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Abstract: The concepts of “liveable city” or “sustainable city” are used widely for describing 

what the expectation of the future cities is. The concepts have some common objectives and 

refer to human oriented, environmentally friendly, economically efficient and socially sound, 

urban areas. When different traditional urban fabrics in Turkey have analyzed, it is seen that 

they are successful with respect to sustainable /liveable urban design parameters although 

they were not designed by a designer or planner.  The paper aimed to attain some principles 

for the more liveable future cities from the traditional urban forms and to find instruments for 

transferring them in today’s planning and design theories and practices.  
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1. Introduction  
 

Sustainability can be described as a quality which something has. Sustainable development 

can subsequently be defined as the process over time whereby sustainability is achieved. In 

the urban context a sustainable development is one that meets the needs of the present 

population without compromising the needs of the next generation. It is the aim of sustainable 

urban development to provide "more effective and efficient services which maintain public 

health and welfare, whilst reducing harmful resource and environmental impacts" (Foxon et 

al. 2002). The concept aims to meet social, economic and environmental needs without leave 

from one for the sake of the other.  
 

The term liveability is often closely linker or used interchangeably with well-being or quality 

of life, especially on a global scale. The United Nations defines quality of life as a “notion of 

human welfare (well-being) measured by social indicators rather than by ‘quantitative’ 
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measures of income and production.”  (United Nations, 2004) To identify qualities of 

liveability different writers emphasize same criteria such as walkability, affordability, safety, 

diversity and connect with nature. (Lambert, 2005) 
 

The two terms in their background are meaning to dissatisfaction of today cities development.  

With these comprehensive concepts, writers, planers or city administrators want to explain 

their expectation of future cities.    
 

The concepts of “liveable city” or “sustainable city” are used widely for describing what the 

expectation of the future cities is. The concepts have some common objectives and refer to 

human oriented, environmentally friendly, economically efficient and socially sound, urban 

areas. Different studies introduced sustainable or liveable cities with different factors. But 

they emphasize some common points, such as;  

·  Compact and density cities 

·  Reduced private car travel and increasing walkability  

·  Mixed land use  and diversity  

·  Energy savings and passive solar use 

·  Increasing green and open areas    

·  Communication possibilities, collaboration and public participation 
 

When we are observed the different parts of the cities with the parameter in Turkey, the 

traditional parts of the cities are successful more than newly formed cities parts. We have 

been analyzing different traditional urban fabrics in Turkey at different periods. Results of 

these studies show that historical urban areas which were not designed by a designer or planer 

are successful with respect to sustainable /liveable urban design.  
 

When we investigate the traditional urban fabrics, we can see that there are some differences 

related to their local characteristics but there are also a lot of common points. Compared with 

today’s planned city, historical urban areas are more sustainable with compact and density 

fabrics, pedestrian friendly streets, mixed land uses and are environmentally conscious. They 

tend to benefit from the natural environment opportunities and to protect themselves against 

natural risks and disasters.  
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With this paper we want to evaluate what can be learnt from the traditional urban fabrics 

which formed with the needs of their habitants and how they can convey information relative 

to current planning practices today. We will try to illustrate with examples the characteristics 

of the historical environment that make it more liveable.  
 

Consequently, the aim is to attain some principles for the more liveable future cities from the 

traditional urban forms and to find instruments for transferring them in today’s planning and 

design theories and practices.  
 

2. General Principles Regarding Sustainable / Liveable Settlements:  
 

Sustainability is a concept that has been brought to the agenda with the Brundtland Report of 

1987 and has been widely circulated after the “The UN Earth Summit-the Conference on 

Environment and Development (UNCED)” organised in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. 

Sustainability is a key term utilised in the approach taken towards urban planning in most of 

the developed western countries and has become a world-view that aims to meet the 

economic, environmental and social needs of current societies without harming the living 

conditions of future generations. (WCED, 1987) 
 

Liveability, on the other hand, is a fluid concept that may adopt new meanings according to 

the time, place, aim of evaluation, and value systems of the evaluator. Nevertheless, this 

concept is generally associated with health, employment opportunities, income status, good 

housing zones, schools, shopping and entertainment activities, accessibility, public areas, and 

community concepts. (Oktay, 2007) Another concept related with liveability that has entered 

the arenas of researchers and civic administrators is “quality of life.” The “quality of life” 

notion is a multi-dimensional concept that is developed according to both objective variables 

concerning the life of the individual and also the subjective variables shaped in accordance 

with the individual’s own perception. Thus, research on quality of life attempts to measure the 

combined effect of objective and subjective factors on human well-being (Dissart&Deler, 

2000, p. 136). 
 

These policies which are fundamentally connected, in fact intertwined, with one another, are 

shaped in relation to the aims of conserving the natural environment and resources, providing 

energy conservation, and increasing social interaction. Although a multitude of factors 
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enabling the formation of sustainable urban fabrics in different scales have been defined in 

various studies, the factors constituting the common point of many of the studies and that are 

emphasised the most may be summarised as below. (Jabareen, 2006)  
 

Compactness/Density: Compactness and density of the built environment are widely 

accepted strategies through which more sustainable forms might be achieved. It refers to 

using urban land more efficiently by increasing the density of development and activity. It 

essentially consists of situating the development areas close to the current structured areas, 

integrating it within the current fabric if possible, and designing the new development in a 

way that would enable structure and population density.   
 

Compactness as an important strategy for achieving sustainability and liveability contribute 

for desirable urban forms with the following reasons: 

·  the reduction of urban sprawl and the protection of rural areas,  

·  the promotion of quality of life, including social interactions and ready access to 

services and facilities,  

·  the encouragement of car free mobility as walking, cycling and public transit 

·  the reduction of energy consumption by providing building densities capable of 

supporting district heating or combined heat and power systems, 

·  the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by minimizing the number and length of 

trips by modes of transport harmful to the environment (Jabarenn, 2006; Ress & 

William, 2009). 
 

Sustainable Transport:  Transport is one of the main issues of sustainable and liveable urban 

forms. It mainly refers to the encouragement of walking, cycling and efficient public 

transport.   Land use planning has a key role in developing energy efficient and environmental 

friendly forms of transport. If the physical separation of activities is smaller, travel needs are 

likely to be lower and may easily be met by walking, cycling and environmental friendly 

transport.   
 

Mixed Land Uses and Diversity: The rigid zoning concept in planning separates different 

functional land uses; thus increases transportation demands and also decreases social 

interaction. With the mixed land uses politics, coherent land uses should be situated close. In 
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this way travelling between these land uses as residential, commercial, industrial, intuitional 

would take less time, walking or biking would be possible from one point to another while the 

streets are made safer and attractive social interaction between habitants would increase. 
 

Diversity has a wider content. It signals to variety in physical space (building density, housing 

types and size, architectural styles) as well as variety in social, cultural and economic sense 

(household sizes, ages, cultures and incomes). Diversity in turn is deemed supportive in 

developing a common identity, increasing the attractiveness of the place, therefore 

encouraging walking and social interaction. (Okutucu & Kilic, 2007)  
 

Passive Solar Design: Passive solar design makes an optimum use of the energy freely 

available from the sun in the form of solar heat, daylight and wind, and minimises the use of 

artificial means to provide heating, lighting, ventilation and cooling (Filippín, Flores Larsen, 

Beascochea & Lesino, 2005). Yannas (1998:43) explained that some design parameters 

designers need to consider and aim to influence as built form; street canyon geometry; urban 

materials and surface finishes; water and vegetation; traffic reduction; use of renewable 

energy sources.   
 

Greening: Increasing green and open areas is an important design instrument in creating 

sustainable urban forms. In this way human-nature interaction is increased, ecologic diversity 

and balance is preserved in urban areas and city image, life quality is improved (Okutucu & 

Kilic, 2007).  
 

Communication Possibilities/ Collaboration/ Public Participation:  Forming urban 

environments in which societal rather than individual benefits are emphasised and where 

social interaction opportunities are provided holds a significant position among liveability 

criteria. Alternatively, public participation is an important tool in insuring sustainable urban 

development and forming liveable spaces. When people feel themselves to be a social subject, 

aware of their own contributions regarding the formation of a place, they will inherently have 

a more positive lifestyle perception. (Tekeli, 2007) 
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3. Traditional Urban Fabrics in Turkey and their Instr uctive Attributes Regarding 

Liveability 
 

Even though the general principles that have a universal quality have been more or less agreed 

on and though these principles are considered to be significant within practical planning, the 

reasons why various tools developed by local characteristics are important have been 

mentioned in the introduction of this study. Therefore, this section will focus on instructive 

properties of Turkish fabrics which evolved progressively according to the needs of 

civilisations living in different regions during the pre-planning period with regard to today’s 

planning practices. 

 

When analysing historical urban fabrics, it has been noted that although they carry differences 

according to regions, they nevertheless also bear some similar fundamental traits.1 

 

3.1. Compatibility to Nature and Climate Conditions: 

 

The city’s spatial selection and the housing positions have been determined according to 

natural factors such as the lay of the land, sun and wind.  

Mu� la is situated outside the agricultural areas, on the south side of a hill. The city is closed 

off to unwanted winds, and the structures are generally positioned to receive maximum 

benefit from the sun in winter. Rooms on the top floor are utilised during the cold winter 

months, and the summer heat is avoided by making use of the coolness provided by the 

ground floor and by mainly using the courtyard and the open areas associated with it. These 

courtyards, where most of the time is spent during the summer months, have high walls and 

are protected from the sun by foliage. From time to time using the element of water also 

furthers coolness.  

 

 

 

                                                 
1 These evaluations draw upon a thesis study, educational training studies, and the conservation plan studies 
carried out in different periods by teams of which I was also a part of: (1) 1999 Kula Analytic Research 
Training, (2) 2001 Mu� la Conservation Oriented Construction Plan, (3) 2002 Mu� la-Kara � lar Yaylas� 
Conservation Oriented Construction Plan. 
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Figure 1. A house and its courtyard from Mu� la  (It was drawn by Tayfun Taner) 
 

Besides housing and housing parcels, streets are also organised to be compatible with 

natural conditions.  

In Kula, the widespread canopy covering the narrow streets provides protection from the sun 

in summer and from the rain in winter. The summer settlement on the Karaba� lar plateau on 

the other hand has natural ditches which act as water canals during the winter and as roads 

during the summer. Consequently, land holders continuously keep these roads unpolluted 

allowing water to flow freely. The area between road and parcels are elevated and planted. 

Thus, the natural structure is conserved.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 1-2. Street wives from Kula (left) and Karaba� lar (right) (Photos are taken from 
Google Earth) 
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Agricultural areas are protected, simultaneously allowing for the formation of safer 

housing environments. 

In settlements such as Mu� la where the main source of income relies on agricultural 

activities, areas carrying agricultural value are not used for settlement; thus, agricultural areas 

are conserved. Consequently, using a tougher surface for settlement instead of the loose 

ground structure of agricultural soil provides protection against natural disasters such as 

earthquakes and floods. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The Location of Mu� la’s Traditional Residential Area 

 

Topography is very effective in the formation of structures, parcels, streets and building 

plots.  

In the city of Mu� la, harmony with the topography is felt in the sloped sections of the land 

both in the streets where one can stroll without any obstacles to daily life, and also with the 

structures that refrain from blocking each other. In Kula, the forms and sizes of the building 

plots, and parcels from time to time, are shaped according to the topography. For instance, in 

areas with a steep slope the building plots are thin and long parallel to the slope, whereas in 

areas where the slope becomes flat the building plots become wider, but however in curved 

places it becomes smaller and moves along with the curve reflecting its movement. (Göksu & 

Ecemi� , 1999) 
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Figure 3. Different spatial organizations interested in different topographic pattern 
 

Not only urban environment, but housing is also harmonious with natural conditions. 

Construction materials, façade span, are fashioned with the intent of naturally cooling and 

warming with the lay of the land.  
 

3.2.Functionality:  
 

It is essential that the required enclosed space is allocated. Multi-functional, compact 

spaces and structures allow for the effective use of physical space.  

The city of Mu� la is engaged with a double lifestyle: in the city during the winter, and on the 

plateau during summer. Living on the plateau takes place mainly outdoors where agricultural 

activities are carried out and winter consumables are prepared. Therefore, these plateau 

houses are fairly small spaces that serve only as sleeping quarters where products are stored 

on the ground floor.  

 

In other words, the inhabitants that mainly live indoors in the city during the winter have a 

relatively larger house and smaller courtyard, whereas on the plateau during the summer they 
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live in much smaller homes on wider land. Actual needs are one of the elemental indicators of 

spatial formation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Houses and parcels from Karaba� lar (Air photo is taken from Google Earth) 

 

Spaces have been formed to allow for diverse activities and extensive use.  

In Kula, spaces are not allocated for functions such as eating, sleeping, living, etc. Every 

room is able to accommodate the entirety of these functions. In Mu� la, as well as Kula, 

elevation and level arrangements appropriate to their functions in space arrangements are 

made; closed – half-open and open spaces allow transitioning which increase functionality 

and create spatial richness. This minimises time and unnecessary space loss. (Göksu & 

Ecemi� , 2002) 

 

Each function does not receive a separate space. The space allows for multi-

functionality.  

In almost all traditional towns, the courtyard functions as both a living and production area. 

Streets, besides lending access and being a means of transport, act as areas where women and 
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children interact and socialise. In Mu� la, in the summer, a significant portion of life is spent 

outdoors in the courtyard. During the summer in Kula, their traditional art of weaving carpets 

is conducted in the courtyard. In both settlements the streets opening up to parcels (except for 

main streets) are dead ends that reach a few parcels. Everyone knows each other in these 

streets. Children may safely play on these streets and women may converse with their 

neighbours.   

 

3.3. Authenticity: 

 

One of the distinctive characteristics of these settlements is that variety in urban space 

and compatibility coexist.  

In all the traditional settlement areas that have been analysed, the materials used in the 

structures, construction practices, window-door opening ratios, street-courtyard-house 

relations and occasionally even the organisation of interior spaces have been seen to 

tremendously carry similar traits. As a consequence, a visual unity and compatibility exists 

within the settlement. Then again, the details (balconies, bay windows, ornamentation, wood 

work, etc.) lend individuality to the structures. This variety is not only specific to the building. 

The streets and the areas where these streets merge differ from one another with plants, 

fountains and other street furnishings making them distinct.  The richness and diversity these 

areas exhibit do not lead to any confusion but make them desirable even today. Thus, a unique 

identity emerges for each settlement making them distinctive from the rest.  

 

The relation and transitivity between private, semi-private and public areas are note-

worthy.  

Structures, courtyards, semi-private cul-de-sacs, streets, squares and the relations between 

these are similar to those of structures. They not only form a system but they also create 

surprising spaces as they have a similar diversity. One can never know for sure the kind of 

space they will come across when they turn a corner. When giving directions, one does not 

need to refer to any street names or building numbers as every street has a characteristic 

unique to itself.  
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Figure 5. Street pattern of Mu� la’s traditional settlement 

 

3.4.Communication Possibilities:  

 

Organised areas such as playgrounds for children or parks do not exist; the streets 

belong to the children.  

Unlike today, traditional settlement areas did not incorporate playgrounds or parks in which 

children could play. Diverse spatial richness, cultural accumulation and the togetherness of 

children from the same district that know each other provide endless opportunities for these 

children to develop socially, acquire skills to work jointly and without doubt to enable 

creativity.  

 

The streets enable ease of communication not only for children but also for adults.  

Another common attribute of these settlements is the district concept. The district’s shared 

space, bathhouse, mosque, launderette, areas where various mercantile units and craftsmen are 

found together, increases the possibility of meeting members of the community while walking 

to these places; thus, increasing the possibility for communication.  
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Cultural difference rather than difference in status is a factor in the division of districts.  

In Mu� la, the non-Muslim and Muslim districts differ from each other. The non-Muslim 

district is located in the eastern section of the settlement. Difference in lifestyle inherently 

brings spatial difference. For instance, the non_Muslim districts open up to the street whereas 

the muslim streets are more enclosed. Yet, since groups with different incomes reside 

together, alienation of groups is avoided.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo 3-4. Streets from Mu� la’s Muslim (left) and non-Muslim district (right) (Photos are 

taken from http://wowTURKEY.com) 
 

3.5. Spatial Arrangement:  

 

Planners do not exist, yet one cannot say that the settlement lacks principles.  

The structures in Mu� la do not block the view of others. In Kula, the side of buildings that 

look over the neighbouring parcel’s courtyard are windowless. In settlements such as Mu� la 

where the topography is fairly perpendicular, the main streets run parallel with the slope, 

enabling the settlement to be sensitive to needs and respectful of others. Although the size of 

the structure is not limited, no one builds in a manner that would completely cover their 

courtyard/garden; because the courtyard/garden is also a part of their life. 
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Photo 5. A General view from Mu� la (Photo is taken from http://wowTURKEY.com) 

 

One of the most important properties of traditional urban fabrics and housing areas is 

their self formation.  

Traditional settlement areas, housing, living environments do not shape the life within; 

contrarily, the space is shaped by the needs of those occupying these areas. Space is flexible 

and is open to be formulated in accordance with arising needs. It changes during this process 

and transforms. However, this change and transformation lies more with the principles agreed 

upon by the society rather than individual demands.  

 

4. Today’s Planned Environments and their Problems Regarding Sustainability/ 

Liveability  

 

In Turkey, following the 1950s, metropolitan cities specifically underwent a significant 

transformation. As migrations from countryside to cities took place, illegal housing areas 

began to emerge, yet on the other hand, large areas were being planned and opened up for 

settlement. In this period, the city’s natural attributes, agricultural areas, water basins, 

historical areas all felt the pressure of those who wanted to settle and it became more and 

more difficult to conserve these areas and ensure the city’s continuity.  

 

Alternatively, the longing felt for a modern lifestyle and the sense of modern planning also 

held a significant place in the city’s formation. On one hand, the zoning approach to separate 

housing, working and shopping areas received acceptance and the city plans were developed 

in this respect. And on the other hand, the problem brought about by the increase of vehicles 
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prioritised planning transportation before all other uses. Private vehicle accessibility gained 

such a priority that pedestrian accessibility and other forms of transportation (bicycle, public 

transport, etc.) were given a secondary status.  

 

Since the planning process was perceived to be something technical, it was left to the planner 

and this in return has not only severed the tie between planner and the planned city but has 

also ruptured the ties between the plans and the city dwellers; thus, the city dweller not 

feeling a part of the city has become numb towards it.  

 

The fragmentation experienced within the city is not only seen in its functions. Income is 

becoming a significant indicator in the separation of hosing areas. While the city centre and 

shantytowns are becoming housing areas where people with a low-income are situated, the 

high-income group prefer to live on the periphery, in prestigious housing areas. This 

fragmented structure provokes the tension between the groups with varying incomes and 

increases security problems. Commuting between home and work limits the possibilities for 

communication, and living in the same district, or even the same building gradually becomes 

meaningless.  

 

The continuity of these cities is at risk as their resources have been consumed due to extensive 

use and because valuable urban land is not being used effectively. The restrictions in health 

care and education and the limiting aspect of the possibility of city dwellers communing along 

with problems pertaining to the sense of belonging and urban identity are all factors leading to 

these cities gradually becoming uninhabitable.  

 

Within this period, the traditional settlement areas carrying important experiences regarding 

urban life deserve to be re-evaluated. In this period, to form a more sustainable, a more 

liveable urban environment, it becomes a necessity to re-establish the ties that have been 

severely cut between the past existence and current state of the city that experienced an abrupt 

fracture during its natural development.  
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5. Evaluation:  

 

The problems encountered in current urban development have enabled the designation of 

future oriented visions regarding the cities where new pursuits have been brought to attention. 

In this context, concepts such as sustainability, liveability, and quality of life have become a 

current issue in urban planning. It is possible to define these concepts differently in 

accordance with the circumstances and problems of the countries/areas being dealt with, 

enabling a variety of possible suggestions. Yet, the fundamental principles of these concepts 

are somewhat similar.  

 

These concepts offer an insight to how future cities should be and how their developments 

should be channelled. When these concepts are evaluated with their fundamental principles, it 

has been observed that these fundamental principles are similar to and/or overlap with the 

basic principles that govern the formation of traditional housing areas. Besides a few 

universal principles, it is obvious that the transference of thousands of years of experience 

carries an instructive attribute for future cities in the local principles being composed.   

 

The aim of this study is neither praising the past nor desiring to return to it. The objective is 

not to re-create similar traditional urban fabrics, but to internalise a few basic principles and 

to fuse them with new technological resources. The idea is about benefitting from these 

experiences when forming urban spaces appropriate to the current societal structure. 
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