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Abstract 

The focus of this research is the morphology of the urban form of Erbil city. The 

research is conducted through three essential stages in six chapters. In the first stage, the 

factors that could influence the formation and the transformation of urban form are 

outlined and put together. These include the main focus, the legal factors (in the form of 

building and planning regulations), and other determinants which include political, 

social, cultural, economic, and environmental. In other words, the research looks at the 

formation and transformation of urban form through the frame of building and planning 

legislation which is supposed to meet inhabitantsô needs in an urban settlement in 

different periods. This establishes the theoretical frame encompassing the influence and 

the correlation between the sets of factors on the one hand and the urban form as a 

variable object on the other. Meanwhile, the many aspects and various understandings 

of urban form as an accumulative product in cities are outlined. The literature 

surrounding all these issues is covered in the first and the second chapters.   

In the second stage, which is covered in the third, the fourth, and the fifth 

chapters, the established theoretical frame will be examined through the case of the 

study Erbil city, because this approach to the study of Erbil has not been undertaken 

previously and is consequently poorly understood. Although Erbil city is thousands of 

years old and passed through many different eras, the studyôs focus will be on the period 

starting in 1920 (when the Iraqi State was established) until the present day, because in 

this period, the city has witnessed its largest growth and expansion and different 

building and planning legislation has been issued and amended. Different samples from 

nine different periods of the growth of the city from different quarters (neighbourhoods) 

will be selected and analysed.  A descriptive and interpretative method will be adopted 

to deal with the data collected on these samples. Maps, photographs, and legislative 

texts are the main source of the data. The elements of the analysis include street, block 

plot, and building. Mapping by the use of AutoCAD and ArcGIS software is the 

essential tool and method adopted. In the fifth chapter the analysed samples will be 

compared to explore the nature of the change and the transformation of the urban form 

of the city over time through which those samples could represent the overall image.  

The findings and the implications of the research are outlined in the last stage and 

the last chapter. The research provides significant documentation on the urban form of 

Erbil, the important area and subject which has been paid little attention.  Therefore, the 

outcomes could inform responsible authorities, designers, and planners working in 

Kurdistan. In turn, it would have a significant influence on regulations shaping the 

cityôs future urban form. Selecting Erbil city as the case study has a considerable 

rationale that is incorporated within the research implications. Erbil city provides a 

typical case for other similar cities in the region. Therefore, there would be a possibility 

of generalising the methods and the outcomes of this research on many other cases.  
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Preface 

Objectivity and subjectivity are always matters of concern to researchers. There 

are always questions of how to produce an objective academic piece of writing, or 

whether objectivity is the characteristic needed for achieving academic writing, or 

whether there should be a balance between these and subjective issues. This was always 

a struggle. Our background, our past experience, our social and cultural structure and 

attitudes, our beliefs, and our religion determine our position, our understanding of how 

we see the world, how we interpret issues around us, and also determine what are the 

priorities.  

I would like to start from this argument to position my work. To have a better 

understanding of this thesis, which I done in the last four years but which emerged from 

earlier thinking, my background is an important issue I have to demonstrate. After my 

graduation as architect engineer from the department of architecture which belonged to 

engineering faculty, my first employment was in January 2003 in the Ministry of 

Municipalities of Kurdistan Region. I then took different positions and responsibilities 

in different administrative offices of this ministry in Erbil. Erbil, with its ancient citadel, 

is about eight thousand years old. It has been claimed that it is the oldest continuously 

inhabited settlement in the world. In its modern era, specifically since 1920, Erbil 

expanded and grew massively. Before being employed, many questions around issues of 

the formation of Erbil, the city where I lived in, its growth, its urban form, and its 

development were circulating in my mind. I was ambitious to practice what I learned 

from my early studies in the real context of the city. However, in my first practice, 

which involved developing an existing neighbourhood (Mustawfi Quarter), I realised 

that there was a missing and an important issue in which I lacked knowledge and which 

the undergraduate courses did not cover. Whether this has been realised or not by 

others, this would be an obstacle on the career path of the majority of architect 

graduates working in Kurdistan cities, including Erbil.  

With an architectural background, my later work as the chief of the master 

planning department of Erbil city, first as a member and then as the head of building 

permits, as the manager of Urban Planning Directorate of Erbil, as well as sometimes 

undertaking design practice in the housing sector, all added to my knowledge. This was 

an experience of learning from practice. The experience of living in an environment and 

being a part of it is completely different from understanding the environment indirectly 

from reading. I realised that the process of building a city and its architecture works in a 
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very interrelated and complex network. An inherited institutional system and culture of 

architecture and planning which has a root from building and planning regulations being 

applied, which then became a custom and an imitated tradition, always repeats and 

generates an urban form that belongs that resistant culture which cannot be easily 

changed. There was no way other than adapting myself to the stream and letting myself 

go along with it, or I thinking differently. Any attempt towards a change to this tradition 

was difficult. Meanwhile, I noticed that out of that system and tradition, actions towards 

introducing new and imported international and western forms, at the first stages, are 

attractive and accepted by the public. Understanding issues comes before dealing with 

and developing them.   

My Masterôs thesis, which I completed in 2009, concerned an evaluation of the 

planning and building regulations applied on Erbil. However, the area needed much 

more to be introduced and understood. Understanding the history and the story of an 

object helps to reveal and to understand its current situation, or even to some extent to 

predict its future. This PhD study was the opportunity to continue on the same current, 

but this time the aim was to understand the city of Erbil from a morphological and 

legislative perspective. I started with a cluster of simple questions, such as to what 

extent legislation or planning and building regulations determined the current urban 

form of Erbil; why the form of an area of the city is similar or different from that of 

another area; and why the change and the transformation of the urban form of the city 

takes certain direction. Of course, one may find quick and simple answers which lack 

validity. My aim was to import these issues into an academic thesis.   

After I received a scholarship in the HCDP (High Capacity Development 

Program) of Kurdistan government and received a study offer from the University of 

Sheffield, I started my PhD study at the School of Architecture at that University in 

October 2012 with a short proposal of work. The journey started here under the 

supervision of Dr. Florian Kossak and Dr. Stephen Walker. Through reading the 

worldwide literature surrounding the area of urban form and urban morphology I 

realised that there are too many issues of urban morphology which need to be done on 

Erbil.   

Erbil, with its long history, with its interesting urban fabric, and with its 

fascinating and unique growth during the last hundred years, has an urban morphology 

that needs to be academically and globally recognized. Urban morphological thinking in 

western contexts has been developed for about a century to a degree that has resulted in 

the emergence of different and distinguished schools. Moreover, the organization of 
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ISUF (International Seminar of Urban Form) has contributed to the development of this 

field of study from different backgrounds and disciplines. In addition, the journal of 

Urban Morphology helped to expand the worldwide knowledge of the field, especially 

with the publications of the studies of urban form on different place contexts such as 

Britain, France, Italy, Portugal, USA, China, Korea, éetc.  

As I tried to narrow down the focus of the research, it got wider because in fact, I 

am opening up the field which I see important. As it has been said that a journey of a 

thousand miles begins with a single step, I had to start from somewhere to open the field 

of urban form and urban morphology on the context of Erbil city with its wide range of 

possibilities and choices. This work delivers my detailed practical knowledge and 

experience of urban planning and building process of Erbil. It is an attempt to establish 

the studies of urban form on Erbil and other Kurdistan cities. One of the challenging 

issues I realised during my research was how the Western and international knowledge 

of urban form and urban morphology would inform my work, which is on an entirely 

different place and cultural context. I then asked whether the tools of urban morphology 

and methodologies developed in and used on western contexts could be applied on and 

used in this different context. The answer depended on understanding and realising the 

literature of urban form and morphology. Then, introducing a methodology and tools 

which would suit the context of Erbil, with its limitation and the available data and 

literature, became a priority.   

The process of data collection through the various ways was the most challenging 

issue as no previous studies in this subject have been done on Erbil. This was the 

struggle of the work, although arguably this also has become its strength and originality. 

The process of data collection included collecting any archival piece of maps, images, 

and aerial photos scattered here and there, collecting the different related legislative 

texts, collecting information from enquiries and visiting different offices (Erbil 

Governorate, The General Directorate of Urban Planning, Urban Planning Directorate 

of Erbil, the different directorates of municipalities of Erbil, GIS Centre office of Erbil, 

Real Estate Registry offices of Erbil, and some private companies of building housing 

projects). In this regard I appreciate the cooperation and the support of all those 

institutions and the colleagues working there who have played a significant role in the 

production of this thesis. The process did not end there: it extended to field visits and 

taking about 10,000 photographs from almost all the quarters (Neighbourhoods) of Erbil 

in two stages over four different visits to Erbil at four different times (January 2014, 

April to May 2014, January 2015, and April to May 2015). In one of those visits (April 



 VI  

2014) Dr. Kossak also joined and visited Erbil for a week. His visit contributed to the 

work and brought and added issues.  

There have inevitably been some limitations. Almost all the legislative documents 

are either in Arabic or Kurdish. The translation of these texts into English has mainly 

been undertaken by me, and there were difficulties in translating some terms. In 

addition, it is reasonable to mention the time and the environment limitations 

encountered while I was working on this research. In the last two visits, working 

became harder as the economic and political conditions in Kurdistan and in Iraq more 

broadly, deteriorated due to some factors including the attack of the terrorists of ISIS. 

This also affected the other students of the HCDP scholarship program. These rapid 

events also resulted in the regression of investment and the rapid growth which 

continued since 2003 in Kurdistan generally and Erbil specifically. These events were 

one of the determinants that could have affected the outcome of my research. However, 

due to the limitation of time I preferred to exclude these event and their influences on 

the urban form. I limited the time period for the research to cover from 1920 to 2014. 

After the collection of this massive amount of data, the next challenge was how to 

effectively manage and use them. The PhD supervisory feedback played a great role in 

the progress and the development of the research over the last three years.   

Finally, although the focus of the research is on the cause and the effect or the 

correlation between regulations (Building and planning legislation) and the urban form 

of Erbil city, other determinants are also included where these are deemed sufficiently 

important to register on urban morphology. Any of those determinants could be an 

introduction for another research project. This thesis is a contribution to the knowledge 

in a field or context that lacks regular and systematic documentation. It concerns the 

modern history of Erbil and its urban form, exploring the role of building and planning 

legislation on the formation and the transformation of Erbil, from the time when it had 

an unplanned and organic urban pattern prior to the establishment of the state of Iraq It 

is hoped that this work will inform those responsible authorities involved in the 

planning and design in Kurdistan and Erbil.  
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(Source: Drawing by the researcher based on data from The General Directorate of 

Urban Planning and The Real Estate Registry Offices of Erbil) .................................. 312 

Figure  4.146: A block (block 2) sample from the first part of the area. The early houses 

of the block have been built according to óDecision No. 850 of 1979ô and óInstructions 

No. 851 of 1980ô. The average area of the original plots is 200mĮ (10m X 20m). 

However, some cases have different dimensions and areas more than 200m², especially 

the plots at the corners of the block which usually have areas more than the typical. No 

significant changes and modifications happened to the plots and streets. The common 

type of the houses is attached with front setbacks which are regulated by the óDecision 

No. 850 of 1979ô and óInstructions No. 851 of 1980ô.  The houses of the block have 

been built in the successive periods since 1981 and the process of the removal of the old 

houses replaced by new is still in progress. (Source: Drawing by the researcher based on 

data from The General Directorate of Urban Planning and The Real Estate Registry 
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Figure  4.147: A block (block 3) sample from the second part of the area. They early 

houses of the block were built according to óDecision No. 850 of 1979ô and 

óInstructions No. 851 in 1980ô. The average area of the original plots is 300mĮ (15m X 

20m). However, some cases have different dimensions and areas more than 150m², 

especially the plots at the corners of the block which usually have areas more than the 

typical. No significant changes and modifications happened to the plots and streets. The 

common type of the houses is attached with front setbacks which are regulated by the 

amendment of 1964 of óThe System of Roads and Buildings No.44 of 1935ô, óDecision 

No. 850 of 1979ô and óInstructions No. 851 of 1980ô.  The houses of the block have 

been built in the successive periods since 1979 and the process of the removal of the old 

houses replaced by new is still in progress. (Source: Drawing by the researcher based on 

data from The General Directorate of Urban Planning and The Real Estate Registry 
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Figure  4.148: The selected block (block 1) from the first part of óSample 6ô area. The 

transformation (subdivision) on some plots resulted under the pressure and the 

increasing demand on houses.  The original plots subdivided into two or three plots. 

Until 1987 the minimum allowed area of subdivision was 120 m². However, the 

subdivision type of the plots in of this block is by sharing which means that the original 

plot can be shared by two or three owners with no official separation lines. (Source: 

Drawing by the researcher based on data from The General Directorate of Urban 

Planning and The Real Estate Registry Offices of Erbil) ............................................. 315 

Figure  4.149: The selected block (block 2) from the first part of óSample 6ô area. The 

transformation (subdivision) on four plots is evident.  The original plots which have 200 

m² area subdivided into two plots. After 1979, there are no regulations that allow 

official subdivision of areas less than 120 m².The subdivision type of the plots in of the 

block is by sharing which means that the area of original plot can be shared by two or 

three owners with no official separation lines. (Source: Drawing by the researcher based 

on data from The General Directorate of Urban Planning and The Real Estate Registry 
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Figure  4.150: The selected block (block 3) from the second part of óSample 6ô area. 

The transformation (subdivision) on most of the plots can be observed. The original 

plots which have 300 m² area subdivided into two or three plots. After 1979, there are 

no regulations that allow official subdivision of areas less than 120 m².The subdivision 

type of the plots in of the block is by sharing which means that the area of original plot 

can be shared by two or three owners with no official separation lines. (Source: 
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Chapter 1  

1. Introduction  

1.1.  Background 

This research investigates the process of urban form and its change in Erbil city 

since the establishment of the Iraq State in 1920. To give a better understanding of what 

the research exactly encompasses, the terms and concepts that studies of the urban form 

of cities involve are introduced here and their definitions given. The discussion begins 

with what the city means, from the perspective of the notion of change. 

Cities are an accumulation of a series of studied, unstudied, conscious, 

unconscious, planned, and unplanned actions over time. Cities are óPlaces made up of 

buildings and peopleô.
1
 This confirms the definition of city as a óman-made object built 

over timeô.
2
 Cities, in their nature of patterns are classified into two main categories: 

Planned and unplanned. However, there are cities that are a mixture of these two. Some 

have defined unplanned patterns as óOrganicô. Non-ordered alleys and irregular open 

spaces are apparent characteristics of unplanned or organic patterns, which evolve and 

develop without a prior plan.
3
 However, sometimes, this type of pattern can be regulated 

and reshaped by planned interventions according to the needs in different periods of 

time. Therefore, the result would be a mixed pattern.  

The urban form of cities is always questionable. From the point of view of urban 

designers óurban formô has two different and integrated meanings. It means street 

pattern and areas when it is interpreted as a two dimensional object while three 

dimensionally, it refers to heights and shapes.
4
 Albert Levy identified four main 

elements (plot, street, constructed space, and open space) that define the physical urban 

form of cites
5
. However, Emily Talen has outlined three main elements that 

significantly affect the urban form of cities. Those are street widths, heights of 

buildings, and building lines and setback.
6
 This is an insight to understanding urban 

                                                 
1
 S. Kostof, The City Shaped, Urban Patterns and Meanings Through History (London: Thames and 

Hudson Ltd, 1991), p. 40. 
2
 Aldo Rossi, The Architecture of the City, First (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1982), p. 128. 

3
 Kostof. 

4
 M Lowndes and K Murray, óMonuments Dilemmas and the Development of the Rules of Thumb for 

Urban Designerô, The Planner, 74.3 (1988), 20ï23. 
5
 Albert Levy, óUrban Morphology and the Problem of Modern Urban Fabric: Some Questions for 

Researchô, Urban Morphology, Urban Morphology, 3.2 (1999), 79ï85. 
6
 E. Talen, City Rules, How Regulations Affect Urban Form (Washington: Island Press, 2012). 
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form by analysing its compositional elements which can be measured either 

quantitatively or qualitatively. 

Moreover, even within a certain city, the urban form is not a static object. It could 

experience dramatic changes. óUrban formô and óurban morphologyô are always linked 

to each other. In the studies of form, sometimes the term ómorphogenesisô is used óto 

define the process leading to the formation and transformation of the built 

environmentô. óUrban morphology equals the study of urban formô.
7
 óUrban 

morphology is the study of the city as human habitatô.
8
 Although the term óurban 

morphologyô has various understandings and uses, it mainly means investigation on the 

physical form.
9
 It also refers to the process of the change and the morphology of the 

physical forms of human settlements over time. Geographers have been involved in 

studying urban morphology. However, in 1996 this understanding has been shifted 

when ISUF (International Seminar of Urban Form) introduced urban morphology as an 

interdisciplinary field which involves architecture, geography, history and planning. 

Morphological analysis is a method of understanding urban form through three 

main principles: The first is through the three physical elements, buildings and open 

spaces, plots, and streets. The second is through the four different scales starting from 

the micro scale (such as singular building and plot) to the higher scale or the regional 

scale. The last is historically through replacement and transformation of its elements.
10

 

The focus of this research within the overall scope of dealing with urban form as a 

physical entity can be defined in two phases. The general focus includes the three 

physical elements of urban form with the influencing determinants of transformation at 

up to the city scale. However, the research is positioned with a detailed focus on 

legislative factors and their influence on the formation and transformation of the 

elements of plot and building-open space. See [Figure  1.1]. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7
 Anne Vernez Moudon, óA Catholic Approach to Organizing What Urban Designers Should Knowô, 

Journal of Planning Literature, 6.4 (1992), 331ï49 (p. 342). 
8
 Anne Vernez Moudon, óUrban Morphology as an Emerging Interdisciplinary Fieldô, Urban 

Morphology, 1.1 (1997), 3ï10 (p. 3). 
9
 J. W. R. Whitehand, óBritish Urban Morphology: The Conzenian Traditionô, Urban Morphology, 5.2 

(2001), 103ï9. 
10

 Moudon, óUrban Morphology as an Emerging Interdisciplinary Fieldô. 
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The pattern of the change of urban form could be gradual and continuous when 

the new resulted forms have links to the existing and some characteristics and qualities 

are passed from the old to the new form. In other words, the new production inherits 

aspects from the existing. This process does not occur independently but it is governed 

by some rules and traditions which could be either intended or unintended. However, 

sometimes, in some cases and periods, the change could be discontinuous and 

interrupted, such as when the newly produced forms are partially or wholly independent 

from their ancestors with no apparent connection.  Levy pointed out that the modern 

urban forms are shifts in the process of urban form changes.
11

 Whichever the pattern of 

the change is, there are factors such as social, cultural, environmental, economic, and 

political, all combined together, that influence the process.  

The main aspect of the existence of urban settlements, generally, is to control 

developments, growth, and organise patterns of relationships between individuals and 

communities living in the settlement. This is one of the points that the process of 

urbanization aims at.  Responsible authorities for urban planning and design, emerging 

from defined objectives, try to predict and manipulate the process of the development 

and change. Decisions and policies which can be represented in different forms and 

hierarchies such as laws, codes, regulations, and discrete separate orders are used as an 

                                                 
11

 Levy. 

Figure  1.1: The principles of morphological analysis and the position of this research within 

the overall scope. (Source: Researcher based on the previous discussion). 
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implementation tool, minimizing the occurrence of deviation to the least as much as 

possible , to manage the process and direct it towards the goals.  

Consequently, the resultant urban form cannot be separated from the influence of 

urban planning and design decisions. They lead to the development of types and even 

also the appearance of new types. Anne Moudon has classified studies related to urban 

form into typology-morphology, which is more common in Europe rather than in North 

America, and space-morphology.
12

 As people in different ways affect the process of the 

urban form change, the physical form of the city also affects the city users. Bill Hillier  

identified three types of laws
13

 that underlie urban form: laws of the object itself which 

interpret how buildings are combined to form urban areas; the laws from society to 

urban form that means how the society uses the first sets of laws to interpret the social 

relation in a spatial form; and finally the laws from urban form to society, which 

addresses the other way in which the urban form influences the society.
14

 There is a 

mutual influence between urban form and its users (people). People produce forms and 

forms affect their life and behaviour. Then, the generation of urban forms by people and 

the influence of these urban forms on people who again produce new and modified 

urban form work and circulate in a closed loop process. 

From this notion, the three schools of urban form studies in Europe are 

distinguished. The first is the Italian School, the second is the Versailles School in 

France, and the last is the English or Conzenian School which is originated from early 

studies in Germany by M. R. G. Conzen and some other scholars such as Schluter and 

Geisler who worked before Conzen.
15

 Each of these schools has its own focus and 

methods which differentiates it from the others. For example, the first aims harmonizing 

the new urban form with the old and they should be integrated in the context. This 

approach was a result of the challenge of fitting modern architecture into the existing 

context of Italian cities. The Versaillesôs concern is on developing and evolving social 

critiques through typo-morphological methods. However, the latter which has resulted 

in the establishment of the Urban Morphology Research Group in England, adopts 

analysing urban form and interpreting it by giving explanation.
16

  

                                                 
12

 Levy. 
13

 In this context the word ólawô does not mean legislation but it is used as a rule of phenomena. 
14

 B. Hillier, óThe Architecture of the Urban Objectô, Ekistics, 334 (1989), 5ï21. 
15

 Whitehand, óBritish Urban Morphology: The Conzenian Traditionô. 
16

 The Urban Design Reader (Routledge Urban Reader Series), ed. by Michael Larice and Elizabeth 

Macdonald, 1st edn (London: Routledge, 2006). 
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óA type is an ñabstract object built through analysisò that reproduces the 

properties that are deemed essential by the analyst of a family of real objectô.
17

  Using 

type as a means to interpret the change in urban places and their structure is a theory of 

typo-morphology which involves the physical structure of cities based on classifying the 

type of urban form (buildings and open spaces).
18

 The typo-morphology, which as a 

combined term, was first used by Aymonino in 1966: it studies socioeconomic forces 

that result in a physical form production. Saverio Muratori described typo-morphology 

as an óoperational history of urban formô.
19

 However, space-morphology focuses on 

geometrical characteristics of the urban form. Hence, spatial elements (i.e. rooms and 

transportation channels) and their relationships justify the urban form.
20

   

1.2. Research questions 

Based on a subjective thinking, I as an architect and a planner who worked in Erbil 

had questions about its urban form and its process of change over time. Hence, the issue 

begins from a specific context of place which is Erbil. The research questions are 

constructed upon the hypothesis that there is a mutual relationship between the urban 

form of Erbil on one hand and a group of influencing factors on the other. Legislation is 

the first determining factor. However, the other factors which can be summarised as 

social, cultural, environmental, economic, and political also have affected the urban 

form of the city. The latter group of factors all combined together are supposed to be 

represented in policies in a form of legal factor or legislation. This research tests the 

hypothesis of the formation and the transformation of the Erbilôs urban form as a 

physical entity influenced by legislation and other factors. Regarding this issue, the 

question of óHowô is raised. This type of question investigates the nature and extent of 

the influence and the relationship.  

The lack of studies concerning these issues on Erbil was the primary motivation of 

the initiation of this kind of questions. Consequently, answers to these questions would 

generate an original contribution to the knowledge of urban form and urban 

morphology. For having a more precise understanding of the issue, the research and its 

questions is specified to the time period from 1920 to the present day in which the 

                                                 
17

 Anne Vernez Moudon, óñGetting to Know the Built Landscape: Typomorphologyò From Ordering 

Space: Types in Architecture and Design (1994)ô, in The Urban Design Reader, ed. by Michael Larice 

and Elizabeth Macdonald (London: Routledge, 2006), p. 271. 
18

 Moudon, óñGetting to Know the Built Landscape: Typomorphologyò From Ordering Space: Types in 

Architecture and Design (1994)ô, p. 257. 
19

 Moudon, óñGetting to Know the Built Landscape: Typomorphologyò From Ordering Space: Types in 

Architecture and Design (1994)ô, p. 257. 
20

 Moudon, óA Catholic Approach to Organizing What Urban Designers Should Knowô. 
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massive change and urban growth happened in Erbil. In this regard, three research 

questions which have an open nature and starts by óHowô are made.  

The first is óHow, and to what extent has Erbilôs urban form been influenced by 

building and planning legislation (regulations) in different periods?ô In other words, 

it is questioning the relationship between the urban form and its morphology on the one 

hand and the legislative factors which are supposed to reflect and represent the social, 

cultural, environmental, political, and economic factors on the other.  However, in 

reality, the urban form is not always shaped by legislation, but sometimes, when 

legislation is absent or has some degree of flexibility, the urban form is influenced 

directly or indirectly by other factors such as the social, cultural, environmental, 

economic, and political, all combined together. Hence, the second question is addressed: 

óHow has Erbilôs urban form been influenced by different factors (social, cultural, 

environmental, economic, and political) in different periods?ô This question is 

constructed upon the assumption that apart from legislation, urban form is influenced by 

other factors. Again, this question investigates the nature, the extent, and the directions 

of their influence. These two questions investigate the relationship between the urban 

form and the influencing factors. To ease the investigations and the comparison, the 

period from 1920 until the present is subdivided into particular periods according to 

determined shifts or changes, explained in more detail below.  

Answers to these questions would lead towards the third and the last question óHow 

has Erbil ôs urban form changed?ô Through the process of analysis of the urban form 

and the factors of its shaping over the past period, the research would conclude the 

answer of the third and the last óHowô question which investigates the nature and the 

extent of the formation and the transformation of the urban form as a physical entity 

over the time period. See [Figure  1.2]. 

These questions can be reinforced by the morphological studies and its literature. 

The research questions are supported by the assumptions that the studies of urban form 

encompass and investigate. Regarding the studies on urban form, Jeremy Whitehand 

grouped three strands of research which emerged from Conzenôs foundation (the 

English School).
21

 The first strand is óMicro morphologyô. It does not just analyse at the 

scale of the individual plot which is neither new to architects nor to geographers, but 

what was new was the detailed analysis of the spatial relationships between the physical 

changes to 20
th
 centuryôs residential houses.  

                                                 
21

 Further detail on the approaches of this school will be provided in the next chapter. 
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Figure  1.2: The construction of the research hypotheses and questions by linking the change in 

the urban form of Erbil city since 1920 to building and planning legislation and some other 

influencing factors. (Source: Researcher). 
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The second strand involves studies on the morphological periods. Morphological 

period studies deal with how the characteristics of the form of a certain period is 

changed and replaced by those of the next period. The third strand is the relationship 

between the decision-taking and the urban form. In other words, this means how 

different and separate decisions are combined to create regularities on the ground. 

Unlike Conzen, his followers paid more attention to the role of decision-takers in 

shaping the urban form.
22

  Peter Larkham stated that the most important trends of 

studies are those which focus on how the urban landscape change in historical contexts 

over long time period and investigate features of the form that have been produced by 

the previous generations.
23

  

Starting from the position that urban form changes over time and is influenced by 

factors based on what scholars stated, the research questions guiding this thesis were 

established. Alexander Cuthbert linked urban form to social aspects and has pointed out 

that óIn most regions of the world, urban form had to pay some respect to nature, both in 

the organization of social space and in domestic architectureô.
24

 Jerold Kayden 

acknowledged the considerable influence of legislation on the urban form. He cited that 

óFor better and worse, law makes a powerful imprint on the design of the built 

environmentô.
25

 A. Morris has defined factors that affect the formation of the urban 

form as ódeterminantsô and classified them into two categories according to their 

origins. The first one which he called ónatural-worldô mainly consists of climate, 

topography and available construction materials. This category has significantly 

affected shaping historic urban form (organic and planned). The second includes a 

number of actions and interventions by humans and Morris has categorised them under 

óman-madeô determinants, some of the groups under this category justify the urban form 

of both organic and planned towns as well .
26

 

This concept of linking between the physical environment and urban form on the 

one hand, and peopleôs characteristics on the other, has previously been addressed by 

Amos Rapoport. Rapoport claimed that there is a two way influence between peopleôs 

characteristics as individuals and groups on the one hand and the physical built 

                                                 
22

 Whitehand, óBritish Urban Morphology: The Conzenian Traditionô. 
23

 Peter J. Larkham, óThe Study of Urban Form in Great Britainô, Urban Morphology, 10.2 (2006), 117ï

41. 
24

 A. Cuthbert, The Form of Cities: Political Economy and Urban Design (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 

2006), p. 1. 
25

 J. Kayden, óThe Law of Urban Designô, in Companion to Urban Design, ed. by T. Banerjee and A. 

Loukaitou-Sideris (New York: Routledge, 2011), p. 176. 
26

 A.E.J. Morris, History of Urban Form, Before the Industrial Revolutions, 3rd ed (Essex: Longman 

Group UK Ltd, 1994). 



9 

 

environment on the other.
27

 In other words, people within certain social groups and 

individuals who have certain characteristics, culture, and social status influence the 

shaping of urban form of the built environment in a certain way. Conversely, a certain 

urban form of the built environment affects people as well, and any change in one of 

those two would lead to a change in the other. This is a circulating pattern of cause and 

effect. However, as much in geography, it can be argued that the significant effect on 

people is made by social and economic environment, not by the built environment. 

Rapoportôs concern is about identifying human characteristics and many others beyond 

these like economic, socio-cultural, psychological and technological. Regardless of the 

aims of Rapoportôs claims, it can be derived that social, cultural, and economical factors 

are crucial because they have considerable influence on shaping the built environments 

and its form. 

Despite its objectives, what it aims at, and its level, legal factor in the form of 

rules and regulations or laws has a considerable effect on citiesô urban form. Some of 

them are used as a tool of controlling developments, while others are adopted to achieve 

the minimum requirements to create a comfortable and safe living environment. 

However, some have cultural norms and aesthetic values and priorities. Adding to these 

previous, legislation could be a reflection of political, social, and economic issues. 

Nevertheless, the result is that they lead to shaping a certain urban form. 

Historically, the Codes of Hammurabi 2100 B.C in Old Babylon which was used 

as a tool of achieving justice is considered as the dawn of building regulations,
28

 

followed by Greeksô regulations about the building of dwellings, and then Romansô 

regulations on limiting buildingsô height. Then, in the Middle Ages some regulations 

were adopted to restrict fire hazards. An increase in number and scope of adopting 

regulations in the beginning of nineteenth century had been noticed. They were adopted 

as a tool of protecting public health and safety.  

Zoning codes or ordinances
29

 has been introduced to divide cities into different 

parts (districts) which have different pre potential or wanted characteristics 

distinguishing from each other. This is achieved through organizing uses of lands, 

                                                 
27

 A. Rapoport, Human Aspects of Urban Form, Towards a Man-Environment Approach to Urban Form 

and Design (Oxford: Pergamon Press Ltd, 1997). 
28

 A. B. Gallion and S. Eisner, The Urban Pattern, City Planning and Design, 3rd ed (London: D. Van 

Nostrand Company, 1975), p. 6. 
29

 Different countries use different terms for legislative texts and most legislation have a chapter or a 

section in which the used terms in the body are defined. However, sometimes the term refers to the 

hierarchical level of the legislation. 
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densities, height and bulk, and off-street parking.
30

 In the twentieth century regulations 

affecting forms has changed from conscious to unconscious action and shifted from 

form-direct to form-indirect rules. There are three categories of rules that have an 

impact on shaping urban forms: the first are rules that deal with street width which has a 

considerable impact on urban form. The next is building height regulation. The last 

category is rules that deal with building lines and setback distances.
31

 Michael 

Guggenheim explained that changes in building types (familiar to the locality and 

unfamiliar one) can be traced through analysing debates about zoning laws.
32

 He also 

stated that óZoning laws are the legal instruments used to define building types as ónot 

belongingô, and therefore foreignô.
33

 

1.3. Research context 

óNothing exists or ever has without being fixed in space and timeô.
34

 In this 

section, the place context and the time frame of the case that this research studies are 

defined. According to the statement by Morris óCharacteristically the form of an 

urban settlement at any given period is the result of a number of locally effective 

determinantsô
35

, understanding the urban form of Erbil can be achieved through 

understanding the time period in which the form is emerged or changed. The factors that 

influenced the urban form are strongly attached to the time period in which they existed. 

As previously mentioned, the characteristic of originality of this research work emerges 

from that its questions will be focused on a particular context that lacks previous studies 

in this concern. 

Place context :  

The research uses Erbil city
36

, the capital of Kurdistan (the northern region of 

Iraq), as its case study. Erbil as it is perhaps the oldest present-day city in the world 

is a clear example of organic growth of cities by having a tell (a man-made 

settlement mound) at its centre, and possessing a cellular urban grain at its early 

stages, specifically in Sumerian period when it was named óArbelaô.
37

 

                                                 
30

 Gallion and Eisner. 
31

 Talen. 
32

 M. Guggenheim and O. Soderstron, Reshaping Cities, How Global Mobility Transforms Architecture 

and Urban Form (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010). 
33

 Guggenheim and Soderstron, p. 45. 
34

 Gianfranco Caniggia and Gian Luigi Maffei, Architectural Composition and Building Typology: 

Interpreting Basic Building, trans. by Susan Jane Fraser (Firenze: Alinea, 2001), p. 56. 
35

 Morris, p. 10. 
36

 óErbilô, óArbilô, or óIrbilô is called óHewl°r ô in Kurdish. 
37

 Morris. 
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As Arthur B. Gallion and Simon Eisner state, óthere are reasons why cities are 

located where they are; they were important reasons in the history of the city and 

they bear upon its futureô.
38

 Erbil lies on a plain and fertile land. The ancient citadel 

is the core from which the city has grown. This ancient citadel was continuously 

inhabited for 6000-8000 years.
39

 See [Figure  1.3]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Erbil witnessed its largest growth since óWorld War Iô. It expanded over a 

relatively plain land called óErbil plainô which is about 390m above sea level.
40

 In 

1920, Iraq state was established which consisted of the three provinces which were a 

part of the Ottomans Empire. The establishment of Iraq under the mandate of the 

British was a part of a larger plan of dividing the area made according to a secret 

agreement called Sykes-Picot between the United Kingdom and France in 1916 

before the end of the war and then was revealed in 1917. This agreement allocated 

the control of both the United Kingdom and France over the area of the Ottomans.
41

 

Erbil at that time belonged Mosul province. In 1919 Erbil consisted of approximately 

2400 dwellings with an average household size of six persons. At the time it had 

14.500 inhabitants distributed on nine neighbourhoods (quarters) three of which were 

                                                 
38

 Gallion and Eisner, p. 125. 
39

 Morris. 
40

 Erbil Governorate, óErbil Geographyô, Erbil Governorate 

<http://www.hawlergov.org/ar/page.php?id=1329120973> [accessed 15 December 2015]. 
41

 David Fromkin, A Peace to End All Peace: The Fall of the Ottoman Empire and the Creation of the 

Modern Middle East, First (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1989), p. 286. 

Figure  1.3: The ancient citadel at the centre of Erbil city. (Source: By Patrick 

Hayes, October 2007) 
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that of the citadel.
42

 The city grew steadily over the next decades leading to more 

than one million inhabitants in 2006.
43

 Erbil now is the fourth biggest cities in Iraq 

after Baghdad, Basra, and Mosul. It lies about 350 km in the north of Baghdad 

[Figure  1.4]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although there are no figures about the area and the population density of Erbil 

in 1919 like the estimation of population size, the area and the density can be 

calculated by basing on historical aerial photos. These show that the area of the city 

in 1919 was estimated to be about 0.6 Km² and this included the citadel. By then, it 

was a small town. Therefore, the density might be around ó24000 people/kmĮô. This 

high figure of density confirms that the city was compact due to the relatively small 

areas of the houses, the narrow alleys and circulation networks, and the absence of 

public squares. According to survey done in 2006 for the preparation of a new master 

plan for the city, the area of the city (the area bounded by the Seventh Ring Road) 

was by then about ó84.32 kmĮô and about 28.5% of which was residential in 72 

quarters.
44

 About a half of the cityôs area included in that study was vacant which 

includes planned but not built areas.
45

  

                                                 
42

 Erbil Governorate, óErbil Populationô, Erbil Governorate 

<http://www.hawlergov.org/ar/page.php?id=1329152161> [accessed 15 December 2015]. 
43

 Dar al_Handasah and Ministry of Municipalities, Erbil City Master Plan: Stage 2 Report, Analysis of 

Existing Situation and Major Development Issues (Erbil: Kurdistan Regional Government: Ministry of 

Municipalities, 2006), p. ES-6. 
44

 Dar al_Handasah and Ministry of Municipalities, Erbil City Master Plan: Stage 1 Report, Data 

Collection and Field Surveys (Erbil: Kurdistan Regional Government: Ministry of Municipalities, 2006), 

pp. 3ï16. 
45

 Dar al_Handasah and Ministry of Municipalities, Erbil City Master Plan: Stage 1 Report, Data 

Collection and Field Surveys, pp. 3ï16. 

Figure  1.4: Erbil province location within Iraq. 
(Source: Geology and Earth Science News and Information). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure has been removed due to copyright 

restrictions 
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In 1974 Erbil was nominated as the administrational centre of the autonomous 

region of Iraqi Kurdistan.
46

 This was based on the agreement of 11
th
 March between 

the Kurdish and the Iraqi government.
47

 And according to the new constitution of 

Federal Iraq of 2005, Erbil was nominated as the capital of Kurdistan region however 

this had been decided since the first establishment of the parliament of Iraqi 

Kurdistan in 1992. It is located in the north of Iraq. After 2003, Erbil witnessed 

development in many sectors among which is tourism. It was named as óArab 

Tourism Capitalô by the óArab Council of Tourismô for the year 2014.
48

 

Time frame :  

This research studies the urban form of Erbil during the period from the 

establishment of Iraq state in 1920 until the present day. This period is subdivided 

into sub-periods according to political and economic events and changes which in 

turn, as the research assumes, resulted in changes in the urban form of different parts 

of the city that have been built in different periods.  

The study covers the period from 1920 due to two main reasons. The first is 

that since the establishment of the state of Iraq, different laws and policies of 

organizing cities and different planning and building regulations have been issued in 

different periods of governance system such as royal, republic and federal. The 

second is that it can be noticed that over 90% of the cityôs expansion has taken place 

after 1920. See [Figure  1.5] and [Figure  1.6]. The first building and planning 

legislation issued after 1920 was óSystem of Roads and Buildings No. 44 of 1935ô. 

After 1958 when the countryôs system of governance shifted to a republican system, 

serial amendments have been made to this regulation as a reflection of the new 

system of governance. However, notable changes have been made in different 

aspects of peopleôs life and planning rules like education system, ownership rights 

and subdivision and amalgamation codes.  

                                                 
46

 The Revolutionary Command Council, Law of Iraqi Kurdistan Autonomy No. 33 of 1974, In Iraqi 

Gazette No. 2327, 1974, pp. 3ï7 (para. 1). 
47

 Erbil Governorate, óErbil Populationô. 
48

 óErbil Tourism 2014ô, Erbil Tourism 2014 <http://www.erbiltourism2014.com/en/erbil/erbil-2014> 

[accessed 15 December 2015]. 
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Figure  1.5: Erbil city in three different points of time (1232, 1916, and 1950) 

which shows its growth from the citadel as the centre of it. (Source: Ministry of 

Municipalities, General Directorate of Planning and Engineering, Baghdad) 

 

-1- -2- 

-3- 

Erbil in 1916 Erbil in 1232 

Erbil in 1950 



15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.4. Methodology and methods
49

 

Based on the combined approach of the understanding the city as a spatial 

structure and as a functional system which have been addressed by Aldo Rossi
50

, this 

research addresses issues to understand the formation and the transformation of the city 

and links these to the influencing factors. The research deals with three sets of variables 

that change over time. The first set is urban form and its change. This research covers 

the residential areas of the city as they constitute a larger proportion of the city and its 

urban form. In order to obtain an overall view of the cityôs form, the study will deal 

                                                 
49

 A detailed description of the methodology and the methods will be provided in  Chapter 4. 
50

 Rossi. 

Figure  1.6: Erbil city in 1975 the concentric pattern here has been almost defined. (Source: 

Ministry of Municipalities, General Directorate of Planning and Engineering, Baghdad) 
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with the whole city and its different parts and compares them. This includes examining 

the patterns of the components of the different parts of the city and their formation and 

transformation by spatially analysing the physical form (street patterns, plot patterns, 

and building patterns). The change in the urban form is a result of or accompanied by 

other nonphysical changes which is classified as the second set of variables (social, 

cultural, and economic). The last group of variables is the legislative factors 

(legislation). The latter, as it is supposed, should represent, reflect, and embody the 

second set of variables [Figure  1.2]. However, sometimes this would not be the case.  

The research uses various sources of data. These include legislative texts and 

visual tools such as maps, photographs, aerial and satellite images. Informed by 

Conzenôs morphogenetic approach, ómorphological regionô maps are prepared. 

According to these kinds of maps the urban areas which have a unity of forms 

distinguished from the surrounding areas are grouped. Therefore, the urban areas in the 

city can be divided into many morphological regions with different levels of strength to 

the boundaries which separate these regions. These maps are generally produced by 

relying on different possible aspects of urban form, such as plan type, building type, and 

land utilization.
51

 However, in the case of Erbil a different approach will be adopted to 

prepare different maps. The hypothesis behind this approach is constructing 

assumptions that each the grouping and the separation of areas in each of those maps 

could relate in some way to the nature, the formation and the transformation of the 

physical form of Erbil. Erbilôs city plan is a mixture of rings and radial axes extended 

from the city centre where the ancient citadel is located (the oldest part in the city).  

The city has expanded and grown from this centre stage by stage in different 

periods of time. Generally, the further from the centre, the more recent a part is. Hence, 

the distance from the centre would measure the order of the different stages of the cityôs 

growth [Figure  1.5], [Figure  1.6], [Figure  1.7], and [Figure  1.8]. Samples from areas in 

the different periods of growth are selected. The next step is gaining a general idea 

about these samples and comparing them according to their physical form features by 

which the elements of form (street pattern, plot pattern, and building pattern) of these 

samples will be classified and described. At the same time the research relies on 

collecting and analysing legislative texts (building and planning regulations) in order to 

explore the correlation between the change in the urban form and these texts of 

                                                 
51

 M. R. G. Conzen, óMorphogenesis, Morphological Regions and Secular Human Agency in the Historic 

Townscape, as Exemplified by Ludlowô, in Urban Historical Geography Recent Progress in Britain and 

Germany, ed. by D. Denecke and G Shaw, Cambridge Studies in Historical  Geography, 10 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 72ï253. 
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regulations. These data have both a quantitative and qualitative nature. Some aspects of 

qualities cannot be measured quantitatively but they will be described and interpreted in 

an attempt to deal with them. GIS and CAD software are used to support these mapping 

and cartographic techniques. The expected challenges that might be faced in the whole 

process are the shortage in the archives and documents that would support the analysis 

and interpretations. The data have by necessity been obtained from different sources 

such as the different directorates of municipalities of Erbil, Urban Planning Directorate 

of Erbil, General Urban Planning Directorate of Kurdistan, Land Registry Directorates 

of Erbil, Governorate of Erbil, and GIS office of Erbil.  In some cases, informal 

enquiries have been adopted to trace the sources of the data.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  1.7: Erbil city, the concentric pattern (a mix of ring and radial roads), and its 

expansion from the centre. (Source: Drawing by the researcher on a satellite image of Erbil in 

2006) 
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1.5. The aim and the importance of the research 

A.C. Hall introduced the concept of urban morphology and its parameters within 

the local built environment as a useful tool to tackle the problems in existing settlements 

as accumulative processes of redevelopment. He demonstrated how urban morphology 

as a concept can work through design control process and incremental change 

interventions to achieve design objectives which emerge from local needs. He addressed 

the need for a proactive system rather than being reactive.
52

  

This research is concerned with the study of Erbil as its case study, and tries to 

interpret how its urban form has been affected by the design and planning regulations 

which have been adopted and decided upon by the concerned authorities in parallel with 

some other factors chronologically. The focus will be on the legal factors. óSystem of 

Roads and Buildings of 1935ô is considered as the first key piece of legislation that has 

                                                 
52

 A. C. Hall, óDealing with Incremental Change: An Application of Urban Morphology to Design 

Controlô, Urban Design, 2.3 (1997), 221ï39. 

Figure  1.8: The growth of Erbil city: The first development of different parts of the city in 

different periods. (Source: Drawing by the researcher on a satellite image of Erbil in 2010 basing on data from 

Ministry of Municipalities and Tourism, Erbil Urban Planning Directorate)     
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had an impact on cities since 1920. Some of these urban design and planning decisions 

are general and comprehensive, applied to all Iraqi cities without exceptions, while 

others are concerned and specified in the local environment (Erbil city). 

The importance of the research will mainly be reinforced by interpreting the 

process of the change in the urban form as a product. This aspect of research on Erbil 

has not been covered by any previous study. A gap and an ambiguity can be noticed in 

this concern. In addition to that, the city is now passing through a critical and rapid 

stage of growth and development due to the current economic growth of the region and 

national as well as international investment in various sectors, especially in building 

construction and the built environment. 

The research would establish a better understanding of Erbilôs urban form and 

justify it to help the concerned authorities (municipalities and urban design and planning 

authorities) to make appropriate policies and decisions regarding the urban form of the 

city. Therefore, the results of this study could be a valuable and effective reference for 

the development of the cityôs future urban form. Moreover, the outcomes of this 

research could be a significant contribution to knowledge in general and a useful model 

to the cases which have some similar common aspects. 

1.6. The structure of the thesis 

This thesis consists of six chapters which map onto three related but distinct 

stages of the research process. These stages are: The first is an introductory stage; the 

second is a processing and analytical stage concerned in Erbil which is the case of the 

study; and the third can be named as ending and finishing stage. As it has been 

presented, this chapter outlines introductory issues of the research. The elaboration of 

the research questions involved in the context of Erbil was made. The designed 

methodology and the tools adopted to answer the questions and to achieve the aims of 

the research were outlined. However, a deeper description of the methodology and the 

analytical approach will be covered in Chapter 4. Chapter 1 is a part of the first stage of 

the research. Yet, it provides a broad overview of the research work. The first stage 

continues and will be completed by Chapter 2.  

Chapter 2 is not specific to Erbil. It covers a world-wide literature on aspects of 

urban morphology and its different approaches emerged from the different European 

schools (the English, the Italian, and the French). A mixed approach is used as an 

adaptation to the limitation and the nature of the context of Erbil on which the research 

is conducted. The theoretical framework also encompasses issues of types and typology 
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as they are important aspects of urban form. Legislation concerning building and 

planning process as tools to generate urban form is also covered in Chapter 2. 

The second stage starts by Chapter 3 which is concerned in Erbil as the context of 

the study. This chapter can be considered as a transitional step from the theoretical 

framework of Chapter 2 to identify the place and time context of the study. The main 

role of Chapter 3 is to identify all the aspects concerning the urban form of Erbil since 

1920. These aspects include the key historical events, the different types of legislation 

which have directly and indirectly influenced the formation and the transformation of 

Erbil, and the different housing policies which have immensely determined the nature of 

the urban form of Erbil. 

Chapter 4 is the extension and the core of the second stage (processing and 

analysis). The process of data collection, sampling, and analysing the selected samples 

are what this chapter covers. A detailed description of the methodology and the methods 

adopted are clearly provided. Thirteen samples from nine different periods since 1920, 

from different parts of Erbil are analysed. Chapter 5 deals with the samples differently 

to what has been done in Chapter 4. A comparison of the analysed samples is made in 

Chapter 5 which is the last step of the second stage. It sums up the change process and 

concludes the key form characteristics and differences between the samples and the 

periods. The comparison is conducted by focusing on certain elements of urban form. 

The thesis ends up by Chapter 6 which is the last stage of the research process. It 

is concerned in the research conclusion and its implications. It concludes the 

methodological approach used to answer the research questions. The link between the 

formation and the transformation of the urban form of Erbil on one hand and the 

different issues which have been examined in the different chapters on the other is 

summarised in ten headings in Chapter 6. This summary provides an overall 

understanding of the way in which the research is conducted to answer its questions and 

the outlined issues. The contribution of the research to the knowledge of the field of the 

urban form studies of Erbil is also covered. 
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Chapter 2  

2. Urban form understandings and the concepts of change 

This chapter is the complementary part of the first stage of the research work. The 

aim of this chapter is to position the research within the existing literature of urban form 

and urban morphology. An overall review of the existing literature is made. The three 

main schools of urban morphology in Europe and their approaches are reviewed. 

Through this, the common terms used in the field are defined. However the research 

does not adopt a particular approach of any of the three schools as it is, yet this review 

helps to identify the possibilities of the adoption of ideas from the existing approaches 

and the application of them on the context of Erbil. In the end, a mixed approach is 

proposed, responsive to the local characteristics and limitations of Erbil. This chapter 

contributes to inform the methodology and methods used to answer the research 

questions. 

2.1. Urban morphology and urban form definitions and its elements 

Through presenting the different definitions of urban form, the research is 

positioned by what urban form means to this research. Urban form is defined from 

different points of view such as what has been defined by scholars in geography, 

architecture, urban design, and urban planning. Different terms have been used to 

describe the physical aspect and geometry of a built-environment. However, there is not 

a clear difference between what urban pattern and urban form means, yet they 

sometimes are used in different contexts to describe different aspects of the built-

environment. Urban pattern is described and determined by three elements: the layout 

and width of streets, land parcelation, and the spatial arrangements of zoning 

ordinances.
53

 In other words, the matters of orientation, location, and size or scale 

would define urban pattern. Yet, one of the common definitions of urban form is a 

description of the physical characteristic which would be identified by the variables of 

setback, plot coverage, street width, building type, and building height.
54

 Urban form 

can be studied in three different hierarchical scales starting from the top or the regional 

scale down to the bottom, city scale and neighbourhood scale each with different levels 

                                                 
53

 Talen, p. 37. 
54

 Talen, p. 127. 



22 

 

of details of design elements.
55

 The elements that exist at those different scales and 

levels are interrelated and interdependent in a particular structure.
56

  

Moudon describes the city as an accumulation of individual and group actions that 

reflect social and economic forces over time. The outcomes of these forces and actions 

will be reflected in the physical form of the settlement. Deriving from this, the urban 

morphology can be defined by three main looped steps: socioeconomic forces come 

firstly, human actions to meet the current needs secondly, and then the result of these 

two previous steps is the physical form.  These three steps are repeated throughout and 

they will not end at a point. Therefore, time is a crucial dimension of urban form 

studies.
57

 The different approaches of the three schools of urban morphology are based 

on understanding and defining urban form from different perspectives in which the scale 

and the level of the details vary. In this research, urban form is seen as a physical and 

tangible object and is treated at its various interrelated levels from the higher and down 

to the more detailed level or the level of blocks of plots and buildings. The essential 

elements defined by Talen are dealt with.  

2.2. The emergence and origins of urban morphology and urban form 

In this section urban morphology would be the centre of the argument. It aims at 

theoretical and epistemological issues that outline the different interpretations which 

emerge from different perspectives and understandings of urban form and urban 

morphology as a multidisciplinary field of study.  As a result, there would be a need to 

deal with urban morphology as a practice tool to understand the formation and the 

transformation of towns. Considering all these mentioned, the three schools of urban 

morphology that emerged in Europe (English, Italian, and French) should be mentioned 

and presented as they are the key answer to the most of the issues that encompass urban 

morphology. 

Studies of óurban morphologyô are dated back to the end of nineteenth century as 

it is presented in Jeremy Whitehandôs chronological description. Although the term 

óurban morphologyô has various understandings and uses, it mainly means 

investigations on the physical form.
58

 Morphological analysis not only involves forms, 

but also involves the context, meanings attached to them, their relation to urban 
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processes such as social and political, and the process of their transformation. Although 

it has started from studies by geographers, urban morphology is considered as a 

multidisciplinary field of study as architects and urban designers, and planners also have 

contributed to the studies of urban form or urban morphology. This has been clearly 

evidenced in a graph by Whitehand in 1987 which then developed by Peter J. Larkham 

and Andrew N. Jones in 1991 [Figure  2.1].
59  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to the contextual requirements and characteristics, works on urban 

morphology have developed and been distinguished in Europe, resulting in the 

appearance of the three schools of urban morphology. Whitehand claims that as a result 

of that there is a lack of integration, connection, and co-operation between those who 

work on urban morphology from different disciplines such as typo-morphologists in the 
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Figure  2.1: Research traditions within urban morphology, with selected 

authors. (Source: A Glossary of Urban Form by Peter Larkham and Andrew Jones, 1991, 

developed from Whitehand, 1987a, Figure 9.1 with additional information from Slater, 1990b). 
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architecture field, those who uses space syntax, geographers, and the scholars of spatial 

analysis, the different schools of thoughts have emerged.
60

 

Moreover, internationally, the role of the organization óInternational Seminar of 

Urban Formô cannot be disregarded. Since its establishment in 1996 by a group of urban 

morphologists
61

 from England, France, Germany, Ireland, Switzerland, Japan, Australia, 

and the USA in the disciplines of architecture, geography, history, and planning, it 

pushed the studies of urban form forward significantly.
62

 This was achieved by bringing 

researchers and practitioners concerned with the build environment together by 

organizing international annual conferences and many publications in its journal óUrban 

Morphologyô.
63

 This was due to the awareness of recognising urban morphology as a 

multidisciplinary field.  

Going back further, the establishment of óUrban Morphology Research Groupô by 

Whitehand at the University of Birmingham in 1974 is considered as a shift point in 

research in urban geography as now it is a strong research centre.
64

 The studies of urban 

form have been distinguished between the approaches that characterise the researchers 

who deal with the different contexts of different backgrounds of history and culture.   

A categorization of urban morphology basing on the main discipline that the 

scholar originates from has come to be evident. Yina Sima and Dian Zhang grouped 

four main categories or field of studies. These groups were mainly represented by the 

prominent scholars. These fields are: geography lead by Conzen (the English school of 

urban morphology), architecture which can be represented by the works of Gianfranco 

Caniggia (the Italian school), Science which appeared in the late of twentieth century in 

the works of Bill Hillierôs of óSpace syntaxô that took a quantitative approach and a 

mathematical tool to a social analysis of a space, and lastly the philosophy reflected in 

Henri Lefebvre who claims that the space is a social existence [Figure  2.2].
65

 

In a research paper, the multidisciplinary methods and measurements of urban 

form have been discussed. The paper presents five different methods looking at urban 

form at different levels and from different points of view. Each level has a different 

concern and a different nature of data. These perspectives include: landscape ecology, 
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economic structure, transportation planning, community design, and urban design. The 

paper defined urban form study as a core of urbanism studies. Urbanism can be 

relatively defined comparing to non-urban areas by relative terms such as types, 

patterns, and intensity of development.
66

 The approach that this research adopts is 

rooted in some principles and tools of Conzenian and Italian schools. In other words, it 

combines architecture with geography.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3 The three schools of urban morphology in Europe, their focus, and 

their approach of analysis: 

 

Three schools of urban morphology have been distinguished in Europe. In this 

section, those three schools, their approaches, the vocabularies and the terms they use, 

and their origins are reviewed. The locations of their origin are particularly important as 

their emergence was a response to issues existing in their contexts.  
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2.3.1  The English (the Conzenian) school 

This school is known by its geographic approach. A number of strands of 

British urban morphology outside the geographic approach of M. R. G. Conzen can 

be identified.
67

 Whitehand has described the key characteristics of the English school 

which what has been known as Conzenian.
68

 Broadly, the English school is 

characterised by M.R.G. Conzen who was a student in the Geographical Institute in 

the University of Berlin during the years, from1926 until he migrated to Britain in 

1933. There he worked as a town planner, followed by a period of interest in the link 

between geography and planning, and then again worked in geography in the late of 

1950s.
69

 He is influenced by ancestors in the discipline such as Schlutter, see [Figure 

 2.1]. The two prominent  papers by Schlutter in 1899 which were about a pragmatic 

statement on settlement geography and urban landscape, and the ground plan of 

towns were the early examples of tracing the historical development of urban form 

(urban morphology in later periods).
70

  

The school which has a German origin dated back to the end of nineteenth 

century is characterised by its geographical approach of morphology and known as a 

German morphogenetic tradition, the approach of ótracing the evolution of urban 

forms in terms of their underlying its formative processô.
71

 More specifically, 

Conzenôs works of urban morphology were characterised by themes summarised 

under headings of morphogenetic and evolutionary approach, considering the 

individual plot as a base unit of analysis, townscape developments conceptualisation, 

the use of technical terms precisely, and cartographic analysis from field survey and 

the use of documents as evidence.
72

 The role and the importance of óplotsô, in the 

internal space organizations of medieval towns, had been recognised in earlier 

German works.
73
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These themes were clearly reflected in his work óAlnwick Northumberland: A 

Study in Town Plan Analysisô.
74

 Conzenôs works contributed to the establishment of 

the international seminar of urban form (ISUF).
75

 The school focuses on spatial 

planning and the use and the function of the ground. Then, from the planning point of 

view which can only be represented in two dimensional drawings, this school 

approaches morphological analysis. This trend can obviously be noticed in the 

Conzenôs town plan analysis of Alnwick in which he presented issues of the layout 

of the town.
76

 These were issues about firstly the formation of the layout or how it is 

primarily built, its changes over time, and the way in which the different components 

of it are related and fixed. These issues have been discussed through understanding 

the formation and the transformation of the town of Alnwick in a structure of five 

successive morphological periods.
77

  

In this regard, it is distinguished from the other two schools (Italian and 

French). However, it has similarities to the Italian school, especially when it 

considers that the smallest units are the basic elements of constructing the larger 

objects. Yet more specifically, in the English school the óparcelô is considered as the 

constitutional basic unit of city structure and, contrary to the Italian which pays more 

attention to óbuildingsô and their uses. It undertakes the analysis on three hierarchical 

but interrelated levels on which, like in that of the Italian school, the details vary. 

These levels are city form, urban tissue or building and space, and the detailed level 

of the use of ground. Cartographic, two-dimensional drawings are used to represent 

the form. However, this is not the case all the time. In his work of the market town of 

Ludlow, Conzen introduced the term óForm complexesô.
78

 In this work he mapped 

three form complexes: the first is plan type areas; the second is building type areas in 

which the focus was on the three dimensional physical forms; and the last is land and 

building utilization areas. Three compositional elements of urban form (streets, 

parcels, and buildings) are defined in the Conzenian approach.  

Conzen has developed as well as introduced some new technical terms to 

represent ideas that he has identified. This was what distinguished Conzen from 
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those who worked before him. He, in the study of Alnwick, was the first who 

introduced the threefold division of townscape
79

 into: óTown plan or Ground plan 

(streets, plots, and block plans of buildings)ô; óBuilding fabricô or building form; and 

óLand and Building utilizationô [Figure  2.3].
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Some of the terms that Conzen introduced to describe and develop his ideas are 

mentioned.  óMorphological frameô: means that rural areas in a long-term process, 

over time, are converted to urban areas and streets as plot boundaries play a 

considerable effect. He, by the term óMorphological regionô meant the urban area 

which has a unity of forms that distinguishes it from the surrounding areas. 

Therefore, the urban areas in a city can be divided into many morphological regions 

but with different levels of strength of boundaries which separate these regions. For 

example, in the morphological region map of English market town of Ludlow, 

Conzen divided the area by five levels of boundaries. The morphological region map 

was applied on different aspects of urban form, such as plan type, building type, and 

land utilization. These have led to producing different morphological region maps on 

the same area. These maps focused on the historical development of an urban area 

and therefore they would provide us with object lessons for the future, Conzen 

believed. 

He also developed the concepts of the process of town development. He 

identified ideas related to plot or micro-scale level which focused on the relationship 
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Figure  2.3: Threefold division of urban landscape by M. R. G. 

Conzen. (Source: Drawing by the researcher based on the previous discussion) 



29 

 

between plots and the block plans of buildings. He introduced óBurgage cycleô 

which means the repeated cycle of over time gradual transformation by building up, 

and then clearing and building again. This cycle can be repeated many times in the 

city especially in the old parts of it.  

Conzen studied the boundaries and dimensions of plots which later on were 

developed more by Slater. Slater, through analysing the plotsô width measurements, 

concluded the intentions of medieval surveyors, what the original plans were like, 

and how, then later on in different periods, they were subdivided.  

óFringe beltsô is another term used by Conzen to refer to the dynamic areas of 

the city which are in a transitional stage. These areas are indications of the 

morphological change of the city structure. They could have a certain clear structure 

in a certain period but later on, they have obtained another structure. The fringe belts, 

like some parts of cities, are characterised by the irregularity in plots sizes and 

shapes. Conzenôs works in English market town of Alnwick and major English city 

of Newcastle were based on what Louis in 1936 did on fringe belts within Berlin. 

Fringe belts are resulted due to the drop in house building when land values were 

low. However, the high prices of lands caused high density housing. This frequent 

variation led to an interrupted outward growth of the built up area which then shaped 

an urban area that includes fringe belts. Fringe belts characterised by some physical 

aspects: 

1) Large, contiguous vegetated areas often interspersed with large institutional or 

ólandmarkô buildings. 

2) The virtual absence of housing. 

3) Sparse road network. 

4) Low incidence of radial roads which consequently led to the relatively low 

penetration by vehicles. 

Fringe belts separated historical areas and morphologically distinct housing areas. 

óCompositenessô (the structure or the totality) which is another term is used to 

mean the collection of patterns and the variations of uses and forms. The totality can 

be represented by óFigure-ground planô. Regarding the terms that Conzen 

introduced, óMorphological unitsô or óPlan unitsô which is also interpreted as urban 

tissue, refer to the parts of the city with the same morphological properties, the 

characteristic properties of the urban form elements (streets, buildings, and parcels) 

which reflects the social and economic forces of their periods. This is defined as 
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ómorphological periodsô and an example of this was shown by Conzen in his work 

of maps of the English port city óWhitbyô.
81

 These units contribute to building up the 

totality of the city form.  Finally, 'Stratification'  is used to mean layering all what 

contributes to the formation of the form over time in the urban landscape. These 

could be additions, transformations, and disappearance of elements. The successors 

of Conzen applied his ideas not only on the old towns but also on new and modern 

ones.  For instance, Moudon studied the typology of buildings, parcels, and streets of 

American suburbs.  

2.3.2  The Italian school 

Urban form studies with architectural backgrounds and concerns of typology 

became apparent in Italy in the mid of twentieth century when issues of how the 

contemporary cities should be developed.
82

 However, attempts became clearer in 

1940s as a response to the challenges of harmonising the modern architecture and 

fitting in it with the existing traditional context of Italian cities.
83

 Therefore, the 

different interpretations of urban form resulted from different methods of analysis 

was the matter. However all architects, urbanists, and urban designersô focus with 

their different stand points was on the concept of ótypeô and the connections between 

urban morphology and building typology.
84

  

A number of researchers and their followers with different perspectives and 

approaches contributed to the studies of urban form and urbanism in Italy which 

outlined the Italian approach of typology. Among the list of the names of the 

researchers and contributors to the Italian approaches, six prominent names who 

summarise the four successive generations of the school and their approaches of 

dealing with the subject are mentioned and distinguished: 

1) Saverio Muratori (1910-1973) 

Muratoriôs ideas developed in a period before and after the World War II and 

in the period of the appearance of modernity. He developed the typological 

process that Pagano, within geographical traditions, had addressed first. His 
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essays from 1944 to 1946 and those in 1950s for the first time, addressed the ideas 

of óoperative historyô, considering towns as living organisms, type and fabric, and 

addressed the issue of integrating new buildings within the place and its cultural 

context of building. This was a response to the misconnection between the plans 

of the already existing quarters and the new modern movements of architecture.
85

 

His ideas were examined in his works on Italian towns such as Venice in óstudi 

per una operante storia urbana di Veneziaô in 1959-1960, Rome in óstudi per una 

operante storia urbana di Romaô in 1963, and some architectural design of new 

public buildings and a systematic survey of historic buildings of a town.
86

 In 

Muratoriôs approach (the typological method) the forms are grouped into types. 

He argued that the cultural behaviour leads to the formation and transformation of 

cities.
87

 Therefore, according to him, ótypeô is a construction of norms and 

conventions produced by experience in a particular culture of a region or a town 

over time. In this concern, ótypeô is distinguished from óstandardô. óTypeô is fully 

charged with cultural meanings. óStandardô has poor cultural meanings but 

technical norms form it.  

Three issues in Muratoriôs approach are considered. The first is that the spatial 

structures are concrete material forms, the second is an autonomous system of 

rules govern the transformation of those forms and this system can be studied 

separately, and the third is this system, in addition to the physical dimensions and 

the functions of the forms, caries meanings, ideas, and experiences of the local 

culture. Therefore, there is always a culture beyond forms.  

Muratori in his typological method focuses on coherence and criticises the 

modern urban design and planning as they lack coherence when they are 

producing an environment caused by devaluation of inner and intuitive forms. He, 

by attaching the local culture and meaning, and adopting a systematic and 

scientific approach tries to sort out the lack of coherence in the modernism. 

Therefore, his approach takes the form in deep in contrast to the modernism which 

deals with form abstractly and shallowly. óOperative historyô (storia operante) 

method of analysis, as Muratori states is a useful tool and could be a base for the 

design process in architecture and urban design. Muratori established a theory that 

involves all aspects of human environment with all the components that binds all 
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the interrelated steps from the single building to the totality of the territory. These 

issues were later on developed by his followers.
88

  

In Muratorian (the Italian) School the building is always treated within its 

environment, the city cannot be understood when its parts are disregarded, and the 

history of the city plays a significant role in understanding it as it is produced by a 

set of successive processes and actions of growth over time. As a result, the place 

and time context are essential. Every component that forms the city is taken into 

account as the city is not just about buildings. The óarchetypeô is the first and the 

basic type which later transforms and results in the appearance of different types. 

[Figure  2.4]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2) 1960 ï 1980: Carlo Aymonino and Aldo Rossi 

Their contribution started to be distinguished in the second half of twentieth 

century.
89

 Rossiôs focus was also on ótypologyô. In his book óThe Architecture of 

the Cityô (óLôarchitettura della cittaô), Rossi, like Muratori, criticised the modern 
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Figure  2.4: Scale levels of the Italian School of urban morphology (Typo-

morphology), (Muratorian typological method). (Source: Drawing by the researcher 

based on the previous discussion) 
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movement. He pointed out that the city can be understood by its architecture and 

its parts. He did not mean by architecture the visible image or a singular entity but 

the architecture as a construction of the city over time.
90

 This was based on óthe 

hypothesis of the city as a man-made object, as a work of architecture or 

engineering that grows over timeô.
91

 In other words, and more specifically, he 

believed that the evolution of the concept of óhouseô over time and space cannot 

give an overall and reliable interpretation of the form and its changes due to its 

rapid and temporal value. On the contrary, to obtain a better understanding of the 

form, his focus was on the residential area as it evolves a wider time span and 

more consistent value.
92

 Therefore, he links the past to present in addition to 

addressing the ultimate and definitive aspects of the life collectively. People 

create architecture in a try to intentionally create a better environment. Then, it 

cannot be separated from the life of the society. From his point of view, city is a 

whole synthesised from its different parts.
93

 He defines city as a construction that 

originates from the relationship between particular and universal, individual and 

collective, the building and the sphere of public and private, the rational design of 

architecture and the value of places. The parts of the city are going through a 

dynamic process of changes over time. Meanwhile, the monuments remain 

constant points and stay in the collective will.
94

  

He acknowledges the importance of history as a tool to inform the future of 

design process.
95

 He adopts historical methods to describe urban artefacts and the 

local factors (for example the political problems) that shape them.
96

 While 

studying the city, two major systems should be recognised: the first is the 

functional system which considers the city as a production generated from a 

system of architecture and urban space formed by social, political, and economic 

factors. Hence, the city is understood through studies and analyses of those factors 

and from the point of views of those disciplines; and the second is that the city is 

seen as a spatial structure system from the point of view of architecture and 

geography. Rossi positioned himself on the second one with particular attention to 

                                                 
90

 Rossi, p. 128. 
91

 Rossi, p. 34. 
92

 Marzot, p. 68. 
93

 Rossi, p. 100. 
94

 Rossi, p. 21. 
95

 Rossi, p. 128. 
96

 Rossi, p. 162. 



34 

 

the issues in the first system as it raises issues and questions need to be 

addressed.
97

 

  He systematically treated with building typology and urban morphology. 

From his point of view, the form of the city is a summary of its architecture. Then, 

the city is considered as a man-made product meanwhile there are artefacts 

created themselves and history elaborated and characterised them.
98

  

óUrban artefactsô are material constructions something different to materials, a 

work of arts linking the city to its qualities.  Examples of urban artefacts are 

buildings, streets, districts which are a work of art their forms characterise their 

individuality and dominate their functions. They represent the social and religious 

life. The city is a combination of natural and artificial elements as it is an object of 

nature but subject to culture. Rossi agrees with Levy on that point of view and he 

overweighs the importance of the whole over the parts. More precisely, the city is 

readable through its total architecture but in terms of its parts. Typology is 

attached to history and the type generates form. Rossi believes that the function is 

not constant that produces type. One specific type can have different functions in 

different successive periods. Then he rejects the functionalism. Rossi supports the 

permanence theory or óthe law of planimetric persistenceô by Poete and Lavedan 

(1926) when he sees the city as a man-made object produced and processed over 

time.
99

   

3) 1975 ï 1990: Gianfranco Caniggia and Gian Luigi Maffei  

They continued to develop Muratoriôs theory. For instance, Caniggia worked 

on urban tissues and his attempts were to focus on theoretical aspects of the 

already established concepts but with issues of certain complexities.
100

 He 

developed concepts of the terms of ótypeô, óbuilding fabricô, and óbasic 

buildingô.
101

 Maffei who was Caniggiaôs colleague contributed to his works and 

after Caniggiaôs death he also collected and published some of his unfinished 

works [Figure  2.5].
 102

 The concept of the hierarchy of the components star (the 

levels of the scale) is adopted in the analysis of urban form.
103

 The last name is 
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that of the fourth generation (1985-2010), Bernardo Secchi and his trend was the 

extension of the works of the previous scholars in Italian school. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3.3 The French (Versailles) school 

A summary of the historical review on the emergence of the French schools 

and its approach is made. After the Second World War the morphological studies in 

France were involved in reconstruction. Two strands emerged. The first was by 

geographers and sociologists who worked in governmental policy making but their 

role was not described. The other approach was architectural after 1960. During this 

time modern architects thought that the city is an ultimate object of architecture 

while the institute of the Ecole de Beaux -Arts who had a conservative concept of 

architecture was criticised until it was closed in 1969.
104

 

Architects believed that architecture should be taught at universities however 

the government did not adopt this belief. As an alternative 23 independent schools of 

architecture were established. A unit of óBureau de la Recherche Architecturaleô in 

the ministry of what is called now The Ministry of Culture who is in charge of 

architects was established. It was responsible for encouraging research in the schools 

of architecture.
105
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Figure  2.5: Scale levels of the Italian school of urban morphology (Typo-morphology) 

(Caniggia and Maffeiôs typological method). (Source: Drawing by the researcher based on the 

previous discussion) 
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Two groups involved in urban research were in the top, the first was the Ecole 

d'Architecture de Paris-Belleville and the other was the Ecole d'Architecture de 

Versailles. In the Ecole d'Architecture de Paris-Belleville, Bernard Huet who was 

interested in the modern cities leaded a number of studies on some French cities. In 

all of these studies a typo-morphological approach was adopted which it was rooted 

in a branch of Aymonino-Rossi  of the Italian school of Muratori,  the branch that 

involved in the dialectical relationship between the physical evolution of a town and 

its building types or housing types. However, it distinguished from the Italian school 

by having a focus on the sociological aspects of urban and architectural forms.
106

 

In the Ecole d'Architecture de Versailles (The school of architecture of 

Versailles), which is known as the French school of urban morphology, some names 

such as Phillippe Panerai, Jean Castex, and Jean-Charles Depaule are prominent.
107

 

The focus of their approach was that the form is a result of the social and 

economic forces.
108

 They are keen to the notion of bottom to up in urban design 

and they are against the idea of top down planning. Here, the individual has his 

voice in the process of design and planning the city. According to their approach 

urban form is not independent from the daily life of people and it perceives and 

experiences the environment differently to that of the Italian does. It focuses on three 

dimensional drawings and photographs rather than only using plans and abstract 

sections. The analytical approach of this school assumes that the traces in the 

environment are indications that help uncovering its logic, non-apparent and 

hidden issues and city is much more than an abstract array of data. 

The city as a form of organization should be interpreted by understanding its 

urban structure. There should be care in the process of analysis and judging the 

situation basing on pre-assumptions. Every result is possible and the real situation 

decides that. Rejections should not be generally made and questions of what type, 

how, and where are raised as simple solutions are a result of inaccurate analysis 

which they could have negative outcomes rather than positives. According to the 

approach of this school the design process in itself is a part of analysis. 

Time is an important dimension when analysis is made. There should always 

joy, interest, pleasure, and motivation exist. Urban analysis receives its importance 

when it provides the designer the order and the force of the structure that support the 
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design work. The social context of urban design is not simple and it is complicated. 

Therefore, the result of the design is non-applicable and is useless when it does not 

meet and realise the needs of the society. As a result of this, the design will not 

receive the support from the society. 

Past successful solutions are informative for establishing a good 

theoretical framework for design process and projects. The French approach 

analyses the space by analysing its structure, the growth of the context, its 

typology, urban landscape which has a basis on Lynch, Cullen, and Unwinôs 

ideas. In addition the analysis considers the social practices in the urban space. 

Methodological prepositions: óletting the environment speak to you'. 

According to this school typology should base on the existing environment. Making 

assumptions of typology by basing on the ideal situations is avoided as it does not 

represent the real typology of the environment. According to the locality of each 

environment methods of analysis should be developed depending on the way of 

thinking. However, existing knowledge plays a significant role as it can be adapted 

and modified in a way that suits the local environment. Then, the existing local 

characteristics of the environment are crucial and decisive and general criteria 

are not sensible. 

In the French approach, different sort of types and their relations can be 

ordered in different ways. Differences between and variations within types is treated 

as typology. Types are classified and ordered in families. In each family of type the 

most repeated or the best representing example is undertaken in the analysis. This is 

called a ótypical exampleô. 

Similarly to the Italian school, depending on historic bases, the French school 

concludes types, but uses different terms. For example óbasic typeô or óundisputable 

typeô is as an opponent to óarchetypeô in the Italian school which can result in 

producing other different types. Studying the urban form of building blocks and 

parcel properties can derive the archetype.  It operates typological analyses on 

different relating levels with different level of detail that the layer owns without 

explicitly nominating the gradual and the hierarchical level, from smallest parts to 

the whole, like the Italian does.  

The typological analysis is done through four successive phases: the first is the 

matter of definition; the second is temporary classification; then elaborating the 

types; and finally the typology. The research parameter should be defined. This can 

be determined through the matter of the level that the study deals with.  
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There are several choices of levels on which the study can focus:  

The first is the level of parts of buildings. In urban analysis this level can be 

exemplified in gables, courtyards, entrances, etc. the higher level is the level of 

buildings which in some urban tissues are considered as the basic unit. The 

combination of parcels with buildings is the other level. The importance of the 

typological analysis at this level comes from that it shows the relation between 

buildings and spaces. Dealing with parcels as a set or a group is another level. Group 

of parcels or building blocks are important as it clearly shows: the division of the 

space; and the relationship between the individual and the collective.  At this level, 

the morphologists could focus the analysis on streets, squares, canals, and gardens as 

a starting point. And the last is the global level. The good typological analysis 

should take all levels into account, even if it focuses on one certain level.  

After defining the level, the next is the research area should be precisely 

outlined. When taking a research area for typological analysis, issues of the scope, 

aims, the detail, the type of questions, available time for the analysis, and the already 

available material on the topic should be considered. 

Induction process basing on fieldwork, survey, expanding the materials and the 

evidence, doing the process again and again is an iteration process by which the 

theory is developed and refined. Visual typology can depend on inducing main 

characteristics from complex visual information. Once the research parameters are 

defined, the phase is the temporary classification. This phase starts with a survey 

(invertarisation) on the objects and their characteristics. 

After doing a survey on an acceptable number of objects and receiving the first 

idea of the criteria for a typology, the first classification of clear cases of objects into 

types is done, by grouping the described or the recorded photographs and drawings 

into families. This step is not a typology but it is a primary attempt of induction of 

types as a type is not a concrete example but it is constructed and designed.  Then, 

these primary types are refined through doing observations on more cases and 

repeating the proses (iteration). 

Elaboration of types is the third phase of the typology process. In this phase, to 

obtain a precise conclusion of types, all the properties should be considered. The 

common properties of the families of objects found previously define the type and 

the non-common properties are considered as variations of types. 

The typology process then becomes closer to its final phase. In the last phase of 

the process the types are systematically ordered. The origin of certain types is 
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investigated to know whether the type has come or resulted from other types through 

a process of development, change, and modification. In studying the variations of 

types, the extent of the differences between types show whether these differences 

lead to having different types or they can be categorised under the same type. This is 

called as the bandwidth of the variations. The social consensus defines the common 

characteristics that compose a type. This consensus is subject to changes within time 

as it is a dynamic character. 

2.4 A mixed approach of urban morphology 

It is possible to deal with urban morphology by a mixed approach which 

combines approaches of two or the three established schools of urban form. This is a 

case in this research. Issues from the approaches of the English and the Italian Schools 

are adopted. In other words, the research tries to deal with the urban form of Erbil by 

some of the tools invented by those two schools which combine geographic and 

architectural issues. However, there are some areas of overlapping between these two 

schools. They only sometimes use different terms to refer to similar aspects. 

Investigation of this overlapping area and a comparison between these two schools 

through the works of Conzen and Caniggia has been addressed by Kropf
109

 and Levy.
 110

  

The adoption of the mixed approach emerges from the understanding that urban 

form can comprehensively understood when it is linked to place and its importance. 

Architecture of any particular context of place is not free from its geography. 

Understanding urban form from architectural point of view should include geographical 

aspects such as demographic, topographic, and land concerns which determine the 

architecture itself. It can be justified that having this perspective is partly contributed to 

the researcher background of practice. The combination of these two points of view 

(geographic and architectural) is reinforced by adaptations that are based on issues that 

emerge from the determinants of the place and time context.  This mixed and grafted 

approach generates the methodology and the methods of the analysis carried out. There 

will be refers to the approach adopted in each step of the analysis in óChapter 4ô. 
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2.5 Type and typology 

Some issues of type and typology have been mentioned in the previous sections of 

the different schools of urban morphology, especially in the Italian school. Yet, this 

section, more specifically concerns the terms ótypeô and ótypologyô. óTypeô in its simple 

definition describes the abstract form of an object. óIt is a norm, an abstraction, not an 

actual building.ô
111

 Typology is the study of types. Muratori described ótypeô as an 

internal structure by which the different elements of an object linked to each other to 

construct the whole. The nature of this structure justifies the way in which an element 

relate to other. He attaches ótypeô to both contexts of time and place and he is aware of 

the importance of this link.
112

 In the urban context, typology could concern in spaces 

which consists of squares and streets such as that is studied by Krier
113

 or could concern 

in buildings such as the approach Muratori called óprocedural typologyô.
114

 In this sense, 

Caniggia and Maffei defined óbuilding typeô as a term has been used óto indicate any 

group of buildings with some characteristics, or a series of characteristics, in 

common.ô
115

 Typology is a tool to describe the urban form and the formation process of 

cities.
116

 However, type and typology are treated and studied in more sophisticated 

ways. Studies of type (typology) can be combined with studies of urban form (urban 

morphology) in typomorphological studies. Moudon described ótypomorphologyô as a 

tool to óreveal the physical and spatial structure of citiesô.
117

 

Typology can be used in different ways to achieve different aims. Muratori 

approached typology to understand city by combining building, urban fabric, and 

plan.
118

 Typology can, as a useful tool, be used in contemporary conditions as it 

describes patterns derived from historical examples.
119

 In other words, typology would 

be used as a tool for design that offers different possibilities based on historical cases of 

the context. Thus, in this context, typology achieves the continuity of the urban 

characteristics over time. Yet, at the same time, it can achieve choices of contemporary 

solutions. A particular type carries characteristics which can be interpreted differently 
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and translated into different design possibilities depending on the view point of the 

designer.
120

 

In conclusion, typology is adopted in two approaches, either as a tool to 

understand and interpret the urban form of the city in the past periods or as an approach 

of design based on types derived from the former approach. This research uses type to 

describe the general characteristic of buildings and streets pattern emerged and 

transformed in different periods of time. A summarisation of the types in each period is 

used to understand the nature of the process of change whether it is a continuous 

process of evolution or it is shifts and interruptions. In other words, at this stage, type 

and typology is conducted to understand the urban form but not as a tool for designing.     

2.6 Urban planning and building legislation and urban form 

One of the most important forces that govern the process of producing urban form 

and its changes and transformation in urban settlements is building and planning 

legislation. According to their level of power, hierarchy, context of their use, and their 

concern, different terms are used. Terms such as law, by-law, ordinance, codes, 

standards, orders, instructions and regulations are used in different contexts to mean 

different issues and cover different aspects. Whatever their concern is, they all share the 

aim of achieving control.  

Building control as an established legislation has been defined as a collection of 

laws (primary and secondary) which are at the national or regional level and regulations 

which are those at the local level.
121

  It would achieve aims that for which it is 

established and implemented. Health and safety are the common aims. However, 

priorities differ from a country to another and from a city to another as well. Thinking 

of the issue as a system, three essential components can be identified. These 

components are also configured in three successive stages. In the first stage, the will of 

the public is elaborated and defined in a process such as the process of legislating laws 

and constitutions by Parliament establishment. In other words, the laws should reflect 

the general aims and the broad line needs of the public. The aims and wills that are 

enacted in a form of laws in this stage are less liable to short term periodic updates and 

changes. Those laws also identify the authorities and their responsibilities in dealing 

with and implementing the control process. In the second stage, the second component 
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is identified. The general aims are interpreted and expressed in technical terms in a form 

of regulations which identify the rules, standards, and criteria that should the buildings 

must comply with. Frequent changes and updates in short terms would occur at this 

stage as it relies on issues such as standards and technologies that are not static and 

continuously develop. To achieve a higher efficiency, the regulations must be kept up to 

date. The last component which comes in the third stage is the enforcement of the 

regulations by which checks and follow-ups are carried out to ensure that the building 

conform to the regulations which in turn, achieve the aims identified.  This is also an 

important issue which guarantees effective implementation when it is done efficiently. 

Depending on the system of the country, the enforcement policy could vary from only 

checking the drawings and the specifications, to inspections of the production or the 

built product itself.
122

  

In any place context and at any time, legislation reflects the social and technical 

condition of the context in which it is used. Legislation could reflect policies and 

embodies other external factors and then works as rule which governs a certain 

phenomenon such as in urban morphology. Building and planning regulations are tools 

of a controlled development. However, sometimes in the absence of control due to 

whatever reasons, informal building process emerges which may result in slums. The 

link between design control and urban form was revealed and enlightened by Hall.
123

 He 

introduced this link in the terms of the process of change. Design control process is 

dynamic in nature and consequently influence the process of change of urban form.  

This can be exemplified in the changes of plots (pooling and subdivision), extensions to 

the existing building, and changes in use. 

In terms of the urban context, whether concerning issues of planning or design, 

ózoningô is widely used. Ideas on ózoningô have been mentioned in the introduction of 

óChapter 1ô. It is a tool by which the urban settlement is spatially divided into different 

districts according to the variables of density, use, and in turn, building regulations. In 

other words, it is place-based building regulations.
124

 It creates heterogeneity between 

the different parts of city but homogeneity within a particular part. In Iraq, óSystem of 

Roads and Buildings No. 44 of 1935ô was implicitly a type of zoning ordinance. It 

divided the city into different zones according to the factor of building density which as 

a foregone conclusion, resulted in determining population density. 
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2.7 The conclusion of Chapter 2 

This chapter is the last step of the first stage of the research work. It made a 

review of the literature of urban form and urban morphology, with a focus on the three 

different schools of urban form in Europe (the English, the Italian, and the French). 

Their emergence, their different approaches, tools, and priorities were mentioned. The 

English school has a geographic approach, while the Italian has an architectural 

perspective. As the research approaches urban form from a perspective of a combination 

of the fields of geography and architecture, more focus has been on the English 

(Conzenian) and the Italian schools.  

Due to the fact that this research is on Erbil which is a different context and is a 

context with a different geographic, social, cultural, and institutional background, it was 

impossible to import the Western approaches as they are and apply them to Erbil. For 

this reason, there was a need to design a methodology inspired by some ideas from the 

English and the Italian schools with modifications to adapt the context of Erbil. A 

detailed description of the designed and adopted methodology will be made in Chapter 

4, after defining and explaining all the aspects concerning Erbil and its urban form in 

Chapter 3 which is the second stage of the research. The role of Chapter 2 in the 

research process becomes evident here as an early essential step within the overall 

process. As the research is questioning the link between urban form and regulations 

represented in planning and building legislation, this chapter also defined the legislation 

and their role as a tool of control which translates plans and policies into reality. 
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Chapter 3  

3. Erbil city as the context of the research 
While the previous chapter was concerned in the theoretical frame work and the 

world-wide literature of urban morphology, their different approaches, and regulations, 

this chapter is allocated to Erbil which is treated as the single case of this research. 

Therefore, Erbil is defined and introduced in this chapter, which covers all the aspects 

related to the urban form of Erbil, including the legislative factor which is the main 

concern of the research. Moreover, other issues that would relate to the urban 

morphology of Erbil are mentioned. A chronological review is the common feature by 

which all the sections of this chapter are structured.  

Erbil started and grew from a citadel which is now located at the centre of the city. 

óThe Citadel of Erbil is a rich historical repository holding evidence of many millennia 

of habitation; more than 8000 years old, it is the longest continuously inhabited site in 

the worldô.
125

 This claim has been supported by evidence obtained from excavations.
126

 

Erbil, in its early stages was distinguished by its organic growth from the citadel with a 

cellular urban grain. In the Sumerian period it was named óArbelaô.
127

 The massive 

growth of the city has been since 1920. Therefore, this chapter covers all the events that 

have occurred, the legislation that has been enacted, and the policies that have been used 

from 1920 to the present day.  

3.1. Key chronological moments and their influences on the urban form 

and building types in Erbil
128

 

This section focuses on the time context of the research. According to Conzen the 

individual plot is the basic unit for the urban form of the town plan units which is a 

composition of a different street, building, and plotsô types.
129

 A chronological overview 

of the key historical events happened in the state of Iraq since its establishment in 1920 
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is made.
130

 In this overview there will be a focus on the urban form through its 

compositional elements, plot and building within the plot as the essence of the urban 

form of the city. However, sometimes street pattern is included in the discussion as it 

has been introduced by Conzen as a compositional component of plan unit. Meanwhile, 

the key events of the period are introduced, along with their relevant historical 

background. 

3.1.1 1920-1932:  

In 1900, the area within the border which is now called Iraq state belonged to 

the Ottoman Empire which had ruled the area since the mid-15
th
 century [Figure  3.1]. 

The Empire had religious roots that emerged from Islam. Four pillars that have 

religious meanings consisted of the government. The first was the óGrand Vazirô 

(Sultan) or the cabinet head. The second was the chancellors, and the other two were 

the judges and the additional pillars (accountants and treasurers).
131

  

The term óIraqô was used by Arab geographers since the 8
th
 century. It means 

óthe shore of a great river along its length, as well as the grazing land surrounding 

itô.
132

  This area historically had been known as óMesopotamiaô. Its location between 

the two rivers (the Tigris and the Euphrates) characterised it by a fertile land for a 

various agricultural yields
133

.  The highest post in the government was occupied by 

the óSultanô:  a ruler in Istanbul. Sub-rulers in the regions which belonged to the 

empire were lower than sultan in the governmental hierarchy. The sub-ruler post was 

called óValiô who governs the óVilayatô or the province. The area which is now called 

Iraq had been divided into three provinces: Basra, Baghdad, and Mosul which 

included Erbil city [Figure  3.2].
134

 

Michael Bonine identified some common planning and design characteristics 

of Middle Eastern cities, but Erbil was identified as a notable example that had a 

distinct morphology. The original pattern was a round city with a large wall to 

protect the city. In the centre of the city there were temples and public buildings. 

Then, later on, these temples were changed and developed into a great stepped 
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Ziggurat in some of Mesopotamian cities.
135

 The urban form of Erbil city prior to 

1920 was characterised, as it can explicitly noticed in the ancient citadel, by a 

distinct organic pattern, narrow alleys [Figure  3.3] , inner courtyard houses no more 

than two storeys height, and sometimes with a basement floor [Figure  3.4].  

These distinct characteristics were generally due to environmental and social 

pattern associated to religious beliefs in the whole region as Bonine stated that there 

is a difficulty in defining the boundary of Middle Eastern region, yet the common 

and distinguishing characteristic that binds this region (Middle East and North 

Africa) now is the religion of Islam which has had an impact on all the cultural 

aspects of this region. However, many cities of this region have cultural and religious 

varieties which have a historical background older than the age of Islam.
136
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Figure  3.1: The Ottoman Empire area. (Source: The Islam Project) 

Figure  3.2: The three provinces which now compose 

Iraq state belonged to the Ottoman Empire before 1918. 
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Figure  3.3: The organic pattern of Erbil city citadel and its surrounding area in 1930s. (Source: 

A) Drawing by the researcher basing on a cadastral map from The Presidency of the Municipality of Erbil.  B) 

Naval Intelligence Division, Iraq and Persian Gulf, 1944)  

A 

B 



49 

 

Adding to these, despite the fact that Islam was the dominant religion in the 

entire area of the Ottoman Empire, there were many cultural, ethnic, environmental, 

and geographical disparities between the different provinces and even within one 

province. After the First World War in 1918, according to the óSykes-Picot 

Agreementô which was made secretly between Britain and France, the area came 

under British control.
137

 In 1920 the state of Iraq, which included the three provinces, 

was established and was under the British mandate until 1932. In 1923 Erbil became 

an independent óLiwaô (administrative unit) when it was a ósub-Liwaô of Kirkuk in 

1921. In 1922 according to amended Turkish regulation Mayors and Councils, who 

received an established municipal service by British Army, were selected by an 

election while they were previously nominated.
138

  

However the early period of the mandate was politically unstable, and many 

conflicts between British and different Kurdish groups who aimed for an independent 

Kurdistan took place. By contrast, the later period, especially after 1925, was more 

peaceful and stable. Depending on aerial photographs, accurate cadastral town plans 

were prepared for many towns and villages accompanied with better established 

property rights.
139

 As a result, generally, there were some changes on the Iraq citiesô 

urban form and the urban life showed a modern and different form from the prior 

era.
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Figure  3.4: One of the inner courtyard houses of Erbil 

citadel (Source: Photograph by the researcher) 
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3.1.2 1932-1958:  

In 1932 Iraq became independent from the British mandate and became a 

monarchical state. This period was also unstable and witnessed many conflicts 

between the government and minorities such as Kurdish and Assyrians on the one 

hand and the breaking out of World War II in 1939 on the other, all of which caused 

economic difficulties. The Land Settlement Law (Law of Lazmah), which outlined a 

certain form of land ownership, was issued in 1932. However this law was just a 

continuity of the previous Ottomansô reforms óTanzimatô which had a trend of land 

privatization.
141

  Based on the amendments of the law of municipalitiesô 

administration number 84 and 24 in 1931and 1934 respectively, in 1935 the óSystem 

of Roads and Buildings No. 44ô was issued.
142

  

This legislation was applied to all Iraq cities without exception. Accordingly, 

in addition to some other factors including transportation such as the advent of 

vehicles, the city witnessed notable changes. This system was a kind of zoning 

ordinance which was a common legislative tool of dealing with urban settlements 

around the world. This legislative tool was one of the significant factors that justify 

the cityôs urban form. The notion of this regulation was to divide the settlement 

(town) into six different urban districts or areas. Each has different minimum allowed 

plot area, minimum width of streets, maximum ratio of building coverage, building 

materials, open spaces ratio, and different types of building orientation in accordance 

with the plot dimensions. For example, in the urban area of the first classification, the 

minimum allowed area of plots to be subdivided was 100 m
2
. This limit of allowance 

is gradually increased in the second, the third, and until the distinct urban area 

category [Table  3-1].
143  

 

Table  3-1: Minimum allowed area of plots according to óAmended System of 

Roads and Buildings No.44 of 1935ô
144

 (Source: Prepared by the researcher). 

Urban area category Minimum plot area (m
2
) Minimum plot front width 

The first 100 m
2
 - 

The second 200 m
2
 10 m 

The third 300 m
2
 - 

The fourth 600 m
2
 - 

The distinct 1200 m
2
 - 

                                                 
141

 Johnson, p. 16. 
142

 ¢ƘŜ wƻȅŀƭ LǊŀǉΣ Ψ{Ŝǘ ƻŦ [ŀǿǎ ŀƴŘ {ȅǎǘŜƳǎΩΣ Iraqi Gazette No. 1465 (Baghdad, 1935), p. 195. 
143

 The Monarch of the Kingdom, First Amendment System of the System of Roads and Buildings No. 44 
of 1935, In Iraqi Gazette No. 1542, 1936. 
144

 The Monarch of the Kingdom, First Amendment System of the System of Roads and Buildings No. 44 
of 1935, sec. 47 and 52. 
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The first category, as it is stated in this regulation, includes the already old 

existing fabric (organic pattern) of the city in which the technical services are 

difficult to apply due to its obsolescence.
145

 This regulation also allowed the opening 

up of new streets such as the street that links the north and the south gate of the 

citadel, and widening the existing ones if required for purposes of public needs and 

services [Figure  3.5] and [Figure  3.6].These regulations influenced not only the new 

areas and developments of the city but also the existing ones.  
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 The Monarch of the Kingdom, First Amendment System of the System of Roads and Buildings No. 44 
of 1935, para. 3. 

Figure  3.5: New and widened streets on the citadel and in the surrounding area. (Source: 

Drawing by the researcher basing on a cadastral map from The Presidency of the Municipality of Erbil) 
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The setback distance limitation which introduces the relationship between the 

plot and the building and the street as well in the amended system in 1936 resulted in 

producing different building types within the blocks in different categories of urban 

areas. See [Table  3-2] and [Figure  3.7]. However the serial amendments on the 

system in the subsequent periods (1936, 1937, 1938, 1939, 1940, 1942, 1953, 1955, 

and 1956) caused an accumulation and different layers of urban form changes on the 

already existing areas.  

 

 

 

Figure  3.6: The urban pattern of the citadel before and after opening up the 

axial street that links the northern and the southern gates. (Source: A) Morris, 

A.E.J., History of Urban Form, Before the Industrial Revolutions,  1994  B) Drawing by the 

researcher on an aerial Photograph by Georg Gensler (1973)/ Photo Researchers, Inc.) 

A 

B 
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This legislation had socio-economic influences among the cityôs residents, as it 

divided the city into different hierarchies of quarters. The lower income people 

tended to reside in the first urban area category, while the rich families chose to 

inhabit the distinct or special category areas which were characterised by the lower 

density, larger plot sizes and open spaces. This division and the separation of the 

cityôs areas resulted in the separation and social segregation. The boundaries and 

borders of these different areas were obvious through the urban form elements that 

outline the differences in the densities between these different categories of urban 

areas. 
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 The Monarch of the Kingdom, First Amendment System of the System of Roads and Buildings No. 44 
of 1935, para. 53. 

Table  3-2: Minimum setback distances (from all plot sides) according 

to óAmended System of Roads and Buildings No.44 of 1935ô
146

. (Source: 

Prepared by the researcher). 

Urban area category Minimum Setback distance from the street (m) 

The first 0.0 

The second 0.0 

The third 2.5 m 

The fourth 4.0 m 

The distinct  6.0 m 



54 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  3.7: Setback distances, building and plot types in 

different areas according to the amendment which made in 

1936 on óSystem of Roads and Buildings No. 44 of 1935ô. 
(Source: Drawing by the researcher) 
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3.1.3 1958-1991: 

Although Iraq became a sovereign state according to the League of Nations in 

October 1932, the British still had a strong influence. In 1932, the first king of the 

Iraq kingdom King Faisal was appointed by the British.
147

 A revolution in 14
th
 July 

1958 led to the change in the countryôs governance from Royal to Republican 

system.  By then, the óSystem of Roads and Buildings No. 44ô had had a notable 

influence on shaping the cityôs urban form. It was applied to all cities in Iraq 

regardless the local characteristics of cities and differences between them. Cultural, 

social, geographical, and topographic differences are apparent between some 

northern (Kurdistan), middle, and southern cities. However the system gave some 

power to the local authorities, yet the essential broad line of it was more influential. 

Some events and the issuance of legislation had influenced the citizens and 

rural and urban areas as well.  óLaw No. 80 of 1958ô on land and agricultural reforms 

allowed the small groups and peasants to have the right of holding lands as small 

plots by redistributing them. In cities low-cost housing projects targeted families and 

individuals working in different governmental sectors. One of the main housing 

projects was the procedure of land subdivision, which offered building plots to 

people who were in need for it, and also provided low interest loans to allow people 

build their own houses.
148

  

In 1964 the óLaw of Municipalitiesô Administration No. 84 of 1931ô was 

replaced by the óLaw of Municipalitiesô Administration No. 165ô in a response to the 

new system of the governance. The old law classified towns according to the townôs 

revenue. However the new law did this on the base of the population size into five 

classifications: Distinct municipalitiesô classes first classed, second classes, third 

classes and the last which was the smallest was the fourth. Baghdad, which was the 

capital of Iraq, was an exception from this classification.
149

 According to this law, 

Erbil was classified as the first class municipality with a population size higher than 

75000 people. Consequently, according to the óAmended System of Roads and 

Buildings No. 44 of 1935ô, Erbil was divided into four urban area categories which 

meant that the distinct and special urban area categories did not exist.
150
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 Johnson. 
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 Johnson. 
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 The President of the Republic, [ŀǿ ƻŦ aǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ !ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ bƻΦ мср ƻŦ мфсп, In Iraqi Gazette 
No. 1033, 1964, CLXV, para. 11. 
150

 The Monarch of the Kingdom, First Amendment System of the System of Roads and Buildings No. 44 
of 1935, para. 3. 
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The main characteristic of the republican system was that it had a trend of 

socialism in which the government took the stronger power. The trend of a radical 

socialism became more apparent since 1969 in 7
th
 Baóth Party Regional Congress. In 

this Congress there were ómuch focus on workersô and peasantsô rights, and talk of 

further land reform and the collectivisation of agriculture.ô
151

 Individuals obtain their 

value when they are positioned within groups and communities. Not only was not 

this system in favour of the preparation of an atmosphere that allows private sectors 

to grow but also the public and state companies, in all sectors, dominated the market. 

The government also started to build some residential complexes in cities for 

governmental employees. According to the amended system of buildings and roads 

theses complexes were exceptions from the classification of urban areas. The 

building type of these complexesô houses was typical. 

The emergence of signs that attempted to reduce the density differences 

between different urban areas, increasing the built up ratio on plots for residential 

purposes, and the growth of families that the extended families tended to reside in a 

larger house with a larger number of rooms, all combined together in 1964 resulted 

in an abolition of the section number 53 which was about building setback distances 

and it was replaced by a new section that only impose front setback when it was 

previously also applied to the other three sides of the plot which are mostly adjacent 

to the next plots [Table  3-3] and [Table  3-4].
152

 Plot coverage was also determined 

by this legislation and it was specified as percentages related to the area of the plot 

[Table  3-5]. 

 

Table  3-3: Minimum allowed area of plots according to óAmended System of Roads and 

Buildings No.44 of 1935
ô153

 (Source: Prepared by the researcher). 

Urban area category Minimum plot area (m
2
) Minimum plot front width 

The first 100 m
2
 - 

The second 200 m
2
 - 

The third 300 m
2
 15.0m 

The fourth 600 m
2
 20.0m 

The distinct 800 m
2
 25.0m 

The special 2000 m
2
 25.0m 
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 TRIPP, p. 190. 
152

 The Presidency of the Republic, Sixteenth Amendment System of the System of Roads and Buildings 
No. 44 of 1935, In Iraqi Gazette No.993, 1964, pp. 98ς99. 
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 The Presidency of the Republic, Sixteenth Amendment System of the System of Roads and Buildings 
No. 44 of 1935, para. 47 and 52. 
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Table  3-5: Plot coverage percentage according to óAmended System of Roads and 

Buildings No. 44 of 1935ô
155

 (Source: Prepared by the researcher). 

Urban area category Plot coverage (%) 

The first 80% 

The second 80% 

The third 65% 

The fourth 55% 

The distinct 50% 

The special 30% 

 

 

This changed the types of houses from detached to attached in the urban areas 

number 3, 4, the distinct, and even the special urban areas which had been added by 

an amendment on the system in 1944 [Figure  3.8].
156

  Accordingly, this increased the 

ratio of plot coverage and consequently reduced the percentage of open spaces.  
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 The Presidency of the Republic, Sixteenth Amendment System of the System of Roads and Buildings 
No. 44 of 1935, para. 53. 
155

 The Monarch of the Kingdom, Amended System of Roads and Buildings No.44 of 1935, In Iraqi 

Gazette No. 1465, 1935, para. 50 and 53. 
156

 The Monarch of the Kingdom, Eighth Amendment System of the System of Roads and Buildings No. 
44 of 1935, In Iraqi Gazette No. 2211, 1944, pp. 102ς4 (para. 5). 

Table  3-4: Minimum front setback distances according to óAmended System of 

Roads and Buildings No.44 of 1935ô
154

 (Source: Prepared by the researcher). 

Urban area category Minimum Setback distance from the street (m) 

The first 0.0 

The second 0.0 

The third 2.5 m 

The fourth 4.0 m 

The distinct and special 5.0 m 
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Figure  3.8: Setback distances, building and plot types in different areas according to 

the serial   amendments on the óSystem of Roads and Buildings No. 44 of 1935ô from 

1935 to 1964. (Source: Drawing by the researcher) 
(Source: Drawing by the researcher) 
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         In 1960s, Kurdistan witnessed conflicts between the Kurdistan Democratic 

Party (K.D.P.) who demanded autonomy and the Iraqi forces.
157

 At the beginning of 

the 1970s the government started to nationalise the petrol companies working in Iraq, 

and in 1972 the Iraqi government nationalised IPC (Iraq Petroleum Company) 
 
which 

was the most important development in Iraq since 1958.
158

 However legal actions 

targeting this issue had been previously started from1961 when the Public Law No. 

80 was issued.
159

 In addition, the years from 1970 to 1974 Kurdistan witnessed some 

political stability due to the agreement of 11
th
 March of 1970 between the Kurdish 

and the Iraqi government which then resulted in the issuance of law No. 33 about the 

autonomy of Kurdistan by which Erbil was nominated as the capital of the 

autonomous Kurdistan.
160

 The economic growth of 1970s led to an improvement in 

many sectors although there were political problems especially since the accord of 

Algiers of 1975 between Iraq and Iran to defeat the Kurdish forces and the operations 

of relocating Kurdish communities from the areas close to Turkish and Iranian 

borders to cities and new settlements in Kurdistan and also to the southern cities of 

Iraq.
161

 This was the start of the displacement from the rural areas to urban 

settlements. The increasing demand on housing, the continuity of the government 

policy to reduce the differences between the neighbourhoods, and to limit the 

extravagance and the waste in using lands areas for housing purposes as it was 

justified by the government, it issued the óDecision No. 850ô in 1979.  

According to this decision the minimum allowed area of the plot subdivision 

was 120 m
2
 in the centre of provinces (cities) regardless the urban area category and 

100 m
2
 in towns and suburbs. Section 7 of this decision aborted any text in the 

óSystem of Roads and Buildings No. 44ô which contradicts the decision. This meant 

that the density differences in urban area categories in cities were going to be 

vanishing and the whole city was treated as one urban area. The decision also 

prevented the building of a single house on a plot whose area exceeds 800m
2
 in all 

existing urban area categories and also in new developed urban areas.
162

 This 
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 Majid Khadduri, REPUBLICAN ôIRAQ: A Study in ôIraqi Politics Since the Revolution of 1958 

(London: Oxford University Press, 1969), p. 178. 
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Middle East Studies, 10 (1979), 107ς24. 
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 Johnson. 
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 The Revolutionary Command Council, Law of Iraqi Kurdistan Autonomy No. 33 of 1974. 
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 TRIPP, pp. 204ï6. 
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 The Revolutionary Command Council, Decision No. 850 of 1979 on setting plot areas limits for 
housing purposes, In Iraqi Gazette No. 2722, 1979, p. 8. 
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decision caused a shift in changing the urban form and building types of houses in all 

Iraqi cities generally including Erbil city.  

Moreover, this legislation allowed building more than one house on one plot if 

each house area is not less than 120m
2
 regardless of the dimension of the plot.

163
 

This meant that it is highly possible that unbuilt or vacant plots which have an area 

equal to or more than 240 m
2
   in already existing urban areas can be subdivided into 

two or more plots. As a result of this, two or more houses can be built on such a type 

of plots. Nevertheless, the majority of new developments or new areas were 

subdivided according to this order. The possible impact of this decision on the urban 

form in existing areas was a shift from homogeneous houses in area to heterogeneous 

fabric with a various ranges of housesô areas. To exemplify this, rather than building 

one house on a plot with 300m
2
 in the third urban area category, the owners tended to 

build two houses. Although this case was more typical, it cannot be generalised 

because there were numerous examples to the contrary. 

A year after, the óInstructions No. 851ô concerning building houses and 

instructions about the implementation of the óDecision No. 850 of 1979ô was issued. 

The section number 4 of this instruction detailed the setback distances for single-

family house buildings [Table  3-6] and [Figure  3.10]. It also limited 6m as a 

minimum width of houses and stated that the plots where more than one house is 

built can be subdivided into as many as the number of the existing houses, but the 

minimum width of each should not be less than 6m.
164

 See [Figure  3.9]. A single 

amendment on the óSystem of Roads and Buildings No. 44ô concerning the building 

license and the construction process duration was made in 1984 and this was the last 

amendment on the system.  
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 The Revolutionary Command Council, Decision No. 850 of 1979 on setting plot areas limits for 
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 The Revolutionary Command Council, Instructions No. 851 of 1980 on building houses, In Iraqi 
Gazette No. 2756, 1980, pp. 237ς38. 
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Table  3-6: Minimum front setback distances according to óInstructions No. 851 of 1980ô
165

 

(Source: Prepared by the researcher) 

Urban area category or the plot area (m
2
) Minimum Setback distance from the street (m) 

The first 0.0 

The second 0.0 

100 Ó Plot area
166

 Ó 200  1.5  

200 > Plot area  > 600 2.5  

600 Ó plot area 4.0 
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 The Revolutionary Command Council, Instructions No. 851 of 1980 on building houses, sec. 4. 
166

 For plots that are subdivided according to the decision no. 850 in 1979 

Figure  3.9: Plots number 72/ District number 44 Warishô in Erbil 

city show the re-division of some plots into two plots after the 

issuance of the óDecision No. 850 of 1979ô.  
(Source: Drawing by the researcher basing on a cadastral map from The Presidency 

of the Municipality of Erbil) 
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Due to the war between Iraq and Iran from 1980 until 1988, the economic and 

political instability, and the migration from rural to urban areas due to the 

government destruction of Kurdish villages and the forced movement of people from 

them, the governmentôs focus on dealing with housing crisis was firstly through the 

extension of the policy that aims minimizing the houses areas in cities and towns and 

secondly through building residential camps for the migrated and displaced people 

from their villages. These camps were called ócoercive campsô and they were 

generally located nearby cities where they could be easily controlled by authorities. 

However, the government continued the policy of providing lands for people to build 

their own houses and this was reinforced by offering mortgages.  

Due to the war conditions, the government offered war dead and soldier 

families lands for free or low prices for housing purposes. The municipalities in 

cities and towns were obliged to prepare new developments or new neighbourhoods 

for these families for this issue. These new neighbourhoods (quarters) were named 

martyrsô, militariesô, and officersô neighbourhoods. The area of plots in these 

neighbourhoods ranged between 200 m
2
 to 600m

2
. A common and typical 

characteristic can be noticed in houses were built in this period although people were 

free to have their own touch on the design of their houses and they were affected by 

the building regulations that were in use at these times in addition to the available 

building technologies.   
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In 1987 an amendment on the óDecision No. 850ô was made by the óDecision 

No. 940ô. This amendment changed the minimum area of the plot and increased it 

from 120m
2
 to 200m

2
 in cities, 250m

2
 in towns (Qaza), and 300m

2
 in suburbs 

(Nahiya).
167

 This decision confirmed the idea of treating with the whole city as one 

unit and aborted the notion of the variety and differences between different parts. 

Some regulations on land use have significantly affected the urban form of the 

city. According to the municipalitiesô administration law No. 165 in 1964, the 
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 The Revolutionary Command Council, Decision No. 940 of 1987 about the Amendment on the 
Decision No. 850 of 1979, In Iraqi Gazette No. 3183, 1988, p. 6. 

Figure  3.10: Plot areas and setback distances according to the óDecision 

No. 850 of 1979ô and the óInstructions No. 851 of 1980ô.  
(Source: Drawing by the researcher) 
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municipalityôs council is in charge of the preparation of master and detailed plan for 

the city and its districts and make changes on them as well.
168

 Accordingly, the use 

of some residential plots on certain streets in some areas were changed to mixed or 

commercial uses although on some of these plots single-family houses had already 

built on while the rest were still unbuilt. This encouraged the owner of the unbuilt 

plots to build commercial and multi-storey buildings rather than single-family 

houses. The multi-storey and commercial buildings were built according to an issued 

regulation in 1989 from Baghdad.
169

  

These decisions resulted in changing the panoramic view of some streets when 

single-family house buildings and multi-storey buildings were built adjacent to each 

other on the same street. However the owners of plots were free to build either 

single-family house or mixed or commercial multi-storey building, yet the higher 

economic income of multi-storey buildings encouraged the owners to build multi-

storey buildings. This decision resulted in social, economic, and even aesthetic 

consequences as well. See [Figure  3.11]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.1.4 1991-2003: 

After the end of the war between Iraq and Iran in 1980, Iraq faced some 

economic problems and in 1990 occupied Kuwait. This action brought serious 

consequences to the country and resulted in putting Iraq under economic siege, 

which in turn led to the uprising in the southern cities and Kurdistan cities in the 

north as well. Kurds finally could liberate their lands and establish their autonomous 

                                                 
168

 The President of the Republic, CLXV, sec. 43. 
169

 Ministry of Local Governance, General Directorate of Urban Planning, Building Regulations in 
Commercial Areas No. 4131, Official Letter No.  4131 on 16/9/1989, 1989. 

Figure  3.11: Single-family houses adjacent to multi-storey buildings. 
(Source: Photographs by the researcher, 2011) 
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region.
170

 In 1992, the election resulted in the establishment of first parliament of 

Kurdistan and the first cabinet. Some new laws in different sectors were issued by 

the parliament. The municipalitiesô administration law No. 6 in 1993 was issued. 

This law was mainly borrowed its principles from the Iraqi law number 165 in 1964 

but there were some changes on it to adapt the new situation of Kurdistan region and 

its new system. 

This period witnessed the stagnancy in building process due to the economic 

crises that faced the country generally and Kurdistan region especially. However, 

some new developments and new neighbourhoods were built. Some of these were 

built by the people who received money from outside sources especially from their 

relatives who were living outside the country especially in Europe. Also the UN 

organizations especially HABITAT built few residential complexes however their 

contributions were very limited. These complexes were characterised by typical and 

single-storey houses.  

Due to the unstable political and economic conditions of the country and the 

city as well when the authority was incapable to provide fundamental services and 

the inability to control the urbanization and building process, some illegal and slum 

quarters appeared. These quarters were characterised by its irregular streets and 

blocks patterns [Figure  3.12] 

Some official studies have been done on Erbil city. The first master plan for the 

city was approved in 1977 and the next in 1994. However, these two plans, which were 

named ómaster planô, were just graphic drawings as they were not supported by a 

comprehensive study and analysis. Yet, the crucial period that the city has witnessed is 

after 2003, after the fall of the regime, when Kurdistan region was legally recognised as 

a federal region within the state of new federal Iraq.
171
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Figure  3.12: An illegal quarter in Erbil city, known as óBadawa illegal quarterô. 
(Source: A) the Presidency of the Municipality of Erbil.  B) Photograph by the researcher, 2013) 

B 

A 
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3.1.5 2003-2013: 

The region and Erbil city as its capital witnessed considerable growth and 

development after 2003. The first master plan based on a comprehensive study for the 

city was prepared from 2006-2009 [Figure  3.13]. This was followed by the preparation 

of the city centre master plan [Figure  3.14], preparing guidelines for the buffer zone 

around the citadel, the master plan for the first green belt ring, issuing the investment law 

of Kurdistan number 4 in 2006 from the Kurdistan parliament which resulted in the 

building of many residential complexes in Erbil city [Figure  3.15], and some 

amendments on the building regulations which have led to a considerable change in the 

urban form of the city.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  3.13: Erbil city master plan which was approved in 2009. 
(Source: Erbil Urban Planning Directorate) 
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However the imprint of all the previous regulations were powerful on the 

process of building and the urban form of the city even in the new developments, yet 

some attempts were made by the responsible authorities to make amendments and 

changes in policies and regulations in a response to the new incomes of the new stage 

which was characterised by a fast growth in all sectors especially the urbanisation 

and building construction sector. The increasing demand on housing, due to firstly 

the increase in the number of new families requiring independent houses, and 

secondly to the inward migration to Kurdistan cities (especially Erbil) from the 

unsafe conditions experienced in other Iraqi cities in the middle and the south of the 

Figure  3.14: Erbil city centre master plan which then was cancelled and replaced by 

Erbil citadel buffer zone guidelines. (Source: Ministry of Municipalities, Dar al_Handasah, Erbil 

City Center: Final Master Plan Report, 2007) 

 

Figure  3.15: Residential complexes in the west of Erbil city. (Source: Falcon Group Company) 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































