
Reconceptualising urban development in 
exceptional territories: Nicosia 

R. A. Atun 
Faculty of Architecture, Eastern Mediterranean University, North Cyprus 

Abstract 

Urban territories have experienced certain transformations throughout different 
time-spans defined by certain benchmarks, depending on global (context free) 
and local (context dependent) parameters. Each territory has certain exceptional 
features according to its contextual characteristics; however, there are some 
territories which have certain ‘exceptionalities’ that become part of its very 
essence such as Nicosia, the divided capital of Cyprus. The disturbances, based 
on ethnicity, shaped the urban structures, affecting the overall process of urban 
development. In this paper, the development of city structure will be evaluated 
upon process of ‘urban transformation’ including historical evolution of city 
structure, the experienced urban disturbances resulting from division, and a 
future urban integration as an essential step towards sustainable urban 
development. Also, the exceptionality, altering in each step of urban 
transformation of the city, will be considered as an attribution of different 
dynamics related with ethnic, socio-political and environmental aspects of 
developments. Urban transformation is going to be reconceptualised into three 
parts with a retrospective approach. The first part of the article is focused on 
exploring the formation of city structure that is evolved throughout history upon 
utility-based developments. The second part focuses on assessing the de-
formation of city structure upon ethnic conflict between Turkish and Greek 
Cypriots, dominated by ‘power struggle’. The final part analyzes the re- 
formation of city structure, attempted upon EU process where sustainable urban 
development is the goal. The substantial resources that has allocated in 
restructuring Nicosia will be questioned, where urban regeneration is accepted as 
a tool in re-structuring the city with exceptionality. 
Keywords: exceptional territories, sustainable urban development, urban 
division, urban integration, urban regeneration.  
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1 Introduction 

While the purpose of this paper does not permit a detailed exploration of wider 
social science debates on ‘space’ and ‘place’ it does necessitate a brief 
discussion of the relationship between these two concepts. 
     Low [1] defines city as ‘...not reification but the focus of cultural and socio-
political manifestation of urban lives and everyday practices’. The city is a 
mirror-image of the social configuration of the society, where societal network 
can be observed clearly. Bourdieu [2] describes social space, as a place where 
individuals and groups position and he demonstrates how social divisions 
within/in between groups are projected on space–time organization. Penetration 
of power in the socio-spatial system of relations also becomes important, where 
power accepted as an inevitable mechanism reproduced space according to 
different dynamics resulting with changing socio-spatial representations and 
practices. Therefore, the social production/re-production of space can be 
accepted as the outcome of changing mechanisms in which aims to control, to 
dominate and wield power (see Bourdieu [2], Low [3], Merrifield [4, 5], 
Lefebvre [6]). 
     The mutual and dynamic relation between the given statements requires 
dialectical argumentation that the socio-spatial and political representations can 
be explored by addressing the question of ‘change’. As Ollman [7] insists, ‘given 
that change is always a part of what things are, the problem for research can only 
then be how, when and  what they change and why they sometimes appear not to 
change’.  Therefore the change is accepted as the very essence of the city. 
     In order to be able to perceive the change, dialectics emphasize process, 
movement, flow, relations and, more particularly, contradiction (Ollman [7]; 
Murray [8]), see also Harvey [9]. Therefore, a process of development has to be 
considered along a spatial and social continuum; where space is produced, 
transformed and used through different patterns of practices regarding the 
diversified forms of change. 
     In Nicosia, process is composed of certain stages of development, generating 
various degrees of contextual differentiations. It is argued that the existing re-
formation process will provide a context which is favourable to the emergence of 
sustainable urban regeneration in terms of policies and projects which will 
contribute to the city’s economic development; improve the quality of life of 
Nicosia citizens and protect and enhance the built environment (Kocabaş and 
Gibson [10]). As regeneration strategies are accepted a vehicle for triggering the 
existing potential of the city, the question of whether urban regeneration has the 
potential to restructure the division in city will be considered accordingly. In 
order to be able to define the tools and mechanisms for the re-structuring of city, 
understanding the mutual relation among different layers of development is 
essential to support any timely and sustainable transition from a partially to a 
completely integrated city. The strategic step that can contribute to the 
promotion of an inclusive city is assessing the past and creating ‘responsiveness’ 
(UN-habitat [11]).  
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     As a methodology, a retrospective assessment of process will take place in 
reference to the dynamics and argumentations, in respect to each particular layer, 
where the sequential articulation of layers forms the very essence of this 
‘exceptional territory’.   

2 Historical evolution of city structure/formation of city 
structure: exceptionality is the evolution of the city walls as 
a multi cultural artefact 

The overall spatial structure of Nicosia can be defined into two parts. The 
Historical Walled City, the nuclei of the city, a fortified old town located at the 
very centre has evolved throughout history upon utility; defence-based 
developments. The other part is improving Nicosia, developed outside the City 
Walls since the British Period. The historic core-Walled City will be the focus of 
the assessment, as all the layers of development can be presented together. 

 

Figure 1: Possible fortification in the Lusignan period and the Venetian 
Walls and the Pedios River (Diaz-Berio [12]). 

     The very first spatial definition of historic Nicosia is appeared with the 
erection of City Walls during the Lusignan period (Atun [13]). The west to east 
axis of the town was River Pedios which later together with the city walls, the 
street pattern shaped accordingly (Papadakis [14]). The walls have appeared due 
to defence reasons, providing safety and exceptionality to the insiders. During 
the consequent Venetian Period, Lusignian’s City Walls were replaced in order 
to create a more compact and defensive city, where two-thirds of the city was 
demolished and a circuited wall was developed (figure 1). The street pattern 
existing today was developed within the confines of the Venetian circuit wall, 
taking consideration, the location of monumental buildings, palaces and churches 
(Salvator [15]). 
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     The labyrinthine streets typical of an Ottoman city encroached upon earlier 
Lusignan or Venetian foundations, where, three commercial axes developed 
from the city centre to the gates, to nine of the eleven bastions of the Walls. 
‘Within this framework, streets developed haphazardly in a maze of narrow 
winding streets that provided protection from the hot sun’ (Salvador [15]).  
     The traditional fabric of the settlements during the Ottoman Period (1571-
1878), was dependent on a neighbourhood network, which was densely defined 
with the residential units featuring Ottoman and local attributes, in an organic 
manner (Salvator [15]). ‘Although the traditional housing pattern was 
determinant in both urban and rural living environments, as the economy was 
rural based and the housing developments also took dominance in the rural 
areas’ (Atun and Pulhan [16]).  It is known that the first form of social division 
existed due to the population groups with different religion living in different 
parts of the town. The palace of the Ottoman governor (the Saray) was located 
on north of the old riverbed, while on the south side of the riverbed lay the 
administrative centre of the Orthodox Christian population, gathered around the 
palace of the archbishop who was regarded by Ottomans as the leader of the 
Orthodox population (Attalides [17]; Haşmet [18]; Hikmetağalar [19]). Houses 
of Muslim administrators and military officials were located north of the river 
while those of Christians were to be found south of the river (Atun [13]).  Turks 
had preferred to live in parts near the Famagusta Gate, near the mosque of 
Tahtakale, and especially in the area of Paphos Gate. The Greeks had chosen 
principally the district between the Episcopal residence and the Ayia Sophia 
(Attalides [17]). ‘With the process of industrialization, during the British 
Colonial Period, and after World War II, significant economic changes took 
place, which facilitated the transition from an agricultural economy to a 
commercial one (Atun and Pulhan [16]). Although, some administrative 
buildings were also kept in the traditional walls, rapid urbanization took place, as 
some wealthier inhabitants started to build big houses with gardens out of the 
walled city that became the beginning date of the move outside the walls, which 
the demographic structure that has already changed  from the beginning of the 
19th century. At that period, half of the inhabitants of Nicosia were Muslim and 
the Orthodox community made up 49% of the total dwelling place but they were 
also distributed amongst Turkish population and the Armenians were mixed up 
everywhere among the Turks (Attalides [17]). In 1925, when the island was 
proclaimed a crown colony with Nicosia as its capital, the town is defined by 
four regions according to the profile of inhabitants as; the Konak District (the 
most inhabited part, an administrative centre), Cami District (the area used by 
religious man), Levantine District (mixed residential – all minority groups were 
concentrated), Cathedral District (Greek religious man) (Attalides [17]; 
Keshishian [20]).   
     It is known that, after the Ottoman period, the demographic structure changed 
significantly, as the Greek Cypriots reached an amount of 70% of the inhabitants 
of Nicosia, while the Turkish Cypriots decreased to 23% of the whole population 
(Attalides [17]). This was due to the permission given to the Turks by the 
Ottomans to move to Turkey after they left the Island to the British. During the 
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British period, Greeks started to claim more rights than the Turks did since they 
became a majority and as a result a fight broke out between the two communities 
(Alpar [21]; Atun and Doratlı [22]). According to Jeffrey [23], the city, within 
the walls, was comprised of 25 quarters, distinguishing the following: 
14 Muslim, 7 Orthodox, 2 Orthodox and Muslim, 1 Armenian and 1 Latin. 
      By means of a socio-political way of approach, it is needed to state how the 
impact of the societal transformations reflected upon the city structure. Parallel 
to societal changes, such as daily living patterns of people and their locational 
choices reflected as separations on the physical environment and the spatial 
structure also started to change. 
     Spatial effect of separation between different ethnic groups in Nicosia first 
occurred as ‘congregation’ in Ottoman period. This is explained as ‘voluntary 
segregation’ (Amersfoort and De Clerck [24]) a step after residential mixed 
which is defined as groups of all kinds living together in a residential area. At 
that period, there were some residentially mixed places as Muslims and 
Orthodox lived together, also there were segregated neighbourhoods as they 
lived in a separate way. Although there were some ethnicity oriented residential 
areas, there were no ghettos in the meaning of ‘no go’ areas. So, the choice 
where to live was based on people’s decisions either to live separately or 
together.  
     The inner dynamics of the period were the interactions achieved between 
people with different religious groups reflecting as socio-cultural richness. Outer 
dynamics was not so apparent until the British colonial period that coincides 
with the period of Industrialization. The transformation mechanisms were the 
defence oriented approach of people to the physical setting against a power 
struggle between different dominations. Interaction between societal and spatial 
configuration appeared through the voluntary separation of groups and their 
selective concentration in specific areas reflecting their religious/ethnic identity 
and shaped according to their daily living patterns. 

3 De-formation of city structure: exceptionality is 

The setting of traditional city does not have any validity with the changing 
dynamics of industrialization during the British colonial period. This is the 
period where the first form of division appeared together in a societal and 
physical manner. The change of definition in the spatial framework of Nicosia 
was created after the 1958 partition, as the multi-cultural setting was somehow 
damaged, by appearing as the ethnicity-based development and the physical 
setting re-defined accordingly. 
     With the date of 1958, the ‘Mason Dixon’ line was established by the British 
Colonial Administration, in order to separate two groups who could not live 
together because of diverging national values (Reddaway [25]). This directly 
reflected the city structure as the northern part as Turkish enclaves and southern 
part as Greeks. In this way, the city started to segregate into separate enclaves, 
similar to the definition of a ghetto, described by Johnston [26], as a ‘residential 
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district that is exclusively the preserve of one ethnic or cultural group’. Whereas, 
Amersfoort [27], applies another definition, ‘a ghetto is an institutionalized 
residential area in which all the inhabitants belong to a single ethnically or 
racially or religiously defined group and all the members of this group live in 
this area’. Here, institutionalized means that the inhabitants who did not choose 
their dwelling or residential area themselves, they were forced by the rest of the 
society (Özüekren and Van Kempen [28]). The Cyprus Republic was established 
in 1960 where the segregation between communities developed a violated form. 
The period after 1960 could be defined as ‘polarized’ in many senses, as the two 
communities became polarized according to their ethnic roots. It is the first time, 
in the history of the island, where common housing projects were initiated by the 
Government with the aim of providing low cost, clean and habitable housing 
units for low-income Turkish Cypriots and Greek Cypriots. Thus, within the 
Turkish and Greek neighbourhoods several housing schemes were developed in 
order to fulfil the required housing demand of both communities (Atun and 
Pulhan [16]). Therefore, the government itself supported the separation between 
communities by building the housing schemes in Turkish and Greek 
neighbourhoods without considering a homogenous settlement pattern. 
Separation gained a new dimension with the increasing tension between the 
communities accompanying the process of territorial separation and the act of 
installing separate governmental administrations. This period is important in 
respect of the fact that these residential segregations gained legitimacy, being 
supported by government policies at the beginning of the 1960s, with the 
establishment of the Republic of Cyprus (Atun and Pulhan [16]). It is stated that 
‘The demands of sub groups are mostly contradictory in polarized communities, 
and demands cannot be met simultaneously without destroying the existing 
system’ (Rabushka and Shepsle [29]). Therefore, the above statement seems to 
explain the reason for the division of the city into two, resulting in increasing 
conflict in 1963. After 1963, the two communities made themselves be 
segregated in a self-defence way, a way which made themselves feel more 
secure, and thus the division became more obvious; dividedness literally came 
on to the agenda. Due to the conflict between the Turkish and Greek Cypriots 
towards the end of the year 1963, the fragmentation within the physical and 
social structure of the island necessitated the establishment of separate 
settlements for the segregated ethnic groups. Because of the inter-communal 
disputes, a significant percentage of the Turkish Cypriot community had, for the 
first time, to leave their homes and move to more secure areas or enclaves 
(United Nations Ortega Report [30]). These enclaves constituted those areas 
which were controlled and protected areas by the Turkish Cypriots between the 
years 1963 and 1974, for safety reasons, Turkish Cypriots started to organize 
themselves politically and socio -economically in this period within specific and 
unique conditions, under the auspices of the Turkish Communal Chamber, (Atun 
and Pulhan [16]). Afterwards, almost every function of the city was divided in 
two, as there was an increasing rate of violence. But, even total segregation of 
the city into two parts did not prevent the violence and hostility. In 1974, the 
total division of the city appeared with war, and the last step of segregation 
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ended up with a physical division with a rigid boundary, known as the green line, 
surrounded by a military force. Therefore, instead of cultural and social division, 
the final step was a military division. It appears to have been two cities instead of 
one with different administration, different commercial and residential areas. As 
a result the city became ‘deeply divided’ as the final step of division. Each stage 
of division in Nicosia could be expressed within different terms, according to the 
level of experienced division. The period before 1958 could be called the 
residential mix, or congregation. People lived together or some preferred to lead 
separated lives in Turkish or Greek districts and there was no conflict, although 
it is said that there was a congregation, which was the choice of the people to 
live separate or together. After 1958, the segregation could be described by 
means of ‘ghettos’. People started to choose to live in separated enclaves because 
of inter-communal fight. Thus, there was segregation due to ethnicity, religion 
and politics, and a continuous challenge for power. This period could be called 
‘contested city’ or ‘polarized city’. After 1963, the city segregated into ghettos 
completely; here the segregation was the personal choices: there was a social 
force reinforcing the segregation as all other social institutions segregated such 
as schools, public buildings and community organizations. 

 

Figure 2: Buffer zone dividing the city (Atun [13]). 

     The city could be defined as a ‘divided city’, and in the year 1974 it could be 
defined as ‘deeply divided’, where physical, social, cultural, administrative and 
also political division took place (figure 2). Here, segregation occurred with the 
military force together with a political force. After that date, the internationally 
recognized ‘Southern Nicosia’ the capital of Cyprus, was treated as the ‘formal 
setting’ and the unrecognized Northern Part was treated as the ‘informal’ in the 
international arena. However, it is not easy to distinguish between formal and 
informal as two opposing ends. Many people living in a so-called ‘informal’ 
manner almost coincided with the ones living in a ‘formal’ form of living 
patterns and the connections between formal and informal activity becomes 
multiple and complex (Perlman [31]). Co-existing in the same landscape, the 
mutual interaction inevitably creates a ‘de-facto’ balance in between. The period 
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after 2003 is the new span where the challenge of ‘keeping the balance’ between 
parts appeared in the form of a ‘layer of restructuring’. 

4 Re-formation of the city: exceptionality is redefined setting 
where urban integration is a goal 

The impact of division and the reality of political uncertainties have had 
unfortunate effects on socio-economic and physical developments since the 
middle of the 19th century. Both Northern Nicosia as being an internationally 
unrecognized ‘informal part’ and Southern Nicosia as the so-called ‘formal’ 
capital of Cyprus are affected from the ongoing status of division. From 1974, 
Cyprus has had two economies, two governments, two communities and, until 
2003, there was no trade or movement of people across the Green Line. The 
impact of division has been deeply apparent in Nicosia, as the spatial, societal 
and demographic deterioration occurred rapidly due to unplanned and 
unsustainable urban transformation (Alpar [21]; Numan and Önal [32]). The city, 
with two separate municipalities, each responsible for its own infrastructure, 
commercial, administrative and residential areas of jurisdiction and 
transportation system has developed in isolation from each other (Louika [33]).  
Since then, the only cooperation between these separate parts has appeared as the 
bi-communal Nicosia Master Plan (NMP) brought into agenda by the Mayors of 
both parts as a response to common infrastructural problems (Petridou [34]). 
     This attempt has initiated a step towards formulating the NMP as a joint bi-
communal planning effort, extending its aim to recover the impacts of division 
and improve the historic core into a better setting under the UNDP guidance. The 
emphasis of the NMP were on the revitalization of several pilot areas located on 
the southern and northern parts of the Walled City of Nicosia as these pilot areas 
are located very close to the buffer zone. Therefore, the revitalization of the city 
core began as a bi-communal project in 1987, financed by the UNDP/USAID 
and implemented on both sides of Nicosia by respective communal authorities. 
Through these interventions, it is expected to restore the urban fabric, to enrich 
the historic environment, to attract new residents and economic activity and to 
stimulate the private initiative to invest in the old city (Loukia [33]).  Also, apart 
from improving the living environment of Nicosia, it is planned to preserve the 
potential of the historic centre to have a role in the future functional integration 
of the city (Petridou [34]; NMP [35]). Therefore, two alternative developments 
are planned; one is without any urban integration between parts and with the 
other alternative, the condition of urban integration is provided. 
     Despite urban decay and decline in the city core, its potential for growth and 
development has been recognized (Atun [13]; Alpar [21]). However, the gradual 
process of decline set in the once-thriving Walled City core took place as a result 
of trade contraction, physical decline and demographic transfer to suburbs and 
alternative population centres (Yorucu et al. [36]). The impact of the Nicosia 
Master Plan project implementations did not fulfil the constructive provisions of 
a master plan instead creating project-based physical improvements without any 
socio-economical developments.  
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     However, Cyprus and, respectively, Nicosia, are at the beginning of a new 
span, by the year 2003, after free movement started between two sectors 
(Northern, Southern Nicosia), the Green Line started to be permeable and 
2 checkpoints (Ledra and Metehan) became new urban penetrations outside the 
Walled City. The role of historic core again shifted into another extent as of 
1 May 2004, Nicosia became the capital of one of the newly acceded countries of 
the EU (Yorucu et al. [36]). This new position provides another definition of 
Nicosia as a divided city that the border runs through at the middle, produces the 
EU boundary. 
     This optimistic and favourable political climate has significantly been 
supported by the opening of the Lokmacı Gate, which was the barricade, 
blocking the movement between traditional Commercial Street, Ledra. Micro-
level trade liberalization and people-to-people (civil society) exchange projects 
operating as a bottom-up dynamic bridging the two communities across the 
Nicosia divide. This opening was the direct result of the general elections in 
Southern Cyprus, which replaced the ultra-nationalist Papadopoulos with a more 
pro-settlement Christofias regime. Settlement talks between Mr Eroglu and 
Mr Christofias have been going on ever since, aiming at a possible solution to 
the Cyprus conflict (Yorucu et al. [36]). This case of trade liberalization has 
revitalized the main shopping avenue of Ledra Street in the Greek sector of the 
Walled City and the Lokmaci/Arasta commercial district in the Turkish part 
extending all the way to Kyrenia Avenue in the heart of old Nicosia (Atun and 
Doratlı [22]; Yorucu et al. [36]). 
     Dialectically, with the new conjunction, the urban structure has the potential 
for bringing the two parts together to explore new forms of co-operation and co-
ordination as well as to promote economic growth and sustainable development. 
Here, the ‘regeneration’ can be a tool as a triggering target for bringing societal 
and physical concerns together, as a form of public policy shared by two 
communities.  

5 Conclusion 

Nicosia has evolved through various historical periods, and maintained its 
exceptionality inadvertently as the outcome of a city’s challenge for survival 
towards ‘change’. As change is always a part of the city, in the concern of the 
article, it has been tried to define the framework: how (dynamics of change), 
when (periods of change) and what it has changed into (the resultant 
appearance, subjected to change) to be considered for managing the further 
stage of development. Therefore, the latest stage: re-formation, engaging the 
desire of heterogeneity in a social setting and integrated inclusive structure in a 
spatial social continuum (desired setting to change into) remains a widespread 
objective, focusing on restructuring the city where the target of ‘sustainable 
development’ is placed at the centre. Since the evolution of the city, several 
modes of ‘change’ have taken place in societal configuration that later have 
transformed the urban setting. However, the main essence in the overall 
configuration of the city is the ‘accumulation of distinct layers’; a network with 
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strong historical bonds that has a tendency for urban integration and has potential 
to support future societal interactions as well.  
     Thus, it can be argued that recent changing political dynamics will act as a 
mechanism that will foster future spatial integration by re-forming the existing 
setting into an ‘integrated structure’. The bridge between the past and future 
should be obtained with the supportive tools and mechanisms. Therefore, the 
target of achieving sustainable development through regeneration is more 
realistic than ever, provided that effective tools of implementation are used.  
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