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1. Introduction 

Background

 Climate change : level of sea or river rises, severe natural disasters

(Residents on coastlines may become refugees due to rising sea level in near future)

 Improved level of living : people want to live and enjoy leisure activities near or on the 
water

 Floating architecture : can be a strong alternative solution

Purpose

 Discuss the development process of floating architecture through the analysis of case 
studies by time slots

 Investigate the major development factors

 Provide some reference ideas for new floating projects
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2. Floating architecture & brief history

Floating Architecture

Pontoon

Definition
Floating architecture can be defined as a building for 
living/working space that floats on water with floatation 
system, is moored in a certain location, does not include 
a water craft designed or intended for navigation, and 
has a premises service system (electricity, water/sewage 
and city gas) served through connection by permanent 
supply/return system or has self-supporting service 
facilities.

Fundamental characteristics
Floating architecture on the water is basically endurable to
a change in sea or river water level, and can be relocated
to different places when necessary due to easy movable
characteristics. Floating architecture is advantageous to
utilize the various renewable energies because solar,
hydrothermal, wave and wind energies can be obtained
easily on the water comparing with the building on land.
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Brief History

There were primitive floating architectures made of reeds in the Marsh Arabs(Madan) of southern Iraq over 5,000 years
ago, the area was self-sufficient and self-sustainable.

In Europe, houseboats were along the canals and rivers of Netherlands, France and Britain around 1800s, some
standard of floating homes with urban utility services can be seen in Amsterdam since 1930s.

In US, waterfront living goes back as the 1880s, but houseboats with a certain standard as floating homes were
permitted around Sausalito area near San Francisco from 1970s. Floating homes in Oregon Yacht Club were built as
summer house and the year-round homes on the Willamette River in Portland since 1910s. Floating homes were built as
permanent homes for families on Lake Union in Seattle since 1920s.

Nowadays almost all types of floating buildings such as house, hotel, exhibition hall, leisure facility, restaurant, water
sport club, event hall, office, visitor center, swimming pool, school, dormitory and others have been built around the
world.

Development Process and Factors of Floating Architecture 5



A Chronology of Floating Architecture
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3. Development process and factors

Development process

Development factors

A chronology of floating architecture can be summarized as Table 1. Floating architecture was mainly shoddy houseboat for 
temporary living at the beginning stage around 1900s, but almost all types of floating architecture have been designed and built
around the world.
In US, early floating houses showed traditional and eclectic style and included regular home structures built on wood rafts on the 
lake or river. There were extreme ups and downs due to economy situation, legal problems, authority’s policy and social 
atmosphere for a long time. Old and obsolete houses have been replaced by new and modern ones owing to prohibition of new 
construction and wealthier residents’ preference to live in water space & natural environments.
Meanwhile, in Europe, a lot of people started to live in cheaper houseboats since the economic crisis around 1930s. From the 
1980s, various floating houses and buildings with new technology and modern construction have been built along the canals, 
rivers and lakes. 

Prefabrication and modular construction can be a development factor for floating architecture. As floating buildings are usually
produced in a factory/dock, moved by water/road transportation, and moored to a certain place, construction waste on site can be
saved to the maximum and peaceful atmosphere of the surrounding environment might be disturbed with noise in the minimum
period.
Environmental considerations in floating architecture can be second development factor. Usually floating building applies material
reuse & upcycling, use of local building material, water recycling & treatment, various renewable energy applications such as
hydrothermal heat/cooling system, solar PV energy and solar heat panel, and heat recovery system. In some cases, floating
buildings have nearly self-sufficient energy system. Features of long time use due to movability and re-locatability also can reduce
the environmental damage.
Enhancement of social sustainability can be third development factor for floating architecture. When seen from the surroundings
of most floating home community, there are unique and comfortable place to enjoy and live within nature, excellent natural view,
good neighbors, social and psychological sense of stability, solid social spirit of strong unity, and social sense of security against
the crime. Several cases of floating structure become the revitalization catalyst of historical but declining urban area, closed coal
mines village and old harbor area, and provide some places for relax and food, water-related leisure sports, affordable student
dormitory, and various social activities in urban space.
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4. Conclusions

Conclusions can be summarized as followings; 

 Shoddy houseboats have developed into almost all types of new floating architecture around the world 
with extreme ups and downs

 Development factors : (physical aspect); prefabrication and modular construction with factory production, 
minimum waste and little noise in site, (environment aspect); environmental considerations with material 
reuse, renewable energy applications, water treatment system, (social aspect); enhancement of social 
sustainability with unique and comfortable place, good natural view, social and psychological sense of 
stability, role of revitalization catalyst in declined areas

According to the continuous rise of sea and river water level from global warming, not only floating 
architecture but also large floating city with self-sufficient system should be developed in the future in order to 
adapt the climate change and to find a sustainable solution, especially in lowland and coastal area

Development Process and Factors of Floating Architecture 11



Moon, Changho
文昌浩

mchangho@kunsan.ac.kr


