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Project Data 

Client: The Building 
Together Association 

Architect: S, Angel, V 
Chamniem, AR 
Etherington 

Project: 202 units 
Site area: 1.6 hectare 
Design: 1979 
Construction: 1982 (Phase I: 

121 units) 
1983 (Phase II: 81 units) 
Cost: USS54 ' 00 per square 
metre 

Density: 707 persons per 
hectare 

Text by 
Syed Zaigham 
S.Jaffery. 
Photographs by 
Steven Cohn, 
courtesy qf the AKAA 

Building Together, Bangkok 

T he Building Together 
Housing Project was a 
bold effort to address the 
housing situation for low
income groups on a mod
est scale. Entirely non

governmental in character, the project 
was accomplished by a volunteer group 
assisted by a couple of teachers from the 
Human Settlements Department of the 
Asian Institute of Technology (AIT) and 
implemented with the active participation 
of the client group. 

Basic objectives included: a) construc
tion of acceptable, standardised, perma
nent houses and to re-house low-income 
squatters in them; b) organisation of these 
community members into a cohesive 
group in order that they become self
reliant and through cooperation gradually 
improve their standard of living, c) de
velopment of a construction method 
based on standard modules that would be 
easy to produce and assemble into econo
mical dwellings . 

Promoters of the project are consi
dered pioneers by many in that prior to 
the creation of their organisation no such 
voluntary non-governmental effort to
wards urban housing construction ex
isted in Bangkok. The Building Together 
Company, a legal intermediary organisa
tion was formed in 1978 with the parti
cipation of academics, non-govemmental 
groups such as the Catholic Church and 
representatives of government agencies 
such as the National Housing Authority. 
A shareholders' agreement bound all to a 
non-profit operation intended to assist the 
poor in obtaining low-cost shelter. The 
Company can raise and manage funds 
from donors, buy and sell land, apply for 
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building permits, obtain bank loans, etc. 
It enabled fmancial contributions from 
abroad to be channelled into the project. 

The community action programme 
proposed was first advertised through dis
tribution of leaflets in nearby slums, and 
the first group of about 16 families which 
met a set of criteria were selected after ini
tial screening and interviews. T hey under
went an educational programme and 
training workshop for eight consecutive 
weekends before actual on site work be
gan in October 1979. First phase of seven 
clusters totalling 121 units was completed 
in August 1982. T he basic shells of the 
houses were attributed by lottery to the 
group individuals who had built them, 
with the plots of land eventually to be 
owned by their occupants. 

Architectural Character 
The most popular urban dwelling for 
middle and low-income groups in Bang
kok and other urban centres in Thailand 
is the row shop-house. See MlMAR15. 
Design of the houses in this project fol
lowed the traditional Thai pattern, with 
private, semi-private and public activities 
being clearly and adequately incorporated 
into the plans of the two-storey units . 
Flexible ground floor space provided the 
possibility for income-generating family 
activities, and indeed some houses along 
the main road have been converted into 
shops, eateries and grocery stores serving 
local needs and giving a distinctly Thai 
urban character to the community. 

Choice of materials and the level of 
technology to be employed were 

Two typical units completed in the proj ect with 
fomishings by the individual inhabitants, 



legend: 
1. shophouses 
2. plaza 
3. market 
4. Joctory 

swamp 

5. workshop 
6. plaza jor playground 
7. child care 
8. sola (pavillion) 
9. sump 
cluster /ine 
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Site plan of the neighbourhood including self-built 
and contractor-built units. 
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Sectional elevation of a typical house. 
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Plans of the ground floor and upper floor level of 
houses. 
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Drawing illustrating the channel block and 
wall block assembly system. 
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Floor assembly system employing reinforced 
concrete joists, channel blocks and concrete floors. 



Above: Interior if a newly-completed upper floor 
before owners undertook finishing work and decora
tion. 
Right, above: View of row housing in the Building 
Together project in metropolitan Bangkok. 
Right: View of end units along the main street if 
the neighbourhood. 

obviously very key factors to the success. 
of the project. Although wood is the tra
ditional building material of the region, it 
is now more expensive than concrete. 
Moreover, . to achieve economic densities 
row-houses were deemed desirable, and 
this in tum involved fire-proof party 
walls as required by housing codes. 
Hence, the adoption of cement as the 
primary material. 

The concept of mutual aid, at the 
heart of the project, implied a building 
system that maximised prefabrication. 
Bruce Etherington's interlocking con
crete blocks and joists were introduced, 
relying upon steel moulds to produce a 
variety of standard block-types which fit 
together without mortar to form bearing 
walls, or channel blocks for perimeter 
beams, or as partitions. A thin concrete 
joist could be cast to fit into openings 
between the blocks. The concrete blocks 
and steel joists form the basic structure of 
the house, with other components of 
wood for stairs, window frames and rail
ings and abestos sheets for roofing. All of 
these materials were assembled by the 
prople themselves and required only 
small simple machines for their produc-

non. No pre-stressing of components 
was necessary and components were 
light enough to be carried by hand, thus 
eliminating the need for cranes. 

Cost 
Much of the initial financing came from 
contributions to a revolving fund by in
ternational aid agencies and government 
loans. Houses were sold to participants in 
the Building Together project at subsi
dised rates. While the average cost of 
constructing a house was US$5,573, the 
average sale price to the low-income 
families was US$3,740. The remaining 81 
units of the project not built through the 
mutual aid and self-help training prog
ramme were built by a local contractor 
and sold off at market prices. Money 
recovered in this way covered the sub
sidy given to the low-income families. 

A comparison of costs of the Building 
Together units with prevailing costs in 
Thailand in 1983 are as follows: US$54 
per square metre for the 121 units as com-
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pared with US$275 per square metre 
(high) and US$89 per square metre (low) 
for comparable housing construction. 
Thus, with the community facilities and 
infrastructure that were included in the 
project, the unit price was still US$35 
cheaper than similar housing at the time. 

In the final analysis, this experiment 
was innovative through the use of the 
interlocking concrete block-and-joist sys
tem of construction, a technology which 
it was easy for people to learn and apply. 
Once this basic shell was achieved, and 
along lines that reflected an adaptation, 
the aesthetic aspects were developed 
according to individual families ' tastes 
and budget Facades range from the fan
tasies oflocal urban architecture to that of 
Swiss chalets. In some cases blank walls 
in these clusters have been painted with 
traditional Thai murals. 

Right: Details if finished f acades as they were deco
rated by the owners once the basic structure was 
terminated. 
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Left: Interior view oj the 
ground floor living room in a 
typical unit. 
Left, below: Interior view oj 
an upperfloor oj a finished 
house. 
Left, bottom: Houses that 
have been converted into 
shops, eateries and grocery 
stores lend a distinctly Thai 
urban character to the 
community. 

Syed Za(((ham S.JaJfery is 
an architect practising in 
Paskistan . All documents and 
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Architecture, Geneva,jor 
whom Mr. Jaffery was a 
technical consultant in 1983. 


