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Students’ Centre in Kandahar, Afghanistan
Project Contribution for the “Luftschloss” Competition: “150 years ETH Zürich”
1st Place - Execution Planned 2005
Ivica Brnic I Florian Graf I Wolfgang Rossbauer

Competition
With the 150th anniversary of the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Zürich in the
year 2005, a competition was advertised for the faculties of Architecture and Civil
Engineering. The requirement was to design any kind of building on the terrace in
front of the ETH’s main site, which would represent these two departments. The
budget remains CHF 450,000. Out of all submitted projects, our proposal, codenamed: “Polynational” was nominated for execution.

Concept
As information grows more accessible with improving technology, so too does our
world gain a new transparency in which nothing seems out of our reach. How do
we react to this as academically educated individuals? It doesn’t lie in our nature
to observe our world passively. Sociological changes effectuate consequences. How
we go about understanding the changes taking place around us depends on our
commitment to remaining conscientious, curious and compassionate human beings.
As engineers and architects we concern ourselves with this theme. How do we build
and construct in a world, which is growing increasingly complex?

Programme
The building will cover around 500 square meters of ground, to serve on the
one hand as a social meeting place for students from the local university,
and on the other as a “research station” for the ETH Zürich. The rooms will
be housed in a tower-like structure, including an events hall to measure 80
m2, a library and computer facilities measuring 80 m2, three work rooms
measuring 30 m2, a small refectory, four minimal apartments with shared
bathroom, accessible roof terrace, house superintendent, as well as security
facilities and rooms for technical and cleaning facilities, as customary.
The new location should cater to the needs of the students, providing them
with a meeting point for the University of Kandahar. The students will thus
gain access to worldwide current events through the use of the Internet
(infrastructure includes seven computer terminals, a printer and scanner).
The smaller classrooms would provide optimal space for workshops dealing
with student issues and problems and a forum to resolve them. Further,
the rooms invite students to work collaboratively, and develop projects of
varying scope and theme.
At the same time, the building functions as a platform for international
relations, in particular with the ETH. Through seminars, a number of
speciﬁc projects of students of both the Kandahar and ETH universities
may be developed, including: city planning, or speciﬁcally renovation
planning, architectonic as well as building planning following energy-saving
speciﬁcations and engineering work such as the planning of the necessary,
urgent drinking water facilities. Further discussion and research of themes
such as internationality and conﬂict, among others, will be promoted in this
environment. Students from the Swiss university will ﬁnd accommodation in
the building, in the smaller apartments.

Building is an art necessitated by need. This functionality at the heart of any building
demands the malleability of its form, constantly challenged by its environment and
physicality. The building must reinvent itself to satisfy its context.
For a representative project such as this, we believe in putting to practice the
experience and profound knowledge of our departments of Architecture and Civil
Engineering, whilst maintaining a high international level of competence. These
factors, we feel, would best represent the claim and reputation of a world-renown
academic institute, in demonstrating an intellectual approach, global vision, and
heightened understanding of the way things work together. Together with this, it is
imperative to act where need prevails strongest. Building with a climate-conscious,
long-term, and energy-saving approach is essential and urgent, and most relevant
where construction is on the increase, and not in regions where population is
stagnating and the economy is sound.
Where there is more need, there is more production. This concerns not only mass
construction, but also knowledge. We cannot afford our dynamic process of
knowledge-acquisition to be sedated by our too-comfortable lives. We shouldn’t allow
our comfortable lives to sedate our demand for knowledge and knowledge dynamic.
Furthermore, we need to be conscious of our reality in a global context, expanding
our sense of responsibility to encompass local issues outside this area of comfort.
We are wary not to grant the concept of reality too much emphasis as an
architectural concept, amidst a current tendency to obsessively accentuate and
over-instrumentalise problems. We have decided not to celebrate architecture as an
abstraction in its own right with a festive pavillion, but to show it through a longterm, sustainable project.
Project
Incredibly, half a million Swiss Francs would barely cover the costs for building and
maintaining a pavilion on the ETH’s Polyterrasse. The ETH’s main building, a hallmark
of the city of Zürich, is itself a “castle-in-the-air”. Its vast functional space provides
room for an array of possible events. In a developing country, or one in the process
of reconstruction, the utilisation of this sum will be multiplied by a large factor. Our
suggestion is therefore to invest the money in a sustainable way in a country in

In response to these local speciﬁcations, we have developed a building
which comprises of a double-shelled system: a massive and thus energysaving (“Trägheit”) clay brick mantle, and an inner-built, reinforced concrete
construction, executed with ca. 30 cm-thick walls to prevent earthquake

damage. Due to its temporary use, it will be possible to isolate the building
on the inside with a 10 cm-strong straw-clay layer. The building can be
constructed easily with regional materials, and by local construction
companies.
Both “shells”, or layers, are arranged together so that a space emerges,
opening-up on the one hand a variety of sojourning possibilities, and on the
other a climate-regulating interstice, comparable to a thermos ﬂask.

Construction
The building is situated on the new university grounds on the northern
outskirts of the city of Kandahar. A mosque dating back to the Taliban
regime stands to the south of the campus, integrated into the campus for
university use. Directly opposite, one can ﬁnd eleven completed buildings
serving instructional and administrative purposes. Ours is the last building

The stairway stretches along the brick wall in an upward movement, caving it
in and continually ridding it of its mass. In this way the stairway narrows the
wall and grants it its static sensuality. The reinforced concrete construction
retreats away from the brick; the only points of contact occur where the
rooms (within the construction) need windows.

in the area, standing a few kilometres away from a rocky wall, functioning
as a backdrop. Further expansion of the university grounds is planned in the
area behind our building; a strategic centrality to echo its primary function
as a university building.
The necessary criteria for the architectonic form-ﬁnding process rely on
Kandahar’s distinctive climactic circumstances. The wind blows more-or-less
regularly from the southwest and with a force of ca. 3-4 metres/sec, its energy
potentially useful to us. The temperature varies from ca. 0°C in the coldest
season to approximately 40°C in summer. Humidity is slight, wavering
between 20% and 40% on any summer day. The amount of sunlight hours is
extremely high, nearing the maximum at all possible.

development, and through that to initiate a world-wide exchange of knowledge and
information with the ETH.
We are in the process of planning the construction of a small building on the campus
of the University of Kandahar. The building should function as a platform (politically
neutral and without religious afﬁliation) which would facilitate the exchange of
knowledge between Afghan and Swiss students, and which would offer the possibility
of social meeting for the students of Kandahar. Common projects or seminars in
Kandahar could be a plan to strive towards, that is, to foster a long-term relationship
between the University of Kandahar and the ETH. It has been so far planned that the
students will both develop projects for the reconstruction of parts of the city, and
study new technologies of construction. ETH has the opportunity to explore the still
“open“ ﬁeld of architecture in Afghanistan ﬁrst hand. At the same time, the advantage
for Kandahar University would be to have a leading consultant by its side.
We hope to include our Swiss public in our plans, and to communicate our concept
by rendering our project accessible through both an installation and exhibition. The
installation will take place on the Polyterrasse of the ETH, in which construction posts
will be set up to demarcate the volume to be built in Kandahar; a copy of the original
pre-construction site. A further exhibition in the lobby of the main ETH foyer will also
be open to the public.

The building is positioned against the direction of the wind and catches
the hot, dry desert air like a traditional windtower. In the above-mentioned
interstice, the air presses downwardly and deeply, cooling itself through
“evaporation-coldness” over the water basin. Following this, it can then

stream upwards and distribute itself throughout the building to cool the
rooms. Glass covers close the interstice, now transformed into a kind of
isolation space, throughout the colder seasons. One would no longer sojourn
in the ground ﬂoor foyer, but would probably prefer the residential top ﬂoor
in winter. Here one can ﬁnd straw mat covers and solar panels, which (due
to Afghanistan’s instable electricity network) provide the building with
electricity. It serves a small water pump, among its other functions. This

pump heaves water from a stream into a deposit tank positioned on the roof
of the building. The water is heated here through solar collectors for daily
use. The building will be heated throughout the winter through the use of
solar energy sources. A further speciﬁcation of this project design will follow
after thorough testing on location, using the rich array of the ETH’s scientiﬁc
resources.
Project Team:
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Structural Engineering: Reto Bargähr, dipl. ing. ETH (D-Baug ETH Zürich)
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Daxner (DAAD, Advisor Minister HE Afghanistan)
Construction Supervisor: Daniel Schwitter, dipl. arch ETH, Alex Büchi, dipl.
arch ETH (SKAT consulting)
Consultant sustainability: Gwendolyn Kerschbaumer, MArch GSD (NDS
Sustainability ETH)
Financial consultant: Christoph Tschannen, dipl. arch HTL (CT Bauberatung
+ Bauökonomie AG)
Translation: Maya Sela, BA English, University of London
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Anne-Louise Huber, dipl arch, Winterthur
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