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Abstract: Mafraq has witnessed rapid urban growth over successive years. This growth has been heavily impacted 
by the presence of 180,000 Syrian refugees inside the city. The wider Jordanian economy has been affected by 
the continuous influx of Syrian refugees since the beginning of the crisis in March 2011. Some of the Syrian 
refugees live in refugee camps, while the majority of them prefer to live among the local communities and the 
Jordanians themselves, which has led to an impact on Jordanian urbanism and the society itself. In Mafraq, this 
led to the opening of new streets and shops along Jerash Street and Baghdad Street, which extended in all 
directions, especially from the Mafraq center toward the Za’atari camp area. The main aim of this article is to 
determine the impact of refugees on host communities by analyzing the real situation of the Syrian refugees and 
their impacts of them. The study used a mixed-method approach using qualitative and quantitative research to 
achieve the main aim of this research. It is concluded that urban refugees are an important factor in the 
transformation of cities occupied by them and play a key role in reforming the urban and architectural void in the 
cities in which they settled. Therefore, the research calls on decision-makers in the governments containing the 
refugees to enact specialized regulations and laws that are fitting to reduce the negative impacts, such as the 
random spread of housing and disorganized urban expansion. This can be applied by setting a comprehensive 
plan for urban characteristics and architectural style. 
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Introduction 

Due to the Arab Spring revolutions that started in 2010, there was an influx of Syrian refugees 

to neighboring countries in 2011, and the most important of these countries was Jordan, 

represented by the Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation (MOPIC 2015). 

According to the High Commission for Refugees statistics in the United Nations, the number 

of those refugees in the world increased by the end of 2019 by 9 million people to reach a 

record unprecedented level of 79.5 million, which is equivalent to about 1 percent of the 

world’s population. Of these millions, Syrians are considered one of the leaders in the 

number of refugees and displaced persons (Al shawabkeh et al. 2019). 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR, n.d.) pointed out the rights that national 

jurisprudence grants to refugees. The most important rights and obligations that relate to the 

research subject are (1) the right to build a special lifestyle, housing, and family privacy while 

respecting the local community’s lifestyles and (2) the right to participate in the cultural life of 
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a community without affecting the local community’s patterns and conditions. In this context, 

the existence of Syrian refugees in Jordan affected the main economic, social, security, and 

cultural conditions; therefore, there was an impact on the Jordanian communities. This was 

because of the opening of Jordanian borders in front of those refugees and allowing them into 

Jordan (Nasser and Symansky 2014). Jordan received 1.2 million Syrian refugees due to this 

crisis, 84 percent of them were living outside camps, specifically in Irbid and Amman, and 16 

percent were settled inside the selected camps (MOPIC 2015). One of the areas affected by their 

presence and the change in the urban fabric is the Za’atari region near Mafraq (Al-Asad, n.d.). 

The refugees were distributed among the governorates of Jordan, and Mafraq city was second 

concerning the number of Syrian refugees, which led to the establishment of a refugee camp in 

the Za’atari area. Refugees preferred to move to built-up areas—including large towns and 

cities—where they hope to find a sense of community, security, and economic freedom 

(Pavanello, Elhawary, and Pantuliano 2010). 

The involvement of Syrian refugees shifts the demographic composition of Mafraq city 

host and leads to changes. These changes were in terms of economic and social life between 

them (Alshoubaki and Harris 2018). A demographic shift is being generated by urban Syrian 

refugees, triggering a housing crisis, rapid and unsustainable urbanization, a decrease in 

community cohesion, and losses in fabric and traditional architectural features. There is an 

essential task for the Jordanian–Syrian interaction community to promote the activation of 

the role of building the city vitally. This increasing demand for ensuring more housing due 

to the rapid expansion spatially transformed the region, triggering a shift in the host 

community’s original behavior patterns (Alshadfan 2015). 

Many scientific studies about the Za’atari area have analyzed the camp itself but have not 

addressed the wider region. Therefore, this article focuses on the expansion of urban planning 

in the Za’atari region outside of the camp in the Mafraq Governorate. Many changes in this 

area must be explained to highlight the emergence of a strange trend of architecture and 

planning that resulted from the impact of Syrian refugees. The presence of these refugees has 

altered the normal urban fabric in the region. Therefore, this article focused on the recent 

expansion of space, and it provided a detailed comparison of the Za’atari region before and after 

the presence of Syrian refugees. 

The main aim of this article is to determine the impact of refugees on host communities 

by analyzing the real situation of the Syrian refugees and their impacts of them. This research 

discusses the impact of refugees moving to a new country for improving their living conditions 

by developing the main skills and communications. On the other hand, they were forcibly 

displaced from their home country. Therefore, there was an effect of refugees providing basic 

humanitarian assistance through international institutions. The study reviewed the refugee 

literature to build the main argument of this research and then used a mixed-method approach 

using qualitative and quantitative research to achieve the main aim of this research. 
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Literature Review 

There are 2.9 million non-Jordanian citizens among Jordan’s total population of 9.5 million, 

according to Jordan’s census (2016), among which 1.265 million are Syrian residents (Al 

shawabkeh et al. 2019; Jamhawi, Al-Shawabkeh and Alobaidat 2020; Al Shawabkeh et al. 

2020). The small size of Jordan and the shortage of natural and economic resources have 

worsened both the refugees and the host community’s living conditions. 

Jordan has been affected by the civil war in the Syrian Arab Republic, according to the 

United Nations refugee agency, and the influx of Syrian refugees into Jordan has placed a 

significant burden on the national system and infrastructure (Alzouby, Al-Shawabkeh, and 

Dweiri 2019). As a receiving state, the mass influx of Syrian refugees into Jordan creates a 

huge burden for Jordan’s governance. As the conflict in Syria continues, the number of 

refugees is growing and there is also a rise in demand for public services, contributing to 

unprecedented population growth. 

The residential communities in Mafraq city were focused on kinship or friendship 

relationships before the Syrian crisis. Mafraq is a small town with an intimate architectural 

and social fabric built by a special urban character. For example, small roads were planned to 

serve all residents, and shops were spread among them. It is noted that the urban fabric in 

the Mafraq region as a whole was characterized by shops that were topped with apartments 

and served citizens close to their places of residence and work. It is a poor town with scarce 

local services and high domestic job levels (MercyCorps 2013). The city’s urban fabric was 

not perfect, but it was homogenous and fit with local people’s needs. The number of the 

native population has equaled or surpassed the influx of Syrian refugees. The city is 

overwhelmed, and the pressure of newcomers can no longer be absorbed (MOPIC 2015). 

Furthermore, it increases competitiveness in the labor market and basic living necessities 

between local Jordanians and Syrians. It also involves a housing crisis arising from a supply 

shortage relative to high demand, in particular for affordable housing (Alshadfan 2015). 

Some rental prices have risen to six times their precrisis rates, while average rates have almost 

tripled, impacting both the newly displaced and local communities (Al Shawabkeh et al. 

2020; MercyCorps 2013). New construction is estimated to have resulted in an expanded 

supply of housing from 3,700 to 5,600 units for approximately 25,900 to 39,200 Syrian 

families (MOPIC 2013; Wells et al. 2016). 

Families resort to living in temporary buildings with minimal access to basic facilities, 

living in places not designed to host refugees, such as storage and retail spaces, and moving in 

under one shelter with other relatives (Alshadfan 2015; MOPIC 2015; Wells et al. 2016). 

Therefore, in the area, new residential buildings appear haphazardly. Owing to the lack of any 

planning or housing policy, the new developments neglect the current urban fabric (Al 

Shawabkeh et al. 2020). Most skilled staff in the building and construction industries are 

currently comprised of Syrian refugees from various Syrian cities. They bear with them their 

prior awareness, expectations, and experience. They introduce various elements, principles, and 
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techniques of construction and use them in their work, which can lead to chaotic architectural 

features within the fabric of the city that may hurt the entire area’s urban context. This article 

discusses the impacts of the presence of Syrian refugees on the Jordanian urban fabric in the 

Za’atari region and creates an integrated, comprehensive database of them. 

The Research Methodology 

The existence of Syrian refugees in Jordan has worked on changing the demographical 

structure of the host community in Mafraq. This was because of the existence of many 

differences in terms of economic and social life between them (Alshoubaki and Harris 2018). 

This led to emerging tensions between them, which forms the main cause of achieving 

instability socially (Hiruy 2009). Therefore, the significance of this study is presenting a set of 

recommendations relating to urban refugees and their impacts. Accordingly, the main 

hypothesis posits that the increased interaction between inhabitants and refugees leads to an 

evolution in the social and cultural status of the local community, which in turn leads to 

changes in the urban and architectural fabric. 

Za’atari region in Mafraq is considered one of the areas most affected by Syrian asylum, 

and because it contains the Za’atari camp, the refugees had a direct impact on the expansion 

and development of the area. The main aim of this article is to determine the impact of refugees 

on host communities by analyzing the real situation of the Syrian refugees and their impacts of 

them. This was achieved through four objectives: (1) understanding and clarifying the nature 

and variety of larger architectural context of new domestic neighborhoods that did not exist 

previously; (2) describing the distinctive architectural and urban characteristics resulting from 

the diverse new cultural identities in the region; (3) establishing a connection between function, 

form, economics, and urbanism within one community; and (4) enriching and enhancing the 

urban database of the Za’atari region and then linking it to that of Mafraq city. 

To achieve that, this research uses a mixed-method approach by comparing and 

combining the available information in books and research studies with the existing situation 

of the urban fabric. This article documents the current situation of the Za’atari urban region 

based on observations and studies on the ground and interviews with mayors of many 

municipalities in Mafraq and Za’atari, as well as interviews with local Jordanians and Syrian 

refugees. The research attempts to record and describe all observations in the study area to 

determine the key impacts of Syrian refugees on the urban fabric, which has a specific role in 

the urban fabric evolution. As a result, this article provides a descriptive analysis of the 

Za’atari region’s urban planning, identifying the most influential variables and their role in 

creating strong concerns about the effects on residents of the area and their life. 

The Characteristics of the Study Area 

Mafraq city is located in Jordan at 26 square kilometers and is linked geographically to a set of 

cities such as Irbid, Zarqa, and Jerash (Greater Mafraq Municipality 2020). This city consists of 
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main districts such as Mafraq, Eastern Um Al-Na’am, Idunn Beni Hassan, Hayyan Almisharef, 

Eastern Alboaidah, and Thugrate Al-jub (Alzouby, Al-Shawabkeh, and Dweiri 2019). 

The estimated area of Mafraq at the end of the 1960s was about 4.5 square kilometers; it 

reached 5 square kilometers at the end of the 1970s, and it was around 7 square kilometers in 

1992. The total area of Mafraq and its districts (Greater Mafraq) recently reached 100 square 

kilometers, about 40 square kilometers of which is an organized area. The area of Mafraq city 

is 26 square kilometers, of which only 11 square kilometers are organized (Greater Mafraq 

Municipality 2020). 

According to the 2004 census, the population of the Mafraq Governorate was 244,188—
30 percent are considered urban and 70 percent rural. Around 94 percent of the population 

are Jordanian citizens. The civil war in Syria in 2011 and 2012 resulted in the immigration to 

Jordan of more than 180,000 Syrian refugees, most of whom settled in the counties of Jordan. 

Mafraq Governorate took in the second-largest number of refugees (Rjoub and Al Shawabkeh 

2018). In July 2012, the Za’atari refugee camp was opened in the Mafraq Governorate for 

Syrian refugees. In 2018, the World Bank estimated that the population was 593,900. The 

distribution of Syrian refugees in the governorates of Jordan has changed, and the percentage 

has varied over time. Irbid used to have the highest percentage in the beginning, but now in 

2020, the capital has the highest percentage, with Mafraq second (Figure 1). The total refugee 

population in 2020 is estimated to be 661,997 (Figure 2) (MercyCorps 2013). 

Figure 1: Number of Syrian Refugees in Jordan, November 2020 

Source: UNHCR 2020 
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Figure 2: Number of Syrian Refugees in Jordan, November 2020 

Source: UNHCR 2020 

Urban Development of Mafraq City 

In 1972, the urban expansion of the city of Mafraq began and consisted of small neighborhoods 

that continued to expand at multistages (Al-Hisan 1994, 1999; Al Shawabkeh 2018; Rjoub and 

Al Shawabkeh 2018). Then, in 1983, as a result of the urban expansion of the region, an 

organizational plan was drawn up, covering the new expansion areas to include a wider area. 

After that, urban expansion areas increased as the population grew in addition to newly added 

areas to the organization lands in 1994 (MOPIC 2013; Sqour, Rjoub, and Tarrad 2016). 

At the beginning of the Syrian crisis in 2011, urban expansion areas were increased and 

the city has become in need of more land organization processes. Thus, there are a set of 

changes in these areas, which are represented in (1) the process of land organization spreading 

in the western and eastern directions, (2) the use of lands increased with changes in some 

status of land uses, and (3) adding areas within the organized areas in addition to opening 

service streets (Figure 3). However, the last organizational plan for the region was created in 

2016. The expansion and engagement between the refugee and local population have 

continued to the present (Greater Mafraq Municipality 2018). 
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Figure 3: Map of the Urban Organization of Mafraq from 1920 to 2020 

Urban Development of Mafraq City after the Syrian Crisis 

Since the beginning of the Syrian crisis, the Mafraq Governorate has been overcrowded with 

refugees: the number of Syrians within the province has reached 120,000 while the Jordanians 

number 80,000. The population boom put increased pressure on the city’s services and 

increased competition for all work between Jordanians and Syrians inside and outside the 

camp (Rjoub and Al Shawabkeh 2018; Yassin 2019). 
 

  
Figure 4: Arrival of Syrian Refugee to Jordanian 

Cities, Which Were Connected to the Syrian Borders 

Note: The gray shaded regions are where Syrian 

refugees were located in 2011. 

Figure 5: Growth of Syrian Refugee in Jordanian Cities and 

Spread toward the City Center and Surrounding Towns 

Note: The yellow shaded regions are where Syrian 

refugees were located in 2018. 

Source: Adapted from Greater Mafraq Municipality 2020 
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Figure 6: Percentage of Syrian Refugees in Selected Areas of Mafraq between 2012 and 2017 

Source: Adapted from the Mayor’s database of municipals in Mafraq and Za’atari 

Figure 4 shows that Syrians were distributed throughout the governorate borders and its 

provinces. However, other reasons have allowed Syrians to reach the border areas illegally, 

where some Syrian governorates share the same Jordanian border region (Greater Mafraq 

Municipality 2020). Figure 5 shows that there is a clear difference in moving the refugees 

toward the city center of Mafraq, due to the ease of life and the presence of businesses and 

essentials. The proportion of refugees varies from one region to the other according to several 

factors, including housing, work, and living conditions (Figure 6). This explains the high rise 

in certain places for Jaber al-Serhan and Sama al-Serhan at the beginning of the Syrian crisis 

(Figure 6). In this context, a high percentage of Syrians were distributed in the gathering 

places as close as possible to the markets to facilitate movement for them and thus facilitate 

living (see also Figure 7). Therefore, the largest percentage of refugees is in or close to the 

commercial center of the city (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: Distribution of Syrian Refugees in Mafraq City 

Source: Adapted from Greater Mafraq Municipality 2020 

Impact of Syrian Refugee Presence on Za'atari Urban Expansion 

Za’atari is a residential area located in the northwestern Badia District, Mafraq Governorate 

in Jordan (Figure 8). “Za’atari municipality is one of the municipalities of Mafraq 

governorate and is 14 km from the center of the governorate with 14,000 habitants” (Greater 

Mafraq Municipality 2020). The municipality consists of two areas: the Za’atari and the 

Manshiyah areas. In this context, there are approximately 100 shops before the crisis, and 

there is an increase in these shops to reach 350 shops. Seventy percent of the shop workers 

are Syrian refugees (MOPIC 2013). 

It is noted that the camp has become an essential part of the region which cannot be 

separated from the city of Mafraq, as it is considered a basis for changes and developments 

occurring there (Figure 8). Despite the changing population of the Za’atari camp, its 

population is nonetheless larger than the city of Mafraq itself (Greater Mafraq Municipality 

2020). At its peak, the Za’atari camp housed around 150,000 Syrian refugees, making it the 

fourth-largest city in Jordan (Figure 10). Now, the refugee camp houses around 79,000 

Syrians and is divided into twelve districts (Figure 10). At the beginning of the crisis, it was 

not expected that the number of refugees would be so high, and the numbers exceeded the 

expected services provided in the camp, which led to the expansion of the camp at the expense 

of the Za’atari area (Figures 10 and 11). In 2012–2013, there was an explosion in numbers 

and abnormal inflation (Figures 9–12). After that, refugees began to leave the camp, whether 

in legal form or not, due to their work experience (MercyCorps 2013). 
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Figure 8: Part of the Mafraq City Map, Showing the Refugee Camp and Za’atari Region 

Source: Modified from Google Maps 2020 

 

  
Figure 9: Refugee Camp, November 2012 Figure 10: Refugee Camp, January 2015 

 

  
Figure 11: Refugee Camp, February 2018 Figure 12: Refugee Camp, July 2020 

Source: Digital Globe, UNHCR 2020 
 

It is noted that the number of people in the Za’atari area has doubled because of the presence 

of Syrian refugees (Figure 12). The Syrian refugees tried to get their property by exploiting their 

relations with the original Jordanian residents. This, therefore, has led to changes in the 

classification of land uses in the region and the general shape of the district. The expansion areas 
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were in all directions, especially toward the camp from the southeast and the northwest. These 

lands surrounding the commercial lands are classified as belonging to the B housing organization. 

This forms a huge pressure on social infrastructure services such as schools, hospitals, and so on. 

Also, this caused a shortage of water in addition to the need for more sanitation networks. 
 

 
Figure 13: Urban Organizations of Za’atari before Expansion 

Source: Adapted from Greater Mafraq Municipality 2020 
 

Before the Syrian crisis, Za’atari was considered a small village with a special Bedouin rural 

character, limited resources, and differing levels of unemployment. The customs and traditions of 

the region were reflected in the urban and architectural character of residences and businesses. 

For example, small roads were planned to serve all residents, and shops were spread along them. 

If residents needed goods not found locally, they would go to Mafraq city center. The city’s urban 

fabric was not optimal, but it served the needs of the local population (Figure 13). 

On the other hand, the resident and refugees opened more than 500 different shops of 

all types on the main road to the camp (Baghdad Street), offering a wide range of goods and 

services from groceries and fresh bread to mobile phones (Figures 14–16). These various 

services and new transportation services through Za’atari region were provided to 

accommodate the increased population in the area (Figures 19–21). 

Accordingly, the economic growth and expansion of areas with new urbanization were 

accompanied by an impact on places of residence and their architectural character. This 

impact was different from one area to others based on the social and economic factors, which 

were apparent in the residential quarters (Figures 22–24). 
 

35

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 M

on
 M

ay
 2

0 
20

24
 a

t 1
3:

00
:3

6 
U

T
C



THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ARCHITECTONIC, SPATIAL, AND ENVIRONMENTAL DESIGN 

 
 

   

Figure 14: Commercial Area, 

Baghdad Street, 2020 

Figure 15: Residential Area, 

Za’atari, 2020 

Figure 16: Commercial Area, 

Baghdad Street, 2020 

   

 
Figure 17: Urban Organizations of Za’atari after Expansion, 2018 

Source: Adapted from Greater Mafraq Municipality 2020 

 

 
 

Figure 18: Increase of Shops in the Za’atari Region Figure 19: Commercial Area, Baghdad Street, 2019 
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Figure 20: Baghdad Street, 2019 Figure 21: Baghdad Street, 2019 

 

Since only Jordanian nationals can own property, Syrians chose to rent. However, many 

Syrians wanted to own property in the region, and the best solution was social in nature. 

Through marriage with local Jordanians, Syrians were able to own property using their spouse’s 
name. The intermarriage of Jordanians and refugee populations, and therefore the sharing of 

two cultures, has had a strong impact on society (Greater Mafraq Municipality 2018). 
 

   
Figure 22: Za’atrai Circle, 

November 2020 

Figure 23: Services Road, 

November 2020 

Figure 24: Services Road, 

November 2020 

Findings and Result 

Before the arrival of Syrian refugees in Jordan, it is noted that the urban fabric in the Mafraq 

region as a whole was characterized by shops that were topped with apartments and that served 

citizens close to their places of residence and work (Figures 26, 27, and 29). After the refugee 

crisis in 2011, urban expansion areas moved in different directions, due to the annoyance 

coming from the many shops that were opened as a result of the increased population in the 

city (Figures 25 and 26). Therefore, the city center of Mafraq was replaced by the Syrian refugees 

due to moving the Jordanian residents to the outer expansion areas of the city (Figure 27). This 

process led to the creation of new shops and services to serve these areas and this called for the 

onset of Syrian asylum in the Mafraq area outside the camp, and the number of Syrians in the 

crowded commercial market area has increased as a result of lower wages. 
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Figure 25: Connection Layout between Mafraq City, Za’atari Region, and the New Campus, 2018 

Source: Adapted from the Master Plan of the Mafraq Municipal 

 

In 2017, social, demographic, and architectural changes and urban sprawl appeared as a 

result of the arrival of many Syrian refugees in Mafraq and the rapid population increase. All 

of them led to an increase in pressure on the infrastructure in all its aspects and the absence 

of urban planning and organizing. Therefore, public institutions expanded the streets leading 

to the Za’atari camp as a result of urban expansion and increased pressure on services. They 

also redeveloped the use of lands and provided the appropriate transportation, water, 

electricity, and sanitation features. 

 

  
 

Figure 26: Street Expansion, 2020 
Figure 27: Shops beside the Street 

Expansion, 2020 

Figure 28: New Shops beside the 

Expansion, 2020 
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Figure 29: Architectural Design of Buildings in the Za’atari Area, 2020 

Note: These are accessible from the intersection of Baghdad Street and Al Za’atari Triangle. 

 

It is noted that Jordanian residents have taken advantage of this situation, where they 

built a wide range of housing (Figures 32 and 33). This is reflected in the current situation of 

the rental apartments with double prices after the Syrian crisis (Figure 29). This helped to 

change the architectural style of the building where there was a clear increase in the number 

of apartment buildings; therefore, this situation turned the independent houses into 

apartment buildings aimed at making money. This, therefore, has greatly affected the 

architectural style and urban fabric in general. In this context, random buildings appeared 

without any relation to previous urban studies. 

For the architectural design of buildings, they are low cost with poor materials in 

addition to the absence of harmony and balance. This was because most buildings have been 

occupied before their construction was finished (Figure 29). Figures 30 and 32 show such 

buildings with windows closed with wooden panels and others with glass. Also, the cladding 

of these buildings is different according to financial means, some being gray concrete, others 

finished with paint and plaster as well as some of them were cladded with stones of different 

quality (Figures 32 and 33). Therefore, the exterior of these buildings varied due to the 

different use of materials and elements haphazardly. This gives us a sense that these buildings 

have been architectural formation that contains spaces without the presence of any soul in 

these buildings and spaces, as they are silent and rigid. 
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In this context, there is no blame on the refugees in general and their effects just, despite 

they created a palette of the muddled architectural and urban fabric. This formed an obstacle 

for the viewer’s visual stability due to the architectural chaos that was undermined by the 

Jordanian national building regulations and laws. This refers to that the refugees themselves 

designed their buildings without any commitment to the local laws. However, there are some 

common elements of the architectural design of the individual homes, such as the stone in 

the elevations, and the symmetry between the elevations was greatly reduced, and some 

additional decorative elements, such as cornices and columns (Figures 31 and 34). All of these 

elements could not give any sense to create harmony and balance in the proportions and form 

in general. Therefore, Mafraq city lost part of its identity due to the intermingling and 

heterogeneity of cultures within one community. 
 

  
Figure 30: New Street, Residential and  

Commercial, 2020 

Figure 31: New Residential and  

Commercial Building, 2020 

  

   
Figure 32: Poor Syrian Houses, 

Third Category, 2018 

Figure 33: Poor Syrian Houses, 

Third Category, 2018 

Figure 34: Wealthy Syrian Villas, 

First Category, 2018 

   

Through tuning analysis, this study compared the Za’atari region before and after the 

Syrian refugee crisis as shown in Table 1. The research presented a set of characteristics of the 

city of Mafraq, such as the population number, social infrastructure services, competition for 

services, ownership, urban expansion area, commercial building, types of buildings, number 

of individuals in the house, culture and community, social relations, architectural character, 

architectural space, architectural finishes and cladding, and architectural style. Therefore, this 

study identified the nature and variety of larger architectural contexts of new domestic 

neighborhoods that did not exist previously. Also, it described the distinctive architectural 

and urban characteristics resulting from the diverse new cultural identities in the region. 

Hence, this study enriched and enhanced the urban database of the Za’atari region and then 

linked it to that of Mafraq city as clarified in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Comparison of the Za’atari Region before and after the Syrian Crisis 
Syrian Presence/ 

Comparison of Za’atari 
Before Syrian Crisis After Syrian Crisis 

Population 
Mafraq: 244,188 (2004) 

Za’atari: 5,055 (2004) 

Mafraq: 661,997 (2020) 

Za’atari: 14,000–78,338 inside the camp (2016) 

Za’atari description Small village with limited resources Small village that provides all services 

Infrastructure 
Other services are obtained from the city 

of Mafraq 

All services and shops are available, and there 

is no need to go outside the area 

Pressure on 

infrastructure 
Does not exist Tremendous pressure 

Competition for services All citizens are equally served Great competition between citizens and refugees 

Ownership For Jordanians For Jordanians and refugee kinship 

Urban areas 

There is a main street (Baghdad 

International Street), and some small 

shops and residential neighborhoods 

are close to places of service 

Many of the streets emerge from the main street, 

and there are shops on both sides of it. There is 

also housing diversity regarding the architecture 

Commercial building Small shops Many types of shops 

Types of buildings 
Independent houses with no more 

than two floors 

Various types ranging from tents, regular homes, 

multiple floors, luxury homes, and villas 

Number of individuals 

in the house  
One family Many families 

Culture and community  Jordanian Two cultures and two communities 

Architectural character Rural character Random character (not planned) 

Social relations Between Jordanians Between Jordanians and Syrians 

Architectural space  Suitable place to live comfortably 
Any space that secures shelter without the 

lowest standards or a luxurious place to live 

Architectural finishes 

and cladding 
Suitable finishes 

Low cost, poor construction materials, and a 

lack of balance and harmony 

Architectural appearance Traditional Jordanian architecture Architectural chaos 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The study concludes that the refugee crisis led to the urban expansion areas moving in 

different directions toward the occupied region by the refugees. This, therefore, created 

tensions between the host community and the refugees in urban areas. This was consistent 

with what was stated by the World Economic Forum in 2017. For real social cohesion, those 

communities live together in the same geographical region without any combined social 

activities. However, there have been many attempts to strengthen dialogue between them to 

minimize tension between the two communities. Therefore, this study calls to enhance the 

communication between the two communities to initiate dialogue for reducing tensions 

between them and therefore improving social relations. 

Following this detailed study of the Syrian refugees in the city of Mafraq, it is found that 

Syrian refugees located in Mafraq, especially in the Za’atari region, changed the urban fabric 

of the region and altered their lifestyles when they entered their new home. Also, they present 

their expertise to the residents, strengthening the economic growth of the local community 

in the city of Mafraq. This was contrary to what was authorized by the World Bank in 2023. 
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Accordingly, it is concluded that urban refugees are an important factor in the 

transformation of cities occupied by them and play a key role in reforming the urban and 

architectural void in the cities in which they settled. In the Za’atari area, refugees developed 

current spaces and created new spaces close to them, serving the surrounding context. 

Therefore, this led to disorganized urban growth with low-building quality aimed at short-

term investment without respecting the local regulations and laws and monitoring their 

application by local institutions. Therefore, the research calls on decision-makers in the 

governments containing the refugees to enact specialized regulations and laws that are fitting 

to reduce the negative impacts, such as random spread of housing and disorganized urban 

expansion. This can be applied by setting a comprehensive plan for urban characteristics and 

architectural style according to the guidelines mentioned in Table 1. 
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