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ABSTRACT
The main objective of this research is to evaluate public ‘pocket’ spaces 
in Al Wehdat Refugee Camp, Jordan. The paper aims to identify the 
challenges associated with implementing pocket space upgrades and 
make visible some opportunities that enhances their socio-economic 
viability. By doing so, the research seeks to contribute to providing 
long-term solutions for refugee settlements, going beyond basic shel-
ter provision, and creating community facilities and public spaces to 
enhance the living conditions and well-being of camp residents. The 
study addresses three key questions: What are the different types of 
pocket spaces in the camp? How do community members perceive 
their potential uses? What are the challenges and opportunities for 
implementing pocket space upgrades in Al Wehdat camp? The 
research utilised mapping and semi-structured interviews, which 
revealed various pocket space types. This exposed distinct pattern of 
public space appropriation within different camp zones, including 
informal privatisation of public space, linked to the spaces’ morphol-
ogy rather than ownership. Community preferences for upgrading 
strategies differed based on pocket types, with small-scale greening 
and place-making strategies favoured in informally privatised pockets 
to maintain privacy, while parks or playgrounds were preferred in 
mixed-use areas. The research found that the main challenge facing 
public space upgrades lies in the conflicting dual management struc-
ture between UNRWA and the local municipality, necessitating admin-
istrative strategies for long-term improvement. Community 
involvement and heritage preservation proved crucial for sustaining 
upgrades. While specific to Al Wehdat, the findings offer insights into 
creating community public spaces in refugee camps and informal 
settings, potentially benefiting other long-term refugee camps.
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1. Introduction

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), by the 
middle of 2023, the worldwide number of forcibly displaced people reached 110 million, 
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with refugees accounting for 32.5 million (UNHCR 2024). The immediate response from 
responsible agencies and surrounding countries is to build temporary (short-term) 
shelters for those fleeing from areas of civil unrest, violence, or natural disasters called 
refugee camps. These are spaces that tend to follow the planning guidelines as set out by 
the UNHCR which aim to maintain ephemerality and could also be interpreted as 
a political manoeuvre to ensure the camps remain as transient spaces (Alshoubaki and 
Zazzara 2020). This design is meant to fulfil only the basic needs of survival as merely 
transient spaces. Camp spaces where responsible authorities can control and monitor the 
inhabitants, and therefore, often considered as inhumane – on the long term – to the 
point of threatening their ‘physical, psychological and moral integrity’ (Hart, Paszkiewicz, 
and Albadra 2018, 371). This is due to the fact that the average stay for refugees in those 
camps usually exceeds and goes beyond the expected timeframe, an average of around 17  
years (Xu, et al. 2019). Thus, not covering other socio-economic aspects that suit their 
individuality, identity and culture becomes an apparent issue. As the crisis prolongs, 
refugees themselves try to address this by often transform and expand their controlled 
built environment, using spatial violations as means of reclaiming the space, and challen-
ging the imposed top-down camp planning (Alshoubaki and Zazzara 2020; Dalal et al.  
2018; Flinders, Wood, and Cunningham 2016). Therefore, challenging the binary concept 
of permanent versus temporary (Stevenson and Sutton 2012).

The gradual unplanned expansions enrich the identities of the residents but often 
lack adequate community facilities, public spaces, and buildings. These spaces are 
essential for socio-economic development, especially for women and children who 
need access to outdoor areas for social interaction and physical activities (Dalal et al.  
2018). The 2007 UNRWA camp improvement program highlighted this need by 
creating a public square for women in Fawwar Refugee Camp, Palestine (Hilal, n.d.). 
Through a participatory design process, women discussed their roles and needs in 
public spaces, leading to the establishment of a plaza that became a symbol of their 
struggle and a venue for regular activities. This initiative inspired a women’s movement 
and demonstrated the broader social and economic benefits for the community. The 
Fawwar example underscores the importance of such public spaces and the potential for 
replicating these projects in other camps.

Another example can be found in Campo de la Cebada, in Madrid. In 2006, 
a building was demolished to make way for a new sports complex in the city centre. 
After the demolition, the planned development had to be stopped due to the financial 
crisis, leaving a large, vacant and useless lot in the very heart of the city. Since then, and 
for many years thereafter, the neighbours autonomously reclaimed the lot through low- 
key, short-term interventions. They filled it with temporary furniture and plants, invited 
street artists to paint its walls, and, most important of all, constantly organised events 
that would invite people. In a few years, the neglected lot became one of Madrid’s most 
vibrant and lively places (Enia and Martella 2020). This transformation underscores the 
profound impact that reclaimed public spaces can have on urban life. By reclaiming and 
revitalizing neglected areas, communities can create vibrant social centres that enhance 
the quality of life for all residents.

However, major open spaces are difficult to achieve in such dense informal settings. 
The opportunity here is suggested within the unplanned extensions resulting with many 
leftover ‘pocket’ spaces that are not utilised and not functional in their current state. 
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These pocket spaces, while small in size, can be considered a real potential to spark 
liveability and a sense of belonging in the respective communities if they are trans-
formed through participatory actions. ‘[M]icro-areas in-between buildings’ that could 
impact the residents’ socio-economic conditions by transferring them into a garden, an 
outdoor library, an open public space, or a community centre (Jano, Teqja, and Hasa  
2020, 47)

In fact, several studies refer to abandoned and neglected areas as an opportunity for 
regeneration projects, where they can be transformed into areas of co-working, co- 
housing, and public spaces (Girard, Nocca, and Gravagnuolo 2019; Sakay, Sanoni, and 
DEng 2011). Patrick Geddes (1915) proposed a ‘’surgical’’ approach for gradually 
upgrading and adaptive reusing small, abundant urban areas to consider the commu-
nity’s needs while creating economic opportunities and allowing a more sustainable, 
circular development (Rao-Cavale 2017, 73). Jano et al. (2020, 47) suggested reclaiming 
the ‘Third Landscape Through Participatory Processes and Game Theory’. This refers to 
suggesting a series of pocket parks by redesigning the neglected pocket spaces and 
analysing the third landscape as the residual green micro-areas in-between buildings. 
Lastra and Pojani (2018, 749) used the concept of ‘Urban acupuncture’, suggesting 
using smaller-scale urban design interventions to alleviate the stress and social pathol-
ogies experienced in informal settlements in Mexico City. Most of those studies have 
explored the potential of using small-scale urban interventions to transform pocket 
spaces into public and green areas in informal settlements for socio-economic improve-
ments. However, it is crucial to note that these discussions have mainly focused on 
informal settlements rather than long-term refugee camps.

Long-term refugee camps share some physical similarities with informal settlements, 
such as organic urban morphology and incremental architecture (Dovey et al. 2020; 
Kamalipour and Dovey 2020; Venerandi, Iovene, and Fusco 2021). However, both 
terms are distinct in their emergence under forced conditions and the political restric-
tions placed on refugees. Consequently, refugee camps’ perceptions and socio-economic 
dynamics may differ significantly from those observed in other global south informal 
settlements. Alnsour and Meaton (2014) and Maqusi (2017) studies on Palestinian 
refugee camps highlighted a significant concern regarding the interventions within 
these camps, irrespective of their duration. The sensitivity arises from apprehensions 
about potentially undermining the right to return for refugees. It is essential to navigate 
such interventions with caution, ensuring that the rights and aspirations of the refugees 
are respected and upheld. Balancing the need for improvements within the camps while 
preserving the right of return remains a complex and delicate challenge that requires 
careful consideration and engagement with the refugee community.

In Jordan, informal settlements take on distinct meanings based on their 
origins and characteristics. Firstly, there are settlements such as old towns or 
illegal housing, which emerged without adherence to formal planning regulations. 
This phenomenon is particularly prevalent in eastern Amman and is a legacy of 
the delayed implementation of comprehensive city planning, which only began in 
1966 with the Town and Country Planning Act (Abu-Dayyeh 2004). Despite 
homeowners having legal ownership, these houses often fall outside planning 
regulations (Ababsa 2010; Alnsour 2016). On the other hand, there are informal 
settlements resulting from forced migrations, mainly refugee camps established 
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due to the Israeli occupation of Palestinian territories. In these settlements, 
compliance with planning regulations is lacking, and property ownership is 
often unclear, with the refugees lacking legal documentation to assert their own-
ership of their long-term homes (Oesch 2017). The distinction between the two 
main forms of informal settlements in Jordan is essential because it underscores 
the multifaceted nature of urban informality in the country. Understanding the 
different historical, political, and socio-economic factors that created these differ-
ent informal settlements, and the characteristics of these settlements, is crucial for 
devising targeted and effective policies to address their specific challenges. This 
research focuses only on the refugee camps in Jordan, but not on other kind of 
informal settlements.

In particular, this paper uses Al Wehdat Refugee Camp in Jordan as a case study to 
explore public ‘pocket’ spaces in refugee camps through mapping, evaluation, and 
envisioning scenarios for future socio-economic usages. It highlights the need for long- 
term solutions from the perspectives of its residents that go beyond providing basic 
shelter to refugees, adequate community facilities and public spaces. Therefore, explor-
ing the potential of these underutilised ‘pocket’ spaces empowers socio-economic 
development. By doing so, the paper addresses the following research questions:

(i) What are the different types of pocket spaces that can be considered within the 
context of the long-term refugee camp?

(ii) How do community members perceive their potential uses?
(iii) What are the specific challenges and opportunities found in small-scale pocket 

spaces in the Al-Wehdat Refugee camp?

2. Methodology

The methodology employed in this study aimed to comprehensively map and assess the 
pocket public spaces within Al Wehdat Refugee Camp, while also envisioning potential 
scenarios for socio-economic development. Elements of ethnographic research, such as 
observations, field notes, and semi-structured interviews were implemented to an 
appropriate level for the research questions. The field work took place between 
September 2022 and February 2023. The variables used to analyse the spatial character-
istics of the pocket spaces in this research are inspired by and combine variables from 
Watson (2003) and Kamalipour and Dovey (2020), who studied the spatiality of 
informal settlements in the Global South. These variables are size, accessibility, location, 
land use, space zoning/ownership, existing community reappropriation, and potential 
for expansion. Accordingly, the methodology of this research consisted of three distinct 
phases:

(i) Phase I: Identifying potential open spaces for socio-economic activities.
(a) Physical analysis through the camp’s maps and satellite imagery: 14 

potential pocket spaces were identified based on spatial characteristics 
variables such as size, accessibility, location, land use, space zoning/own-
ership, existing community reappropriation, and potential for expansion. 
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These variables were informed by the studies of Watson (2003) and 
Kamalipour and Dovey (2020). These are spaces of path intersections, 
roadsides, setbacks, or leftover spaces in the dense built environment.

(b) Site visits and observations informed by ethnographic approaches: 
Multiple site visits were conducted to those 14 spaces to capture the 
varying patterns of social use and fluctuations of activities throughout 
the week as well as the different times of the day. The visits also included 
taking photos as well as direct and indirect observations.

(ii) Phase II: Short-listing and pocket selection: A systematic and structured analysis 
using a decision matrix was employed to analyse and select the pockets with the 
highest potentials. This is done by assigning values and importance factors to each 
criterion (the analysed spatial characteristics in the previous step) and comparing 
the pockets (scale 1 to 5). This concluded with six final pocket spaces that were then 
the focus of semi-structured interviews. Table 2.

(iii) Phase II: Community perspective: Fifteen semi-structured interviews have 
been conducted with residents living around and/or using the selected six 
pockets. This is done to further understand their current uses, how they 
envision their potential development, and the challenges facing future 
upgrades. The fifteen-interviewee sample aimed to have equitable gender 
representation of both men and women and from different age groups. This 
is to get a more representative narrative of the spatial uses of the public spaces 
in the camp in general, and pockets in specific.

2.1. Sample size and interviewees selection

In a study reviewing sample sizes in quantitative research by Guetterman (2015), it was found 
that common sizes are 10, 20, 30, and 40. Studies that employs ethnographic approaches 
typically involve six to 33 participants, while narrative inquiries usually range from 1–24 
participants. Atallah et al. (2018) interviewed six participants from each of five Palestinian 
refugee camps in the West Bank, aligning with Guetterman’s findings. In contrast, Mahamid 
(2020) interviewed five extended families totalling 30 members in a study on intergenera-
tional trauma in a West Bank refugee camp. Based on these precedents, the current study 
aimed for a sample of 10 to 20 interviewees, with 15 participants agreeing to participate and 
be quoted in the research. Every interview varied in duration, spanning from 20–45 min, 
contingent upon the participant’s engagement level and the extent of conversation depth. 
Employing a semi-structured interviewing method provided adaptability regarding interview 
length and subject matter. This strategy facilitated the exploration of specific areas of interest 
through follow-up inquiries, prompted by the participant’s input.

The selection process for interviewees began with an initial outreach on a Facebook 
group dedicated to camp residents. Where a participant residing within the camp 
facilitated our understanding of the camp and helped us navigate the intricacies of 
the camp’s dynamics, which would have otherwise been challenging due to the complex 
social, cultural, and logistical factors involved. With their guidance, we approached and 
met residents living around the identified pocket spaces, leveraging their local knowl-
edge and connections to initiate conversations and arrange interviews. This 
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collaborative effort enabled the researchers to access insights from both inside and 
outside the camp, enriching our understanding of its dynamics.

2.2. Introducing research case study: Al Wehdat refugee camp

In Jordan, there are currently 10 Palestinian and 3 Syrian refugee camps, most functioning as 
permanent settlements, part of over 55 refugee camps in the Levant region. Responsibility for 
managing them in Jordan falls on both the government and UN relief agencies. Established 
due to the Israeli occupation in 1948, 10 Palestinian camps were created, with 500,000 
refugees settling in Jordan (Khawaldah 2016). Among them, Al Hussein and Al Wehdat 
camps in Amman were established in 1952 and 1955, respectively (Figure 1) (UNRWA 2020). 
Al Wehdat camp, integrated into Amman, lacks clear boundaries. In its early days, it housed 
5,000 people in tents, where each family was allocated 100 m^2 ‘units’ or ‘Wehda’ for their 
tent (Alnsour and Meaton 2014). It has since transitioned into permanent structures. The 
camp now accommodates an estimated 60,000 residents in the same 0.48 km^2 area, making 
it very densely populated. Notably, UNRWA secured a 100-year lease on the land, set to 
expire in 2055 leaving questions about the future of its residents (Oesch 2017).

Due to the incremental architecture and continued generational expansions, both 
horizontally and vertically, the available green areas and public recreational spaces in the 
camp have significantly decreased over time and are almost non-existent today (Figure 2).

3. Analysing potential pocket spaces in Al-wehdat refugee camp

3.1. Phase 1: identifying potential open spaces for socio-economic activities

The initial maps provided by the Department of Palestinian Affairs in Amman were useful in 
understanding the general spatial layout and plot distribution within the camp. However, 
they did not include information about the built-up area of the camp, only the plots 
themselves. To fill this gap, satellite images and Open Street data in ArcGIS Pro were utilised 

(a) (b) 

Figure 1. (a) Jordan is situated between politically conflicted areas, making it a main refugee zone. 
Source (Britannica Encyclopaedia, 2012). (b) Graphical representation of camps locations and 
densities of camps in Jordan, 2021–2022. Larger circles indicate higher density camps. Author’s 
map. Generated using Open Street data in ArcGIS Pro.
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to generate a map that specifically highlighted the built-up areas (solid and void map, 
Figure 2). By analysing this map, several small void spaces could be observed within the 
camp. Initially, 22 void spaces were selected. This initial selection was based on perceived size, 
as well as covering different zones within the camp (Figure 2a). Other void spaces, or 
‘’pockets’’ as will be referred to them later, were disregarded due to appearing smaller, or 
due to being in proximity to larger ones.

To overcome these limitations and investigate the potential pocket spaces within the 
voids identified on the maps, on-site surveys were conducted. These surveys aimed to 
gather more detailed information about the void spaces and assess their suitability as 
potential pocket spaces. The results of the site surveys revealed that out of the 22 initially 
identified voids, 14 of them demonstrated the potential to be utilised as pocket space.

3.2. Phase 2: short-listing and pocket selection

The typological analysis of the selected 14 pocket spaces in Al Wehdat refugee camp 
went under a comprehensive evaluation of both their physical and social dimensions. 
This analytical approach was inspired by the research approach of Kamalipour and 
Dovey (2020) utilised in their typological analysis of informal settlements. The criteria 
used for analysing the pockets are summarised in Table 1.

From Table 1, the pocket spaces in Al Wehdat refugee camp can be divided into three 
types based on their location (within the camp zones), spatial characteristics, space owner-
ship, and observation of their current utilisation by the residents. Accordingly, the spaces 
were grouped into pockets in commercial areas, residential areas, and mixed-use areas 
(Figure 3).

 (b)(a)

Figure 2. (a) The built-up area map was created using satellite imagery mapping in ArcGIS Pro, while 
zoning was based on the Department of Palestinian Affairs’ plot distribution map, which is publicly 
accessible. (b) mapping of potential pocket spaces.
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3.2.1. Pockets in the commercial areas
Two types of pocket spaces were observed in the commercial area of Al Wehdat refugee camp:

(i) The social square pocket: Located at the intersection of 3 or more pedestrian 
allies. They are used as a hub for informal street stalls and as a social sitting 
space (Figure 4a).

Table 1. Pocket space characteristics analysis.

Pocket
Location/land 

use
Space 

ownership
Existing 

reappropriation Community reappropriation types

Potential for 
expansion (yes/ 

No)

1 Commercial Leftover space Yes Social square, informal street stalls Yes
2 Mixed-use 

commercial/ 
residential

UNRWA empty 
plot

Yes, Around 
the site

Women sitting at the doorsteps 
around it. 

Informal street stalls

Yes

3 Mixed-use Leftover space Yes Used by children to play football. Yes
4 Residential Leftover space Yes Women sitting at the doorsteps. 

Temporary use for funeral and 
wedding events. 

Football play area.

Yes

5 Mixed-use Amman 
municipality 
empty land

Yes Football play area No

6 Mixed-use Leftover space Yes Women sitting at the doorsteps. 
Children play space

yes

7 Mixed-use Leftover space Yes Public Car park No
8 Residential Leftover space Yes Play area, privately claimed car 

park
yes

9 Mixed-use Leftover space Yes Play area, privately claimed car 
park

No

10 Commercial Leftover space Yes Truck drop-off area, informal street 
stalls

yes

11 Residential Leftover space Yes Children play area, privately 
claimed car park

No

12 Residential Leftover space Yes Doorsteps sitting areas, privately 
claimed car park

No

13 Residential Leftover space Yes Doorsteps sitting areas, children 
play area, privately claimed car 
park

No

14 Commercial Leftover space yes Informal street stalls (very 
crowded)

yes

Residential courtyard 
pocket 

Temporarily zoned 
pockets. 

Empty plot pocket 

Wide path mixed-use 
pocket  

The social square 
pockets 

Streets intersection 
commercial pockets 

Types of Pocket spaces in Al Wehdat 

Pockets in residential 
areas 

Pockets in commercial 
areas 

Pockets in mixed use 
areas 

Figure 3. Types of pocket spaces in Al Wehdat refugee camp.
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(ii) The streets intersection pockets: Located at the intersection of main/secondary 
streets in the camp. They are characterised by having both vehicles and 
pedestrian access, and are used mainly as goods drop-off area, as well as spaces 
for street stalls see Figure 4b.

3.2.2. Pockets in residential areas
Pocket spaces in residential areas have controlled/limited car access and seems to be claimed 
for private use by the surrounding residents as a car park and their own social space.

(i) Residential courtyard pocket: Surrounded by 3 of 4 sides of residential build-
ings. They are used mainly as private car park and as a seating area for the 
residents using concrete doorsteps (also known as Atabat, as labelled by 
Maqusi (2017)) (Figure 5a).

(ii) Temporarily zoned pockets: They are made from leftover spaces between the 
100 m2 family plots and serves multiple functions without demarcated separa-
tion activities, such as car parking, play areas, and various temporary activities 
such as funeral gathering space and weddings (as was elaborated by the inter-
views, section 3.3) (Figure 5b).

3.2.3. Pockets In mixed-use areas
Mixed-use areas in Al Wehdat camp are shared public spaces for both commercial and 
residential purposes. They comprise three main types of pocket spaces:

(i) Wide path mixed-use pocket: Spaces that link between the residential and 
commercial zones and receives more pedestrian traffic as a result. This seems 
to make them more welcoming for public use (not just the residents of the 
surrounding buildings). They are used partially as a car park to access the 
market, and as an informal playground. Such spaces do not seem to present an 
attraction for the stall sellers (Figure 6a).

(a) (b)

Figure 4. (a) An example of social square pocket (pocket number 1). (b) An example of street 
intersection commercial pocket (pocket number 10).
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(ii) Empty plot pocket: A formally demarked plot of land owned by the government or 
an NGO and surrounded by NGO buildings. There seems to be a very limited 
number of empty plots within the camp. Until the point this research was con-
ducted (2021–2022), there was no formal plans to develop any of these areas as 
public spaces for the camp (Based on discussions with a representative from the 
Department of Palestinian Affairs (DPA) and reviewing the existing infrastructure 
plan of the camp.) The spaces are currently used mainly as sites for dumpster, and 
some are used as parking and informal playground as well (Figure 6b).

The identification of these different types of pocket spaces and the understanding of the 
different patterns of their uses are crucial for developing effective strategies for enhan-
cing leftover spaces in the camp and expanding their use as public spaces within the 
camp. Therefore, there is a need to develop a comprehensive understanding of how the 
camp community engages with these diverse pocket spaces, their perceptions regarding 
their potential uses, and what do they believe are the specific challenges facing public 
space upgrades such the upgrades of pocket spaces, within the context Al Wehdat 
refugee camp (Research questions 2 and 3).

(a)   (b) 

Figure 5. Pocket spaces in residential areas, (a) Residential courtyard pocket (pocket 12 in Figure 2), 
(b) Temporarily zoned pocket (pocket 4 in Figure 2).

(a) (b) 

Figure 6. Examples of pocket spaces in mixed-use areas. (a) Wide path pocket space (pocket 9). (b) 
Empty plot (pocket 5).
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Due to the time and resources required to do community interviews around all the 
surveyed pockets in this study, it was essential to select pockets that seems to have the highest 
potential to be enhanced into public spaces, and to cover a variety of different types of pockets 
to understand how the interviewees would envision their different utilisation. Table 2 
demonstrates two examples of the decision matrix that was employed to select the pockets 
for further analysis. The importance factor of each criteria reflected the influence of that 
criteria to the decision to be included. For example, the pocket size was given an importance 
factor of 5, because larger spaces allow for more flexible and diverse uses. Existing reappro-
priation was another significant criterion in the analysis, as it reflected the level of community 
engagement and the potential for community-driven projects. Pockets that had higher 
pedestrian activity, more use for social reasons, and more public access. Therefore, this 
criterion was also given an importance factor of 5 as well.

However, despite the significance of space ownership in determining legal and 
administrative constraints, particularly for future development endeavours, it appeared 
that the community’s informal utilization of open spaces, as observed during phase I, 
was not strongly correlated with ownership. As a result, this criterion was assigned 
a lower importance factor of 1. Lastly, the potential for expansion was recognized as 
a vital factor, as it enables greater community engagement and offers enhanced eco-
nomic opportunities. Pockets that demonstrated potential for expansion were assigned 
an importance factor of 3 within the decision matrix. Overall, the decision matrix 
allowed for a systematic and structured analysis of the pockets in Al Wehdat camp, 
identifying those with the highest potential for revitalization and enhancement as public 
spaces (Table 2).

Accordingly, pockets 1 to 6 were selected for further analysis as they scored the 
highest against the selection criteria (the selected pockets were numbered in sequential 
order at the final stage of the research for ease of communication). Figure 2b showcases 
the location of selected pocket spaces.

3.3. Phase 3: community perspective and semi-structured interviews

This section analyzes semi-structured interviews conducted in Al Wehdat camp. The 
interviews were designed into three parts. First, the availability and the quality of 
current outdoor spaces in the camp in general. Second, the inclusivity and the acces-
sibility of the outdoor areas in the camp. The last part was specific to the pocket space 
in focus. It discusses their current uses, how the interviewees envision their potential, 

Table 2. Example of how the decision matrix was used to assess the potential of each pocket for 
revitalization, based on the observations in Table 1.

Pocket
Pocket size 

(m^2)
Space 

ownership
Existing 

reappropriation
Community 

reappropriation types
Potential for 

expansion
Total 
score

Importance 
factor

5 1 5 5 3

1 2 
2*5 = 10

5 
5*1 = 5

5 
5*5 = 25

4 
4*5 = 20

3 
3*3 = 9

69

14 2 
2*5 = 10

4 
4*1 = 4

2 
2*5 = 10

2 
2*5 = 10

2 
2*3 = 6

40
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the challenges involved their upgrades, and potential recommendations. Refer to the 
data sheets for the full interview questions.

The observation of pocket spaces and discussions with market sellers provide 
interesting insights. One notable finding is the strong commercial viability of Al 
Wehdat camp, as highlighted by the sellers. This has led to the camp becoming 
a popular destination for other lower-income groups seeking informal work 
opportunities. The sellers emphasized the thriving nature of the Al Wehdat 
market, with people from distant areas coming to shop and a constant influx of 
new customers. This sheds light on the remarkable transformation of the camp 
from a place of refuge to an informal commercial centre within the city, despite 
the ongoing conflict in political administration between the Amman municipality 
and relief agencies.

However, such strong commercial position of the camp has largely impacted the avail-
ability of open spaces in the camp. The interviewees highlighted that the main issue 
concerning public spaces in the camp, especially in the commercial area, is the high number 
of informal street stalls or ‘Al Bastat’ which obstructs the accessibility of the space and creates 
a crowded environment. Participants believed that lack of supervision and security in the 
camp also poses a challenge to the maintenance of the revitalised spaces. One participant 
explained 

The camp market situation was great until the last 10 years. The shopkeepers are struggling 
these days. This is due to the Al Bastat issue which is increasing due to the lack of 
supervision. If they get relocated, at least people could pass. 

A merchant who was concerned because of the mobility issue stated that ‘street venders 
closed the area almost completely. They prevent the customers from entering our 
shops’. The same mobility issue also impacted the loading spaces. A merchant stated, 
‘there is no loading space, all loading of goods happens outside, and we must pay extra 
money to move it with trollies.’

A clothing shop owner in around pocket 5 proposed an interesting solution to 
organise the informal sellers:

I think any proposed intervention must benefit the surrounding residents. The economic 
dimension is crucial here. This empty land adjacent to the road [referring to pocket 5, 
Figure 14] can be used for Bastat. The area could be divided into zones where people could 
be assigned to these zones for specific time, etc. Exactly like what Amman Municipality did in 
Ras Al Ain. Some infrastructure could be improved such as paving, lighting etc which 
contribute to the aesthetic aspects. In return, a small fee from the Bastat sellers can be charged. 
I am sure that they [the Al Bastat sellers] will agree once there is a clear organisation. Because 
the current lack of organisation results in different challenges and problems between the 
owners related to space and the related tax. Also, when there is an organised market with 
a diversity of goods, this could result in a higher number of customers using the market. 

This proposal to counter the crowdedness of informal sellers in the camp market 
was done in Ras Al Ein project, which is a nearby neighbourhood that is located 
between Al Wehdat camp and Amman historic town (about 1.5 Km from the camp). 
Some parts of it have been recently rehabilitated because of the rapid bus project 
and the bus station that was built there. Al Bastat sellers have been organised with 
a plot-rent system. However, there is still a need for protection from vandalism. In 
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this regard, participants suggested that the responsibility for the maintenance of any 
intervention should be shared between the camp authorities and the shops’ owners. 
This approach can help ensure that a project is protected and maintained over time, 
reducing the occurrence of vandalism.

In fact, several participants referred to some existing community-led initiatives to 
beautify and place-make public spaces in the camp, which was described as successful. 
They discussed how the role of the community involvement and the young volunteers 
in sustaining these initiatives was instrumental. One participant explained ‘We do have 
many young volunteers such as the ‘pioneers’ (Al Mutamaizoon). They upgraded several 
neighbourhoods (residential streets) in the camp, where they planted and painted the 
walls. Every neighbourhood that was upgraded the neighbours have been maintained to 
date’’.

This initiative was also discussed by a member of Amman municipality during an 
interview, where she shared images of Al Mutamaizoon neighbourhood and the volun-
teering team working it (Figures 7 and 8). Notably, the presence of Palestinian land-
marks art, patterns and symbols were prominent in these small-scale place making 
interventions. This highlights the strong presence of the Palestinian identity in the 
camp and reflected the nostalgic emotions toward their country of origin, despite being 
displaced for more than 70 years.

The experience with Al Mutamaizoon team can indicate that the success of public 
space upgrade projects in refugee camps is contingent not only on meeting the com-
munity’s needs but also on preserving their cultural identity. The next sections go into 
more detail into understanding the current utilisations of different pocket spaces in the 
camp, the community envisioning of those spaces, and the challenges facing their 
upgrades.

3.3.1. Pocket 1: The social square in commercial zone
Pocket 1 is within the commercial centre of the camp (northern part). It is currently 
overtaken by informal stalls which occupies the majority of the space around the 
fountain (Figure 9).

Figure 7. Al Mutamaizoon team small scale greening and painting dilapidated houses to improve 
the neighbourhood aesthetics. Images are courtesy of Rania Alkouz.
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During the interviews, individuals residing in pocket 1 expressed their dissatisfaction 
with the responsible authorities’ indifference, apathy, or disregard for the limited public 
space within the camp. The interviewees quoted that what they consider is minimal 
authority supervision of the camp public spaces, which have led to stall sellers to take 
over the square and to obstruct foot traffic to the existing shops. Moreover, one interviewee 
highlighted that there is a lack of consideration from the camp authorities towards how 
people use the limited open spaces in the camps and these minimal open spaces impor-
tance. For example, an electric transformer room was installed in the middle of the square 
near the fountain. This not only raised safety concerns by some residents but also 
obstructed the already limited public space in the camp. Consequently, the usability of 
the fountain plaza, which had been in existence since the early 1970s, was severely 
compromised.

“The fountain used to provide people with water. The owner of the fountain has 
converted his allocated plot in the camp into shops and he used to paint the fountain 
two or three times a year to keep the area clean. We [the shop owners around the plaza] 
now turn it on at the beginning of spring and paint it once a year. There is a corn seller 

(a) (b) (c)

Figure 8. Al Mutamaizoon team painting Palestinian and Jordanian landmarks. (a) displays the 
phrase ‘’We will return’’ on a Palestinian landmark. (b) shows Palestinian traditional patterns with the 
‘’Palestine’’ written on one of the residence homes. It also shows a painting of a woman wearing 
a Palestinian traditional dress and carrying a water jug on her head- a common task carried out by 
women in rural areas of Palestine in the past (c) shows the Roman columns in Jerash, a landmark in 
Jordan, which symbolise harmony with their host country.

(a) (b)

Figure 9. (a) pocket 1 on map, (b) 1 picture of the fountain square.
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who keeps coming here and he puts chairs around it, where people buy from him and 
sit to eat around. It is a landmark in the camp. People used to call it the fountain plaza 
‘Sahet Al Nafoora’. However, the municipality installed an electrical room in the centre 
of the plaza near the fountain. It really blocked the area. If it gets reallocated the space 
can open again like it used to be”.

3.3.2. Pocket 2: empty plot in mixed-use zone
Pocket 2 is located at the north-western part of the camp in a mixed-use area (Figure 10). 
The pocket is an NGO (UNRWA) land and is mainly used as a dumpster site, with many 
informal stalls occupying the access to the site. One participant around pocket 2 discussed 
how the main challenge facing upgrades of the camp in general is that neither the 
UNRWA nor Amman Municipality is taking full responsibility for it, while maintenance 
of the camp is a vague between the two. The participant elaborated ‘This empty land has 
become a landfill. We discussed this with different officers, but no one did anything. 
There is a large empty space and a variety of activities around. It has the potential to be 
developed into a great social hub’. Another participant further explains that “the govern-
ment does not want to claim any responsibility for the camp as the land is currently 
UNRWA’s land. Therefore, this reflected on a poor infrastructure.’’

Meanwhile, the plea of a female interviewee residing in front of pocket 2 echoes the 
profound impact caused by the extreme lack of social and green spaces in the camp, 
particularly for women, which confined the movement of women within the camp: ‘’the 
only place to socialise for me is at my neighbours’ houses. There are no other places, 
especially for women. I wish this area would get turned into a green place. To breathe 
some fresh air. It would be great to have some greenery and a place to sit in.’’ Moreover, 
the interviewee highlighted the challenge of street flooding during winter, while in 
summer, sewage inundates the streets and the surrounding buildings.

Despite these challenges, both interviewees emphasised the potential of pocket space 
2 as a social square. The participants believed that the constant presence of community 
around the mixed-use pocket will create sufficient supervision to maintain any inter-
ventions or upgrades. 

(a) (b)

Figure 10. (a) pocket 2 on map, (b) picture.
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We [neighbourhood residents] would help each other to preserve it. We always try to 
make small changes such as cleaning or painting. But once it rains, we wake up to find it 
muddy. We wish it would be paved and tidy, that way, the residents will take care of it. 

Another interviewee emphasized the importance of actively involving people in the 
work itself as a means to promote a sense of ownership and guarantee the long-term 
sustainability of these spaces. They pointed to the Mutamaizoon neighbourhood 
(Figures 7 and 8) as a noteworthy example where residents’ participation has played 
a significant role in successful improvements and ongoing maintenance initiatives 
within the camp. Such discussions with residents around pocket 2 offered valuable 
insights not only into the importance of community participation in maintaining public 
projects within refugee settlements, placing them within the broader literature of 
upgrades of informal settlements, but also underscore the necessity of establishing 
clear lines of responsibility and coordination among the relevant authorities within 
the camps.

3.3.3. Pocket 3: wide path in mixed-use zone
Pocket 3 is in a residential area surrounding the kindergarten, located in the south- 
eastern part of the camp (Figure 11). The pocket serves as a temporary playground for 
the kindergarten and neighbourhood. A teacher at the kindergarten and a woman living 
nearby recognized the opportunity to expand upon the existing function of the space as 
a playground, leveraging its semi-enclosed layout that provides some protection from 
cars. Such observation is noteworthy as it offers insights on what type of spatial 
characteristics of pocket spaces are viewed as suitable for playing activities. They 
suggested implementing regulations for car circulation around the pocket 3 or adding 
a fence to enhance its functionality and safety as a play area.

Another interesting insight is the suggestion by an interviewee to designate this 
pocket space as a social area for women. They justified this idea by pointing out the 
“conservative attitudes” prevailing in the camp towards women’s movement and parti-
cipation in public spaces. They believed that associating and allocating designated 
women’s spaces near children’s activities would help counter some of the social and 
cultural dynamics that can limit women’s mobility and participation.

)b()a(

Figure 11. (a) pocket 3 on map, (b) pocket 3 picture.
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Furthermore, interviewees around pocket 4 discussed the wider issues facing public 
spaces in Al Wehdat camp. One interview explained: “We used to have a yard with 
apples, apricots, almonds, peaches, spinach. But when my brothers grew up, we had to 
compromise on the land and remove the garden to expand their house and build 
vertically as well”.
The challenge of continuous expansion of the housing units, even 68 years after the camp’s 
establishment, is still a threat for whatever remaining public space in the camp. “Some 
neighbours are still expanding and taking over the open space and leaving children with 
nowhere to play and socialise.’’ Such statement underscores much deeper challenges facing 
the camps. It suggests that while small-scale interventions aimed at creating public spaces in 
camps like Al Wehdat may alleviate some social pressures, they alone are insufficient. It is 
evident that wider scale systematic strategies on an administrative level are necessary to 
protect public spaces and provide long-term solutions for housing the camp’s residents. 
This highlights the need for strategies that address not only the immediate challenges of 
limited public spaces but also the broader issues of encroachment and sustainable manage-
ment of the camps. By addressing these underlying factors, a more enduring and effective 
approach to enhancing the long-term camp’s living conditions can be achieved.

3.3.4. Pocket 4: a temporarily zoned space in a residential area
Pocket 4, situated in the north-eastern area of the camps as depicted in Figure 12, 
exhibits a layout resembling that of pocket 3. However, unlike pocket 3, pocket 4 is 
entirely residential. Consequently, this configuration has led to the complete appro-
priation of the space for private use by the residents of the surrounding buildings. The 
researchers encountered inquiries from the residents when they entered some of these 
residential pockets, such as pocket 12 as showcased in Figure 12a. The surrounding 
residents perceived these spaces as extensions of their own homes and considered the 
researchers’ presence as intrusion upon private property.

Through interviewing resident women sitting at the doorsteps of their homes around 
pocket 4, they elaborated on how the space is used for temporary functions such as funerals 
and weddings. During other times, it is used as a private car park as well as a play area for 
the children of the surrounding building. One interviewee explained that such openness is 

(a) (b)

Figure 12. (a) pocket 4 map, (b) pocket 4 picture.
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not suitable for any kind of public function ‘’it is difficult to convince the people to develop 
the area as a public space. Everyone around here would say:this is my front porch.’’

A very interesting finding from such statement is the recognition of different zoning 
and spatial characteristics that enable specific functions within the camp. The presence 
of residential-only buildings has privatised the use of public space to the residents of the 
area, which seems to be a social convention accepted within the camp. Unlike in pocket 
3, where the presence of the kindergarten invited the use of the space by surrounding 
neighbourhoods within the camp and permits the expansion of its role as a public 
space. This finding highlights the need to adapt interventions at different levels for the 
various types of pocket spaces. The interviewees around pocket 4 suggested that only 
small-scale greening strategies (without blocking the openness of the space) would be 
suitable in such space. They also highlighted the role of surrounding community in the 
preservation of such interventions.

Meanwhile, a notable finding from the discussions around pocket 4 is a suggestion by 
one interviewee, who brought attention to the potential of abandoned buildings as viable 
options for developing public (open or closed) spaces within the camp ‘’We can benefit 
from abandoned buildings as communal spaces and at the same time prevent such 
buildings [like the one next to pocket 4] from being a dumpster. I think it can reduce 
some of the negative behaviours that take place throughout the camp” (Figure 13).

3.3.5. Pocket 5: empty plot in mixed-use zone
Pocket 5 is located at the southern edge of Al Wehdat camp and is owned by Amman 
municipality. It is currently used as a public car park and a dumpster site (Figure 14). 
A member of Amman municipality council, along with several interviewees, identified 
pocket 5 as having the highest potential for park/public spaces development due to its 
relatively large size. Moreover, its ownership by the Amman Municipality also makes it 
free for public use.

Figure 13. Examples of some abandoned housing units in the camp.
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The findings from the interviews with shop owners and residents adjacent to the site point 
to a pressing need for the development of the area due to health and safety concerns. One 
interviewee emphasized the negative impact of the current state of the space on the surround-
ing community:

The space is harming us [shop owners/residents]. They [Amman municipality] gather 
waste here and burn it, and the smell is awful. It keeps releasing smoke and bad fumes 
all day. Second, it attracts young gangsters who keep getting into fights . . . The degradation 
of this open area attracts all sorts of crimes. 

Several interviewees from around different pocket spaced referred to pocket 5 as the area with 
the highest potential to be a significant public space as a park for the camp. However, they 
also believe that given the open and large nature of the site, external supervision is necessary 
to ensure proper maintenance and protection (unlike the previous pocket spaces, which are 
smaller and contained, making community supervision sufficient in maintaining any spatial 
upgrades). Some interviewees suggested that incorporating additional functions within the 
site, such as a children’s activity or a community centre within pocket 5, can provide the 
needed authority and supervision for the space.

3.3.6. Pocket 6: wide path in a mixed-use area
Pocket 6, situated in the western part of the camp, serves multiple functions within the 
community. Currently, it functions as a temporary playground for children, 
a pedestrian path connecting residential areas to the market, and a sitting area at the 
doorsteps (Atabat) by the residents of the surrounding buildings (Figure 15).

A key insight emerged from the interview with a refugee woman, who has been 
living in the area near pocket 6 since her birth in the 1962. She believes it is critical to 
provide a park or playground exclusively designated for women and children within the 
camp. Her words shed light on the significant challenges faced by women who lack the 
means to venture outside the camp’s confines. The interviewee’s personal experience 
vividly highlighted the limitations she and others face in providing opportunities for 
their children beyond the camp’s boundaries.

‘’Women really need a place to go with their children. Most people can’t [do not 
have the means] to go anywhere outside the camp. Take me for example, I have young 

(a) (b)

Figure 14. (a) pocket 5 map, (b) pocket 5 picture.
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granddaughters that I cannot take anywhere. I wish there was a park I could take them 
to . . . I have not left the house in 5 months [except to the grocery shop where she works 
with her son, which is next to the house]’’.

Such encounter, among other voices, highlights the importance of research focusing 
on the experiences of long-term refugees, which can play a crucial role in giving voice 
to their realities and combating the marginalization and invisibility often faced by 
refugee communities. It can hopefully contribute to fostering a greater understanding 
and empathy among policymakers, practitioners, and the wider public.

The interviewees around pocket 5 shared a similar perspective to those around 
pocket 6 regarding its suitability as a playground or small park. The larger size of 
pocket 6, coupled with its location in a mixed-use zone, makes it a bustling thorough-
fare linking different parts of the camp, resulting in constant foot traffic. These factors 
seem to have deterred private claims on the space by surrounding residents, distin-
guishing it from spaces like pocket 4. Despite all these pocket spaces technically being 
‘public’ as they fall outside the 100 m2 plot allocated to each refugee family the camp’s 
social dynamics have established varying patterns of space usability. Some pockets are 
claimed for private use by surrounding inhabitants, while others remain designated as 
public property.

4. Discussion and conclusions

This research set out to explore and evaluate public pocket spaces in Al Wehdat 
Refugee Camp in Jordan, with a focus on mapping and envisioning scenarios for 
their upgrades. The study aimed to answer three key questions: 1) What are the 
different types of pocket spaces in the camp? 2) How does the community envision 
their potential uses as public spaces? 3) What are the specific challenges and opportu-
nities when implementing pocket spaces upgrades in Al Wehdat camp, and what 
potential recommendations can address these challenges?

The need for such research stems from the evidence that small-scale improvements 
in public spaces have been highlighted by several researchers to be positively associated 
with socio-economic improvements within informal and degraded urban areas in 
general (Enia and Martella 2020; Girard, Nocca, and Gravagnuolo 2019; Jano, Teqja, 

)b()a(

Figure 15. (a) pocket 6 map, (b) pocket 6 picture.
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and Hasa 2020; Sakay, Sanoni, and DEng 2011). Meanwhile, other researchers have 
discussed the need for public space provision within the limited and challenging urban 
conditions of refugee camps specifically, which can contribute to contribute to enhan-
cing the overall living conditions and empowerment of the camp residents (Hilal n.d.; 
Dalal et al. 2018).

This research addressed the first question through identifying various types of pocket 
spaces within Al Wehdat camp. These included pockets in commercial areas (squares 
and streets intersections), in mixed use areas (wide paths and empty plots/land), and in 
residential areas (temporarily zoned pockets and courtyard spaces). Each of these 
pockets presented unique opportunities for the creation of public and green areas in 
the camps, where the findings from the analysis provided valuable insights into the 
informal appropriation of these spaces by the long-term refugees,

Through interviews with refugees residing near various types of pocket spaces, 
a significant concept emerged from the exploration of the second research question: 
the ‘informal privatisation of public space’ within the camp. The findings revealed that 
despite these leftover spaces being technically public spaces (outside the 100 m^2 plots 
for every family), pocket spaces that are in residential-only areas seem to be informally 
claimed for private use by surrounding residents. The size of the pocket may also play 
a role, as larger pockets tend to remain open for broader community use, extending 
beyond the residents of surrounding buildings. The informal privatisation of public 
spaces highlights the complex dynamics of space utilization within the camp, where 
social conventions and informal agreements shape the perceived ownership and control 
of public spaces. Despite lacking legal ownership of their homes, the refugees in the 
camps have established an informal housing market within their community. They 
engage in informal trade, exchange, and rental activities involving their housing units. 
The findings of this research suggest that this informal ownership extends beyond the 
housing units to encompass the public spaces within the camp. Furthermore, this 
informal ownership appears to be socially recognized and acknowledged, as evidenced 
by the discussions held regarding pocket 4 during the study.

These observations highlight the nuanced dynamics of public space utilization within 
the camp and suggest the importance of considering location and scale when imple-
menting interventions aimed at enhancing these spaces.

In addition, the discussions with refugees brought attention to the issue of public 
space accessibility for women. Interviewees stressed the significance of establishing 
dedicated protected and public spaces that are specifically designed to address the social 
restrictions faced by women. These spaces would provide opportunities for women to 
engage in activities, socialize, and access resources in a safe and inclusive environment, 
thereby countering the limitations imposed on them within the camp.

Building upon the responses obtained from the interviews conducted in the selected 
six pockets, Table 3 presents a comprehensive overview of the primary challenges 
encountered in revitalizing each pocket (third research question). It also highlights 
the corresponding opportunities and suggested solutions identified by the interviewees. 
Furthermore, the table includes recommendations for maintaining any intervention 
provided by the interviewees.

One of the main findings of this study is that the interviewees, including a member 
of Amman municipality, emphasised that the primary challenge facing camp upgrades 
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is not solely the limited space, although it remains a significant factor. Rather, the 
interviewees asserted that the main challenge facing any upgrades is the conflicting dual 
management structure between the UNRWA and the local municipality of Amman, 
where there is lack of clear lines of management and delegation of responsibility 
between the two authorities. This administrative divide has left the camp in a state of 
limbo, making it difficult to move forward with any meaningful upgrades or improve-
ments. It is essential to address this challenge and find a way to bridge the gap between 
the UNRWA and Amman municipality to ensure that the camp is not left behind in 
any future development plans for the area.

Another main finding of this study is the economic capability and value that the 
camp marketplace represents, not just for the camp residents but also for the 

Table 3. Summary of the community perspective on the opportunities and challenges facing the 
revitalization of pocket public spaces in Al Wehdat refugee camp.

Pocket
Main challenges facing spatial 

upgrades Opportunity/suggested solutions
How can any interventions be 

maintained

Pocket 
1

Lack of consideration by 
authorities towards limited 
public space

Relocation of utility room that was 
added in the middle of the space

Shared responsibility between 
camp authorities and shops’ 
owners

High number of informal street 
stalls obstructing accessibility 
and creating a crowded 
environment

Organising Al Bastat with a plot- 
rent system, like was done Ras Al 
Ein project in Amman.

Affordable rent rates of the plots 
to improve infrastructure

Lack of supervision and security Introduce police/security and 
a project committee for formal 
procedures

Community involvement and 
young volunteers to sustain 
initiatives.

Pocket 
2

Poor infrastructure and 
maintenance by authorities. 
Overall lack of governmental 
responsibility over the camp

Large empty space with mixed-use 
functions around it. 

The plot of land is owned by the 
UNRWA, making it possible to 
develop it for public use.

Community involvement and 
sense of ownership to 
encourage maintenance and 
preservation of public spaces

Development of the area with 
greenery and proper paving to 
make it an inviting public space

Community involvement in the 
upkeep and preservation of 
the revitalised space

Pocket 
3

Cars passing through the play 
area, endangering children

The semi-enclosed layout of the 
pocket makes it safer from cars 
than other areas. 

Regulating car circulation to 
maintain the area as a safe play 
space

Involvement of community in 
maintaining the space.

Neighbours expanding their plots 
beyond allotted space, 
encroaching on limited public 
area

Encouraging neighbours to respect 
allotted space and avoid 
encroachment

Regular monitoring by 
authorities

Pocket 
4

Car access within the limited 
space. 

Privately claimed by neighbours 
as their own space.

Clearing/renovating the abandoned 
building next to the pocket to 
expand on the community 
temporary events that are held 
within the space. 

Small-scale greening strategies

Community involvement is in the 
maintenance, decision- 
making, and execution of any 
upgrade’s projects.

Pocket 
5

Health hazards and safety risks 
posed by waste dumping and 
crime

Large open space that can be 
turned into a park. Owned by the 
Amman municipality. 

Surrounded by NGO buildings- can 
offer supervision.

External supervision, such as 
a security guard or an activity 
centre for children within the 
park.

Pocket 
6

Lack of public spaces where 
women can safely and 
comfortably socialise

A playground/park for Women and 
children only

Community supervision as well 
as external guards to maintain 
the upkeep.
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surrounding areas. Pocket spaces within commercial and mixed-use areas in the camp 
also seemed to be of higher significance for social and commercial activity, extending 
beyond being the outdoor space of residents of adjacent houses. Hence, it is recom-
mended that strategies be devised to capitalise on these bustling pocket spaces to 
amplify economic opportunities and foster community cohesion. The opportunities 
these pockets provide for commercial viability and activating this network of pockets 
can promote urban vitality, as supported by literature (Enia and Martella 2020; Girard, 
Nocca, and Gravagnuolo 2019; Jano, Teqja, and Hasa 2020; Sakay, Sanoni, and DEng  
2011). Specifically, initiatives should focus on formalizing and enhancing the infra-
structure of these areas to better support local businesses and entrepreneurs. This may 
involve establishing designated zones for commercial activities, improving accessibility 
and amenities, and providing resources for business development and marketing. 
Additionally, fostering collaboration between the camp community, local authorities, 
and external stakeholders can facilitate the implementation of sustainable economic 
initiatives. On the other hand, the refugees participating in the discussion emphasised 
the importance of community involvement in maintaining public space upgrades, 
particularly in smaller pocket spaces within the camp. This aligns with existing litera-
ture on community involvement in urban informal settlements (Dalal et al. 2018; 
Flinders, Wood, and Cunningham 2016; Stevenson and Sutton 2012), placing the 
research on refugee settlements within the broader context of informal settlements. 
Additionally, in long-term refugee camps, heritage preservation gains additional sig-
nificance, which may not be as prominent in other informal settlement upgrades. 
Successful community-led place-making initiatives, like the Al Mutamaizoon neigh-
bourhood, exemplify a high level of sensitivity towards the Palestinian heritage of long- 
term refugees. These initiatives honour their cultural identity and foster a strong sense 
of belonging.

However, the interviewees also pointed out that even with the strong social connectivity 
and its contribution to the camp maintenance and supervision, there is still a need for 
external authorities and the maintenance of any larger open public spaces in specific. While 
Jordan maintains a relatively high level of security compared to the region, the concept of 
security in this context refers to the perceived safety within the specific urban environment 
of each pocket from theft, recreational drug use/selling, and vandalism. This, according to 
the interviews, stems from lack of overall supervision from authorities. Such concerns were 
provided around pockets 1, 3 and 5, especially around nighttime.

This further emphasises the need for stronger integration of the camp within the 
surrounding urban area at an administrative level.

The findings of this paper indicate that while small-scale interventions focused on 
establishing public spaces within camps like Al Wehdat can provide some relief for the 
high-density environment, comprehensive, systematic strategies at the administrative 
level are necessary to safeguard public spaces and offer sustainable long-term housing 
solutions. These strategies must address both the immediate challenges of limited public 
spaces and the broader concerns of encroachment and sustainable management within 
the camps. By addressing these underlying factors, a more effective and sustainable 
approach to improving long-term living conditions can be achieved.

Moreover, although this study specifically pertains to Al Wehdat camp, its implica-
tions extend to other long-term refugee camps. The insights gained regarding the 
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importance of comprehensive, systematic administrative strategies, the challenges of 
limited public spaces, and the need for sustainable management are applicable in 
similar settings. This research contributes to the broader literature on upgrading 
informal settlements by emphasising the significance of addressing both immediate 
and underlying challenges to bring about lasting improvements in the living conditions 
of displaced populations. By considering these factors and implementing tailored 
strategies, it is possible to enhance the long-term viability and quality of life within 
refugee camps beyond the specific context of Al Wehdat.
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