 / 
T-

sh
el

te
r

Su
pp

or
t 

fo
r 

ho
st

 fa
m

ili
es

Re
nt

al
 s

up
po

rt

Co
re

 h
ou

si
ng

  /
 

pr
og

re
ss

iv
e 

sh
el

te
r

H
ou

si
ng

 r
ep

ai
r 

an
d 

re
tr

of
it

ti
ng

Ca
sh

 / 
vo

uc
he

rs

Lo
an

s*

A
dv

oc
ac

y 
/ l

eg
al

Si
te

 p
la

nn
in

g

In
fr

as
tr

uc
tu

re

Tr
ai

ni
ng

St
ru

ct
ur

al
 a

ss
es

sm
en

t

G
ui

de
lin

es
 / 

m
at

er
ia

ls
 /m

as
s 

co
m

m
un

ic
at

io
ns

Case study

A.1 – Afghanistan – 2012 x x x x x x

A.2 – Burkina Faso – 2012 x x x x x

A.3 – Colombia – 2012 x x x x

A.5 – Cote d’Ivoire – 2012 x x x x x x

A.6 – Cote d’Ivoire – 2012 x x x x

A.7 – DRC – 2002 x x x x

A.8 – Ethiopia – 2011 x x x x x x x

A.9 – Ethiopia – 2012 x x

A.10 – Haiti – 2010 x

A.11 – Haiti – 2010 x x x x

A.12 – Haiti – 2010 x x x x x

A.13 – Haiti – 2010 x x x x

A.14 – Japan – 2011 x x x

A.15 – Kenya – 2011 x x x x x

A.16 – Lebanon – 2007 x x x

A.17 – Lebanon – 2011 x x x x x

A.18 – Madagascar – 2012 x x x x

A.19 – Nicaragua – 2007 x x x x

A.20 – Pakistan – 2010 x x x

A.21 – Pakistan – 2010 x x x x x

A.22 – Pakistan – 2011 x x x x

A.23 – Pakistan – 2011 x x x x x

A.24 – Peru – 2012 x x x x

A.26 – Philippines – 2012 x x x

A.27 – Philippines – 2012 x x x x x x x

A.28 – Somalia – 2012 x x x x x

A.29 – Sudan – 2012 x x x x x

A.30 – Thailand – 2011 x

A.31 – Tunisia – 2011 x x

A.32 – USA  – 1871 x x x x x x

* Although there are no examples in this edition of Shelter 
Projects, "Loans" is included as a category of assistance in 
this table as there were examples in previous editions. (e.g. 
A.29 Tajikistan, 2010 Shelter Projects 2010) 

Explanation of columns:
•	 Household items - tents / blankets and other non-food items
•	 Construction materials - were provided for construction/repair. 
•	 Emergency shelter / transitional shelter, T-shelter, temporary 
shelter, semi-permanent shelter, core housing / progressive 
shelter. Terminology is used according to the wording used in the 
response.

http://www.sheltercasestudies.org/shelterprojects2010/A29-Tajikistan-2010.pdf
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Recurring themes
Affected people are the first re-
sponders

The first and main response in 
most of the case studies in this book 
is by the affected people them-
selves. Of the case studies in this 
book, the more effective projects 
were set up with assessments that 
led to a clear understanding of the 
needs, and with two way commu-
nication between the implement-
ing organisations and the affected 
people.

The fact that disaster and 
conflict affected people are usually 
highly proactive in finding solutions 
to their own shelter needs is recog-
nized in many of the case studies in 
this book. For example in A.4 – Cote 
d’Ivoire, organisations assessed 
the “self recovery rate”, and made 
follow-on planning assumptions for 
the support that was needed.

Sphere standards1 and indicators 
provide common standards on par-
ticipation, initial assessment, moni-
toring and evaluation.

Types of response
The previous two tables highlight 

some themes that recur between 
case studies and in which case study  
they can be found. The first of the 
two tables identifies the kinds of 
settlement options supported by 
the project and the second provides 
more detail on the type of assis-
tance that was provided.

A quick glance at these tables 
shows that:

•	Camps are not the only 
settlement option supported.

•	There are a diversity of types 
of shelter that can be built by 
affected people or by supporting 
organisations.

•	There is a diversity of ways of 
supporting people to improve 
shelter. These range from 
direct support in construction, 
to offering legal support, to 
improving communication with 
disaster affected people so that 
they can make more informed 
choices.

Scale
Disasters and displacements vary 

massively in scale, and as a result so 
do responses. Many are also dealt 
with in country (see A.30 – Thailand 
– 2011)

In many responses there is simply 
not sufficient funding or capacity 
for organisations to provide the 
support that is required. 

In the light of resource con-
straints, organisations often have to 
make tough decisions as to whether 
to provide a high level of longer 
term support for a limited number 
of households, or a lower level of 
support for a larger number of 
households. In the case of displace-
ments over borders due to conflict, 
there is often little choice and some 
kind of support must be provided 
to all displaced people (see A.15 – 
Kenya (Dadaab) – 2011). 

Many project are set up to work 
at a small scale with the hope that 
the project can allow the organisa-
tions to provide a larger scale of 
support  through advocacy and by 
providing a replicable model (see 
A.3 – Colombia – 2012). Often 
by implementing even small scale 
projects, organisations engage 
in the practical realities of shelter 
and reconstruction and can be in a 
much stronger position to advocate 
from.

In some circumstances the 
scale changes rapidly and the 
programmes must adapt to the 
changing scale of needs (A.17 – 
Lebanon – 2011)

Selecting an area to intervene in
Selecting the area of interven-

tion (province/district/village) is 
the first step in selecting who a 
project will support. It has very far 
reaching implications as to whether 
a project will meet the needs of the 
most vulnerable people. In many 
projects this decision is taken rela-
tively rapidly and it is made using 
less detailed criteria than are used 
for selecting individuals.

Coordination and clusters
Since 2005, many of the larger 

responses have been managed 

using the cluster approach to 
coordination. This was proposed as a 
way of addressing gaps and ensuring 
responses were more effective 
(see humanitarianresponse.info 
and sheltercluster.org for more 
background).

In this book, we include two 
projects as examples of cluster 
coordination, whilst many others 
highlight coordination components 
of the project. In  A.20 – Pakistan 
– 2010, we include a case study of 
coordination in a very large scale 
response and the need to ensure 
that coordination takes place at 
the village level as well as at the 
national level. In A.28 – Somalia – 
2011, we look at some of the issues 
in ensuring that multi-sectoral 
responses are coordinated in the 
complex urban environment of 
Mogadishu.

Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR)
In many responses, particu-

larly to natural disasters, there is a 
need to support people to “build 
back safer” and enhance the resil-
ience of people to withstand future 
disasters. In this edition of Shelter 
Projects we have tried to highlight 
the DRR components of projects. 
This ranges from structural and 
engineering support (A.1 – Af-
ghanistan – 2012) to projects firmly 
based in community-based disaster 
risk reduction principles (A.21 and 
A.23 – Pakistan – 2011).

Settlements, land and planning
In this edition of shelter projects 

we have tried to look at shelter in 
the broader sense and to include 
issues relating to settlements. In the 
“Opinion pieces” (Section B), we 
include a piece on this subject (B.4  
–  Reflection on the Importance of 
Settlements in Humanitarian Shelter 
Assistance). 

Some case studies include a 
discussion of some of the issues 
encountered surrounding land in 
recovery operations (A.26 – Philip-
pines – 2012) whilst others look at 
the issues surrounding site planning 
the context of conflict induced dis-
placement. (A.15 – Kenya (Dadaab) 
– 2011 and A.31 – Tunisia – 2011). 

1 Sphere Project, Sphere: Humanitarian charter and minimum standards in humanitarian response, 2011

http://www.ShelterCaseStudies.org
http://www.humanitarianresponse.info
http://www.sheltercluster.org
http://www.sphereproject.org/
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Terminology
There has been a lot of academic 

and practical debate surrounding 
terminology used in shelter. Addi-
tional confusions have been added 
by language translation issues. 

Issues of the definition of words 
have been particularly great sur-
rounding the language used for 
different phases of assistance. As 
an example the terms “transitional 
shelter”2, "T-shelter", "temporary 
shelter", "semi-permanent shelter" 
and "incremental shelter" have all 
been used in responses to define 
both the types of shelters and the 
processes used.

In this book we use the 
terminology that was used in country 
for each response. Although there 
can be some confusions, practical  
response specific understandings 
are usually developed surrounding 
the use of these terms. In some 
cases, flexibility in terminology 
has helped projects to take place 
sooner. 

Minimum and maximum materials and labour costs per household for each project in this book
(Note that these figures are not necessarily representative of the entire responses)
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Interpret and contribute
In reading this book, or 

browsing relevant case studies, it is 
hoped that readers will be able to 
draw their own lessons and identify 
useful techniques and approaches.

Readers are encouraged to send 
in their own projects for future 
editions. In this way, the humanitar-
ian community can compile good 
and bad practices and hopefully 
implement increasingly effective 
shelter projects in the future.

Contribute at:

www.ShelterCaseStudies.org

Costing shelter projects
The stated costs of the various 

projects in this book are shown in 
the graphic above. However the 
costs do not all measure the same 
things and should not be used as 
indicators of value for money or of 
project success.

Each project was conducted in 
very different circumstances with 
very different markets, local con-
struction methodologies, materials, 
skills availability and logistics con-
straints.  Projects also varied greatly 
in the type of assistance provided,  
from provision of materials, 
to projects with much higher 
advocacy, training or mobilisation 
components.

In reporting the overall project 
costs different organisations have 
used different approaches making 
direct comparison difficult. Some 
have divided the entire project 
budget by the number of shelters 
built, whilst other projects have 
multiple sources of funding or 
work in multiple sectors, making 
overall shelter project costs harder 
to calculate.

Minimum materials and labour cost
Beneficiary contribution
Maximum materials and labour cost
Beneficiary contribution
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“[the sites were] ... filled by little towns of tents and huts; so 
also the Estrela district in the west and the Campo de Santa 
Clara on the east side of the town were full of squatters... It 
was estimated that about nine thousand wooden buildings 
were put up during the first six months after the quake, a 
fine achievement, for wood was very scarce indeed in Lisbon 
and much of it had to be brought to the city for this special 
purpose.

The general desire was to get out of buildings into tents or 
huts, and to sleep in the garden rather than indoors, even if 
one’s home still stood safe and sound, and for this reason 
the great camps on the high and open places round the city 
were for a long time crowded communities, in spite of the 
initial discomfort and squalor of the miserable bivouacs of 
matting, planks, and sail-cloth under which many of the 
squatters spent their first few nights.

The most remarkable concourse of these campers was that in 
and around the quinta of the Oratory in Cotovia... in a little 
while an ordered settlement of wooden huts was established, 
and some of these, built for nobles and high officials, began 
to be quite luxurious bungalows with glass windows and 
tapestry hangings and good domestic offices. ”

Shelter in response to the Lisbon earthquake of 1755.
Source: T. D. Kendrick the Lisbon Earthquake,1956

1755 German copperplate image, The Ruins of Lisbon: 
In the left of illustration is a tented camp in the suburbs of Lisbon following the fire of 
1755. On the right damage that is probably related to the 1531 earthquake.

Source: Wikimedia commons

http://www.ShelterCaseStudies.org
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