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We invite you, the active partners in peacekeeping missions, namely rep-
resentatives of The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The Ministry of Defense, and 
representatives of Dutch development organizations, to reflect on a proposal 
posed by the architecture department of Het NIeuwe Instituut.

Compounds represent the spatial infrastructure and the buildings that are 
being constructed in order to host the temporary international presence 
overseas, mainly, during peacekeeping and reconstruction missions. 

With this workshop, we seek to investigate an inclusive design approach and 
asking questions such as: Can compounds be planned for multiple usages? 
When a force leaves its compound, can the compound adapt a second civic 
life and be more resourceful for the local community?

The two Compounds workshops are part of a larger program called Drones 
and Honeycombs that is hosted by The New Institute. The program aims 
at exploring the contemporary architecture and landscape of war and of inter-
national relations.  The Dutch military presence overseas is framed under UN, 
NATO, or EU mandates. It is not a big force, but its impact is very relevant. Es-
pecially, within the context of the 3D doctrine.  The construction projects that 
are initiated by international forces during these missions are enormous. In 
particularly, when looking at the missions in Kosovo and in Afghanistan. It has 
no proportion to the local scale (see image). Moreover, while these spaces are 
constructed and planned for temporary use, many of them are made of long 
lasting materials, such as, concrete, bricks, steel, prefab structures, and so on. 

Many of theses buildings are there to stay. They remain behind and turn into 
waste, or a nuisance for the local community. 

The Netherlands is known for its skillful design capacity, both in the small and 
in the large scale. It is also known for its involvement in humanitarian missions 
and for large investments in development aid projects world wide. As the 3D 
doctrine implies a collaboration between the soldiers, the humanitarians and 
the diplomats. We are tempted to ask, can this collaboration be extended 
toward the production of a comprehensive space? Can buildings and spaces 
that are being constructed for the conduct of missions, turn swiftly into civic 
asset, such as, schools, housing-blocks, medical clinics, or parks?

Details of the first workshop
Date: 6/3/2014
Starting time: 11AM
Location: De Bakema Serre room, The New Institute, Rotterdam. 
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DEFINING TERMS

“A Google search yields nothing…” So said Simon van Melick, 
moderator of the Compounds Workshop held at the Nieuwe 
Instituut on March 6, 2014, as he introduced the subject 
of the day’s discussion. Probably he was referring to the 
fact that googling ‘compounds’ results in 38,000,000 hits 
which mostly relate to something else entirely (chemical 
compounds). To come up with the sort of compounds the 
workshop set out to address, namely, temporary bases in 
conflict zones, you have to google ‘military compounds’ 
(26,200,000 hits).

Immediately a problem of definition is evident, which 
serves to illustrate the gulf between the traditional ‘military 
compound’ and the rather newer territory covered by 

THE FUTURE OF COMPOUNDS

As peace-keeping missions continue 
to multiply, representatives of the 
Dutch Ministries of Defence and 
Foreign Affairs, plus experts from other 
fields, came together to discuss their 
inevitable physical manifestation: the 
mission compound. So often in the 
past a major inconvenience for local 
populations, could compounds of 
the future hold they key to improved 
development and diplomatic efforts?
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the workshop (and reflecting the relatively progressive 
approach of Dutch peacekeeping missions). A compound 
in a conflict zone will most likely be characterised as a 
‘compound (fortification)’ as Wikipedia puts it, rather 
than the ‘compound (enclosure)’ which is nearer to the 
workshop’s own working definition. This was spelled out in 
the background documentation:

“Compounds represent the spatial infrastructure and the 
buildings that are being constructed in order to host a 
temporary international presence overseas, mainly during 
peacekeeping and reconstruction missions.”

The workshop thus set out to ask whether compounds can 
transcend their military origins and be used for multiple, 
social aims. Can they be inclusively designed so that, when a 
force leaves one behind, it can begin a second, civic life as a 
resource for the local community?

Behind the event is the shift, not yet fully registered by 
Google, from ‘compound (fortification)’ to ‘compound 
(enclosure)’ – the growing emphasis on what the 
Netherlands’ Permanent Mission to the UN terms ‘the 3D 
approach’, which has subsequently been renamed ‘the 
integrated approach’, as explained (on the mission’s website):

“On certain issues, the political section [of the mission] works 
closely with both the military section and the economic and 
social section, in view of the growing recognition of the links 
between political, military and social and economic issues. We 
call this the 3D approach. The ds stand for diplomacy, defence 
and development. The Netherlands believes that complex 
topics like peace building can only be dealt with in a coherent 
manner, which is the 3D-approach.”
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MEANINGFUL LEGACY
Malkit Shoshan, director of FAST (a foundation which 
explores the political implications of planning and 
architecture, principally in Israel) and initiatior of Drones 
and Honeycombs and of the compounds project, kicked 
off the short presentations that introduced the topic. “My 
The initial interest in the subject was triggered after visiting 
Kosovo.– amazingly for an Israeli – by the compounds there,” 
she said, by way of introducing the event. “In Israel, we are 
used to having the military as a part of the everyday fabric, 
but Kosovo surprised me – the staggering number of foreigner 
forces and their compounds. These had no relation to the 
local scenario.”

In her presentation, she argued for the need for compound 
design to instead “add value to peacekeeping missions and 
leave a meaningful legacy,” noting that the time is ripe – UN 
peacekeeping expenditure having almost doubled since 
2004, and Afghanistan representing the largest mission in 
history and one which, she added, generated enormous 
waste.

How to design our way out of the cul-de-sac of alienating 
compound developments that add little to the experience 
of local people, that neglect diplomacy and development 
in favour of defence, was to be the question of the day. 
“What can design do? Help thinking on long-term use,” said 
Shoshan, advocating ‘pre-cycling’, or making compounds 
adaptive for multi-use from the very beginning. 

To illustrate the point, she referred to the Olympic Games 
– another huge and temporary innovation. Once, Olympic 
white elephants were the norm, with buildings abandoned 
and useless after a short working life. With the London 
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Olympics however, “buildings became transformable and 
temporary venues” – a critical shift in thinking which might 
also be applied to military compounds.

THE DUTCH EXPERIENCE: DIY TO 
DECENTRALISATION
A photo said it all in the second presentation, by Marcel 
Rot, an engineer from the Dutch Ministry of Defence, 
who outlined with endearing honesty the Netherlands’ 
experience of compound building since its first attempt 
in Bosnia in the 1990s. The photo, dating from that time, 
showed a big Gamma flag – Gamma being a large Dutch DIY 
chain was a source of inspiration, a mindset, for Dutch bases 
contruction at that time. This naivety became less funny 
when, having sited the compound on top of a hill, a snowfall 
of 1.5m made it virtually inaccessible.

“We did the whole thing with Dutch glasses on,” said Rot of 
this steep learning curve.  Surprisingly, the ‘Dutch glasses’ 
are still in place when it comes to the application of national 
standards – from environmental to electrical – to the nation’s 
compound architecture (largely for insurance reasons). 
Further influences on Dutch compounds include the Nato 
guidelines for field accommodations and, less predictably, 
the issue of mission finance. The mission – Nato, UN, or the 
EU – picks up the bill and this “indirectly affects the design of 
a compound.” For example, in Mali (for the focus of missions is 
currently shifting to Africa), the UN pays for fuel, “so why invest 
in solar panels?”

When missions end, compounds are currently dismantled 
and then “the only thing that matters is economics.” If the base 
structures can’t be sold, they might be either donated to an 
NGO, demolished, or even shipped back to the Netherlands. 
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A current focus for the Dutch, who may not be the most 
prominent but are arguably one of the more progressive 
forces where missions are concerned, is nevertheless 
reducing the carbon footprint of compounds. Marcel Rot 
presented a concept for the Dutch base of the future, a 
mobile compound that would plug in and out of one static 
parent compound. This mobile base would “offer more scope 
to consult local leaders and NGOs.” He emphasised that this is 
a Dutch vision: “We would have to convince our partners in 
Nato and the US to support it – that’s a big hurdle.” Further 
obstacles to a more context-sensitive compound include 
the maintenance and training needs involved in leaving any 
installation behind (and the accompanying fear of misuse), 
as well as the ambivalent attitude of NGOs, whose backing is 
also needed to engage with the local community. Needing 
to be seen as neutral, NGOs are generally not keen on being 
seen to work with the military.

“HOW WOULD YOU FEEL IF THIS 
HAPPENED IN YOUR CITY?”

Next, an insider’s view of a different kind was forthcoming 
from Robert Kluijver, who brought to the table his personal 
experience of living in compounds when working for the UN 
and World Bank in various locations including Afghanistan, 
Iraq and Yemen. “How would you feel if this happened in your 
city?” he asked, presenting images of compounds in Kabul 
which block every traffic flow and force people to walk in 
the the road. “Afghans are treated with hostility, as possible 
terrorists.”

On the inside, too, life looks depressing, going on Kluijver’s 
images depicting spartan container architecture, industrial 
instant food and an overarching atmosphere of menace – all 
of which contributes to “mental stress, futility, depression, and 
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a lack of connection to local reality.”  He was further critical of 
EU mission training, based on “a primary school idea of what 
a terrorist is.” Compound culture, as it exists, he said, breeds 
paranoia and creates hostility by treating the environment 
as though it is hostile: “Too often, security becomes an 
insurance issue.”

“Experience shows integration is a better way to achieve 
security,” he added. For compounds to adopt this sort of 
approach, they would need to display cultural sensitivity – 
which would require increased decision-making autonomy 
at field level (and not outstaying one’s welcome). A second 
requirement is for compounds to function as social spaces, 
open to the local population to some degree – which is 
more easily achieved when mission presence is lighter. 
Integrating the host country’s cultural values (eg, separate 
areas for men and women) and building in accord with long-
term objectives would also aid integration.

A case study followed, courtesy of Martine van der Does, 
Senior Policy Advisor with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
who presented a project from her time as liaison office 
in Urozgan, Afghanistan. Here, the mission was involved 
in building a civil airport in a region where the Taliban 
presence hampered the flows of goods. The ministry 
collaborated with the NGO of the German Foreign 
Office, GIZ (The Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit) to set up the project. Local contractors 
carried out the work, and the local transport was also 
involved. The airport therefore combined the different 
approaches and technologies of East and West.
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FROM ARMY BASE TO AGORA
In the afternoon, three discussion groups, each uniting four 
or five practitioners from different fields, came up with their 
own presentations. The first group’s members were Rein 
Dekkers of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Dirk Deichman, 
an Erasmus University researcher, Martina Lucchese, a FAST 
research assistant and Marcel Rot, a Ministry of Defence 
engineer. This group took a practical approach, emphasising 
the need to fit the context and to work with very short 
preparation times (as an example, Marcel Rot said that the 
Dutch mission was informed in October that it needed to be 
in Mali by January).

Group 1 presented a clear concept, based on a ‘target’ 
model of three concentric rings. The inner ring would 
accommodate defence, the second development and the 
outer ring diplomacy. The group stressed the need for 
crossover points between these rings. ‘Satellites’ (smaller 
subsidiary bases) would meanwhile provide outreach and 
connect with NGOs. The satellites would be mobile, moving 
from village to village, and facilitating interaction with the 
local population and community leaders. Stakeholders 
would be consulted in advance as to the mission’s legacy – 
whatever it might eventually leave behind.

Although secured at its heart, around the edges Group 
1’s model is permeable, mobile and impermanent. As this 
group’s Rein Dekkers explained: “There will always be a 
distance, yet we can envisage shift from army base to agora – a 
place where you can meet, work, and so on. It wouldn’t work 
everywhere, but we could try it out in some situations.” A walk-
in spot has already been tried out by the Dutch mission, he 
added.
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DISAPPEARING CENTRE

Ministry of Defence, engineer Erwin Marx, an international 
development specialist and art consultant Robert  Kluijver, 
architect and project initiator Malkit Shoshan, and Martine 
van der Does of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were the 
members of Group 2. This group too started from a model 
based on a concentric circle, which placed defence in the 
middle. This would be surrounded by a semi-public open 
area, which might house facilities such as trade schools. 
While these would remain after the mission had left, the 
inner ring would be temporary: it would need ‘smart design’, 
so as to later disappear.

In the more durable outer rings with their permanent or 
semi-permanent  buildings, it was considered important to 
use the ‘local building culture’: “If the locals don’t relate to the 
buildings being built, they won’t use them.” Public areas would 
similarly consider aesthetics, while the inner ring would ide-
ally leave a ‘zero footprint.’

In this connection, Erwin Marx made an interesting point: 
“The idea used to be, ‘we are soldiers, we don’t need it to be nice’, 
but now there is more thinking about the mental welfare of the 
people who have to be there for six months or more.” This has 
recently translated into features such as a library, pancake 
house, windmill and memorial, added Martin van der Does, 
drawing on her experience in Afghanistan.

Group 2’s model would call for a secure core, an inner ring 
that would need to be literally encircled. The outer rings how-
ever would be unfenced. The result would be a sequence of 
areas, public to secure, much like a present day airport.
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THE MAJOR CHALLENGES
The final group united Ministry of Defence architect Patrick 
Coleman, Filip Geerts of the Architecture Faculty, TU Delft, 
Kees Matthijssen, Military Advisor, Department of Foreign 
Affairs, and the Research & Development representative of 
the New Institute’s  Katia Truien. This group didn’t come up 
with a concept, but analysed the concept of the compound, 
presenting a series of questions and comments. The group 
advocated learning from the location, considering local 
building cultures and following technical innovations. It 
added that some facilities would always be required, and 
that “pretending you will be there for a longer time than you 
actually will” would lead to better results. 

Group 3’s position of framing slightly provocative ques-
tions – “Why shouldn’t military buildings on the periphery be 
made of glass?”  and “If you sit behind 3-metre walls, how do 
you provide security for people?” – quickly led to a general 
discussion among all the groups. This focussed on defining 
the main challenges to the 3D or integrated approach to the 
compound. A major difficulty was identified in the obsta-
cles to achieving a consensus between the military, NGOs 
and other parties. NGOs were seen as a source of local and 
relevant ideas, but at what point could they enter the discus-
sion? Engaging them is a challenge, since they rarely want 
to be identified with the military, and although this polarisa-
tion is considered to be changing, this is happening only at a 
very gradual pace.

While a solution to the NGO issue cannot be forced, the 
group was generally optimistic for the future. “We’ve recently 
seen the military bring aid to NGOs in the wake of the ty-
phoon – 10 or 20 years ago this would have been unthinkable,” 
commented Martine van der Does of the Ministry of Foreign 
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Affairs. Other participants pointed out that the controversy 
can cut both ways – some NGOs having a bad name in 
certain countries.

Time was seen as another major challenge – military mis-
sions are usually urgent and have to be deployed with 
minimum planning and infrastructure in a matter of a few 
months. Moreover, most political decisions behind missions 
are short term, with a ‘life’ of perhaps two years. 

Co-investment was seen as a key to progress, and the partici-
pants believed that government(s) would be quicker to ac-
cept arguments for new compound and mission approaches 
if co-investment agreements were on the table. That said, in 
the Netherlands at least there seem to be certain changes 
on the horizon as far as funding is concerned. The Neth-
erlands invests quite heavily in development aid, and the 
Dutch parliament has already blurred the picture somewhat 
by talking in terms of a budget for international security for 
fragile countries – a crossing of boundaries that is no longer 
the issue it would have been a few years ago.

Location choice is critical – and again, can influence the 
design of a compound (the centres of old cities offering 
little scope for development, for example). Sustainability 
too remains a huge challenge: whatever installations are 
left behind, training is using required for local people to 
ensure that resources (generators, etc) can still be used. Then 
there are architectural stumbling blocks. While it is tempt-
ingly easy to impose Western solutions, working with local 
knowledge was seen by the participants as a clearly more 
sustainable approach. How can we influence what stays, was 
a question that recurred. You can’t, was the conclusion  – you 
need to relinquish control, the most you can do being to 
give whatever you leave a clear function. 
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Policy was not seen as a major difficulty if the other fac-
tors can be resolved. But with both Nato and the EU, it is 
inevitably difficult to get every state on board. Nevertheless, 
participants thought that, if answers can be found in the 
Netherlands, then they could possibly be applied interna-
tionally. A pilot or test would be the logical next step, involv-
ing both the defence and foreign affairs ministries. Europe 
was seen as the place to do this, perhaps in a base that has 
existed for some time. Post-occupancy research was also 
seen as an important step: what happens to a compound 
when the mission leaves? Up until now, this has never been 
monitored.

NEXT STEP

The discussions in the workshop highlighted the relevancy 
and urgency of developing the future compound as a space 
that is adapted to the current and to the future challenges of 
peacekeeping missions.

In order to do so, we need to progress on three levels: 

Firstly, on content level, to elaborate further the challenges 
and to translate them into practical spatial and design guide-
lines. This part should be developed with relevant partners 
and experts (designers, environmentalists, peace keepers).

Secondly, setting up the framework and funding for the 
project as a long term R&D initiative, in a collaboration of 
The New Institute, The Ministry of Defence and The Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs.

Thirdly, on a practical level, establishing pilot opportunities 
to test potential transformations.
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UN peacekeeping missions



23

NATO operations
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Slides of Malkit Shoshan presentation
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NL involvment in peacekeeping 
and aids missions
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Slides from Malkit Shoshan presentation
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Slides from Malkit Shoshan presentation
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Slides from Malkit Shoshan presentation
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Slides from Marcel Rot presentation
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Slides from Marcel Rot presentation
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Slides from Marcel Rot presentation
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Slides from Robert Kluijver presentation
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