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Architecturization of Mekong Delta nature: a new campus 
for an architecture university, situated in mangrove commu-
nity swamps in the vicinity of the Mekong Delta, a suburb 
of Ho Chi Minh City in southern Vietnam. Existing campus-
es are located within the center of the city but it is planned 
to relocate them to a new campus, due to space limitations 
within the city itself. In 2006, we won the international 
competition and started the project. 

The competition sought a solution to the question of how 
space and education could coexist. We suggested a plan 
that simultaneously establishes both connectivity and sep-
aration for the departments of architecture, the city, civil 
engineering, construction, and applied art (interior design, 
fashion). There are many rivers and streams within and sur-
rounding the site area. Due to the tropical climate, the sea-
sonal differences are extreme and the water level under-
goes large variation (within this area the variance is 1.5m 
and it reaches a maximum of 10m in some other areas of 
the Mekong). There also is a need to drain water away from 
hard squall. The challenge from the beginning was how to 
acquire the land while handling this water fl uidity. Instead 
of implementing bank protection work, our idea was to pre-
serve, as far as possible, the existing scenery that is covered 
by water in the rainy season and encloses the main campus 
with a ring road that is higher than the surrounding area. The 
buildings are also kept low rise since the foothold is relatively 
weak.

Campus without air-conditioning: southern Vietnam is very 
different from Hanoi. Temperatures are high throughout the 
year but winds are strong and shaded areas are comfortable. 
We proposed a campus that would not rely on complete air 
conditioning as is the case in Singapore. This is an approach 
already adopted in the area: people enjoy outdoor cafés de-
spite the tropical weather. Therefore, the arrangement of 
the architecture, low-rise with a large footprint, was deter-
mined by means of an analysis of wind and activity fl ow by 
using CFD (computer fl uid dynamics) analysis. 

The confi guration of space within the ring road began with 
the adoption of a celery cross-section, that is, a diffuse spa-
tial motif. This is a shape derived from fl uid direction (design 
of fl ows). When completed, it will become a campus that is 
unique in the world, where one can study within an environ-
ment that provides a direct experience of sustainability. 
The intention of the design is not to set the large project 
against the landscape, but rather to allow it to blend into 
the site, thereby adopting a 21st century method which sets 
itself apart from that of the modern age.

Quantum change and transferability
This project makes use of a passive design to fulfi ll the tar-
get of not using air conditioning. The passive approach al-
lows occupants to learn sustainability concepts. The quality 
and fl exibility of spaces designed under a fl uid concept pro-
vides rich aesthetics to the building. Decisions for the mas-
ter plan arrangement were informed by computer fl uid dy-
namics (CFD) analysis, providing a better integration with 
Mekong Delta landscape and climate. A 21st century ap-
proach towards the site was considered with the idea of 
not imposing architecture but to let it merge with the local 
conditions. The fl exible spaces, integration, fl uid analysis 
driven arrangement, and employed passive strategies can 
serve as a study case during the design phase of projects in 
other regions of the world.

Ethical standards and social equity
From the initial phase, the design of the master plan was 
informed by CFD analysis and constant dialogue with the 
local architect. During meetings with the client, the sustain-
ability ideas were explained to educate the client towards 
the execution of a project related to the local conditions. Lo-
cal materials, construction methods and participation of lo-
cal workers are essential for the execution.

Ecological quality and energy conservation
The main idea for this project was for the building to inte-
grate as much as possible with the site and climate. The 
passive strategy consists of natural ventilation, solar shad-
ing and fl exibility. Working on the concept of porosity, the 
façade has a double skin, the outer elements are louvers for 
shading from the strong sun and the inner ones are Jalou-
sie windows for cross ventilation.

Economic performance and compatibility
Economic strategies include a small land development, low 
planning costs, the use of local materials and construction 
methods, natural preloading, a maximization of the site con-
ditions and reuse of rain water. Energy consumption costs 
are reduced with the passive design strategy.

Contextual and aesthetic impact
The design began from the fl uid direction of the site, fol-
lowing the idea of slipping into nature. A ring road is pro-
posed, with the distribution of the main campus within it, 
as a strategy for protecting from the water of the site. Han-
dling the river cooling effect as well as the wind was an 
important issue. The aesthetics of the project work on the 
concept of fl uid direction and porosity, activating fl ows, and 
producing a scarcity or density of people, wind, and light at 
various scales. By using this idea as design technique, the 
project is liberated from pre-modern style and modernist 
composition, and focuses on events and conditions gener-
ated by spaces. The campus provides occupants with many 
scattered alfresco spaces, as a response to the Vietnamese 
culture of outside activities.

According to computer fl uid dynamics (CFD) analysis, the campus building plan was realized without air conditioning, a wind fl uid design.

Student activity fl uid design.

Fluid space for activity.

Variety of sequential spaces.

Swampy site condition.

Faculties and main circulation.

Shading system and ventilation.

Pleasant alfresco space. Slipping into the natural site.

Plans for a 40ha university campus on the margin of the Mekong Delta, maximizing the integration of nature with the design. 

The crucial starting point of this new campus situated on an island in the Mekong Delta was the question of how space and 
education could coexist and how connectivity and separation between the different university departments could be real-
ized. Further challenges were the seasonal climatic variation with high temperatures, strong winds and heavy rainfalls as 
well as the large variation of the surrounding sea level. The proposed solution strives for a maximum integration of the new 
campus into the natural environment, an extensive application of passive design in order to reduce air conditioning use and 
to create as much outside shaded space as possible. 

The general layout of the site is driven by the idea of using the strong winds for natural ventilation of buildings and open 
circulation areas. The heavy rainfalls will be collected and stored in order to meet potable and grey water requirements. En-
ergy consumption will be reduced by passive design and a maximum use of daylight. The jury commended this project be-
cause the new campus design is an entire response to the environment based on a surprisingly simple idea which produces 
unexpected aesthetic and spatial experiences. Its striking design strategy makes it a robust system amenable to adaptation 
and change responding to the evolving needs of the user community.
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