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Abstract:    

 

It is known that small island developing states have vulnerable economies which are dependent on 

a narrow resource base and on international trade without the means of influencing the terms of 

that trade.1  The island of Cyprus lies within the classification range for small island developing 

states2 and hence has a vulnerable economy; a difficult situation which has worsened due to the 

additional negative impact of the Covid-19 pandemic.  It has thus become more apparent than 

before that the island needs to develop strategies and policies for being sufficient in its basic needs 

such as food and shelter if it plans to have a more secure future.  This paper is based on the 

premise that the conjecture is now right for pushing forward more systematically for the revival of 

the local adobe building technology which could in turn provide the islanders for self-sufficiency 

in their basic shelter requirements.  Towards this end, the paper attempts to assess the current state 

of adobe building in North Cyprus and suggest a way forward for its popularization as a major 

building technology for homes.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The adobe building technology has been practiced in Cyprus for thousands of years providing the 

islanders with a healthy indoor living environment; protecting them from heat in summer, 

maintaining warm inside temperatures in winter and regulating humidity levels in all seasons.  

Nevertheless, since the advent of the reinforced concrete construction technology and its 

popularization on the island, as in the rest of the world, the adobe building technology has been 

practiced less in Cyprus and may be on the verge of disappearing altogether.  A series of 

interviews were conducted as part of the research for this paper which indicated that there is an 

apparent recent and growing interest on the island in this local building technology but there are 

also significant obstacles to its revival on a large scale as well as an absence of any organized 

effort to facilitate its popularization.  

 

 

 

THE MULTIFACETED WORLD OF ADOBE IN NORTH CYPRUS 

 

                                                 
1 United Nations (UN), Global Conference on the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States, United 

Nations, 1994, 3.   
2 Brookfield H. C., ‘An Approach to Islands’, in Sustainable Development and Environmental Management of Small 

Islands, eds. D’Ayala P. And Hein P., UNESCO, Paris, 13.  North Cyprus’s size surpasses Brookfield’s somewhat 

“arbitrary” definition of small and hence is considered close enough to be classified as a small island.  
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Rising Interest in the Community 

 

The various generations involved in driving this change seem to be based on different motivations.  

The older generation who has at some point in their lives lived in an adobe building in Cyprus 

remembers the positive indoor environment they experienced; their motivation derives from lived 

experience and is hence mostly visceral in nature.  The younger generation’s motivations seem 

more ideological involving the search for a more ecological lifestyle and a reaction perhaps against 

a consumer society that has caused and continues to cause alarming climate change in the world.  

Regardless of the generation concerned however, there seems to be little or no dispute amongst the  

people regarding the ecological sustainability of adobe.   

 

Environmental Impact & Health 

 

In fact, a study conducted by the author herself in 1996,3 compared the environmental impact of an 

adobe house to that of a reinforced concrete house of the same size within the context of North 

Cyprus and found out, based on the methodology of “a cradle-to-grave” materials analysis4 that the 

concrete house used 84m3 more of local non-renewable rock-based materials,5 consumed 24 times 

more energy,6 and used 39% less labor.7  While the local adobe technology is clearly much more 

environment friendly and would score well on any LEED or BREEAM evaluation scheme8, there 

is also no disagreement about the superior indoor air quality that an adobe building provides for 

based on the older generation of islanders’ experience in these buildings.  The major obstacles to 

its revival on the island are primarily economic and social in nature confirming the validity of the 

three-tiered sustainability concept.9  

 

Labor 

 

Traditional adobe building is a labor-intensive building activity and not only are labor costs high 

but the skilled labor required to build in adobe is also scarce.  The older generation who knew this 

local building technology is passing away with each year gone by, which means that less of this 

local knowledge will be available to future generations.  Tunç Adanır, present Director of the 

Cyprus Turkish Association of Architects and Engineers,10 notes, regarding the restoration and 

renovation projects he is currently carrying out within historic Walled Nicosia, that the only 

builder he could find was a man from Hatay, Turkey, now in his 40s, who had learned the trade as 

a child from his elders in the village.11  Ismail Cemal, experienced adobe and stone builder, states 

                                                 
3 Atun, B., The Appropriateness of a Construction Technology for Making Houses in North Cyprus (Master’s Thesis), 

1996. 
4 Fordham, M., Environmental Design for Architects, Alden Press, Oxford, 1996, 80. 
5 The 84 m3 figure assumed a cement coating on the adobe, a common practice but one that is an inappropriate later 

evolution of the traditional lime mortar coating.  If the coating is to be taken as lime mortar instead this figure would be 

even larger.  
6 The 24 times more energy figure does not take into account the energy savings that an adobe house would have 

compared to a reinforced concrete house and hence if this were also taken into account the figure would be much larger. 

The insulating properties of adobe walls are well documented in numbers in various academic studies.  In the interview 

conducted with architect Metin Bilgiç as part of the research for this paper, he talked of a chicken shed they built out of 

adobe where they measured the inside air temperature as 29 C when it was 43 C outside on a hot summer day in North 

Cyprus.  
7 The analysis for the labor expended to build the house included all labor involved including that involved in the making 

of concrete in a factory.  Hence, while the overall labor expended in the making of a reinforced concrete house was more, 

the local labor expended in the making of the adobe house was more.   
8 LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) and BREEAM (Building Research Establishment 

Environmental Assessment Method) are two of the many schemes architects are increasingly using to evaluate the 

environmental impact of buildings with internal ratings.  Such schemes are used increasingly as a demonstration of the 

environmental ethic/responsibility of the client/architect.  
9 Sustainability is most often described as having three tiers; economic, ecological and social.  It is also often emphasized 

that it is not possible to attain sustainability unless all three tiers are simultaneously addressed in any endeavor.  
10 This association is called Kıbrıs Türk Mühendis ve Mimar Odaları Birliği (KTMMOB) in Turkish.  Their official 

website is https://ktmmob.org/ 
11 Adanır, Tunç, Interview by author. May 13, 2022.  

https://ktmmob.org/
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that because of the scarcity and expense of this specialized knowledge in adobe building, a new 

adobe house is likely to cost more to build in North Cyprus than a reinforced concrete house.12  

Disagreeing with this cost comparison, architect and academician Tuğşad Tülbentçi puts forth that 

he expects his recent adobe house design for which he has already received building permits to 

cost around one forth, if not less, than the same design if it were to be built in reinforced concrete.  

He adds, however, that they were very lucky that the appropriate type of soil was available on the 

site itself, saving them considerably on the cost of mining and transporting earth from elsewhere 

on the island.13   

 

Geography 

 

Given the importance of the proximity to the site of construction of the area from which the earth 

is to be extracted, it appears that there is a need for a map of Cyprus indicating those areas where 

such soil exists; a kind of geographical adobe building map for Cyprus.  While this knowledge 

currently exists as the local and dispersed knowledge of the elders, there is a need for it to be 

documented and mapped systematically as it would be needed in any organized effort to revive this 

building technology.14 A technologically altered variant of traditional adobe, a mix called Alker15 

is more flexible in terms of the type of soil to be used, hence making this technology potentially 

more readily applicable across the island regardless of geography.   

 

Type of Earth Mix 

 

Academician Ayşe Pekrioğlu Balkıs who has studied the properties of Alker points out that an 8-

10% clay content in the earth is sufficient for the Alker mix compared to a 40-50% clay content for 

traditional adobe.  She notes that this mixture is an improvement over traditional adobe because the 

high water content absorbed by the added gypsum not only increases the strength of the wall 

against earthquakes but makes it also more resilient towards the damaging effects of water.  The 

wall thickness is also reduced down to 40 cm from 50-60 cm when using this technology.16  

Builder İsmail Cemal argues, based on the remaining older examples of adobe buildings on the 

island including the ancient ones found in the Tatlısu archaeological excavation site,17 that if built 

properly traditional adobe walls are resilient towards the damaging effects of water.  He expresses 

his hesitation about the Alker mix noting that due to the already high water content in the wall, its 

capacity to act as a “humidity regulating membrane” between the outside and inside is 

substantially reduced as it is capable of absorbing less.  This means, he argues, that the best 

characteristic of adobe walls, their breathability, is also decreased with the Alker mix.  Both 

assessments about Alker are based on the same scientific principles and as such not necessarily 

contradictory in nature.  Nevertheless, there does appear to be a difference in opinion about which 

                                                 
12 Cemal, İsmail, Interview by author. May 11, 2022.   
13 Tülbentçi, Tuğşad, Interview by author.  May 10, 2022.   
14 Regarding the availability of the right kind of earth for adobe building Ismail Cemal notes that there are two places in 

Kilitkaya, one place in Yedikonuk, one place in Büyükkonuk (all three are in the Karpasia Peninsula area) and the 

general Mesaoria Plain where it is most common.  Nevertheless, a more systematic and detailed survey needs to be 

conducted covering the entire island.  
15 Işık, B. & Tülbentçi, T., ‘Sustainable housing in island conditions using Alker-gypsum-stabilized earth: A case study 

from northern Cyprus’, Building and Environment, 43, 1426-1432, 2007.  Alker, which was developed at İTÜ as a 

research project by Ruhi Kafesçioğlu in 1980 is a mix of earth with an approximate 8% clay content added to which there 

is 2% lime, 10% gypsum, and 20-22% water (depending upon the method of building, rammed earth versus clay bricks) 

by dry weight of earth. 
16 Balkıs, Ayşe Pekrioğlu, Interview by author. May 13, 2022.    
17 Şevketoğlu, M., ‘Early settlements and procurement of raw materials -New evidence based on research at Akanthou-

Arkosykos (Tatlısu -Çiftlikdüzü), Northern Cyprus’, TÜBA-AR XI, 63-72, 2008.  The Neolithic site in the Northern coast 

of Cyprus currently being excavated has already re-dated the first settlement in Cyprus to around 8000 B.C., earlier than 

the well-known Khirokitia UNESCO World Heritage Site on the island.  In this excavation, remains of the foundations 

and wall bases of six mud-brick buildings were found, further illustrating the presence of this local building technology 

on the island.  
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characteristic of the wall is most important and what level of breathability is good enough vis a vis 

the indoor air quality of a building.   

 

Community 

 

Such disagreements as the one above are more in degree than in kind and highlight the need for a 

holistic approach to the revival of adobe as many factors are involved and affected by each 

proposed alternative and variant of the technology.  For example, while it is possible to apply 

Alker as rammed earth saving on labor costs, the making of traditional adobe involves more labor 

and related costs as each brick is made and laid separately on site.  Nonetheless, the traditional 

adobe technology also provides for social cohesion, a sense of community and a sensual 

connection with the building process through its hand-based approach, akin perhaps to the citta 

slow and slow food movements which prioritize experience over results.  When adobe buildings 

were built in Cyprus in the past they were built as the collaborative effort of the community, a 

method referred to as “imece”18 in Turkish.  Ismail Cemal talks of the feeling of community, 

helping each other and excitement that he experienced when building in adobe with his village 

community; an act that was part of daily life as opposed to the specialized professional domain of 

the building industry.19  This “lived” aspect of traditional adobe building is worth reviving as it is a 

significant intangible cultural heritage of the island, an activity which simultaneously cemented 

community bonds.  Protecting this aspect of the building technology can help re-instill in the 

islanders a sense of respect for the limited financial and ecological resources of the island.   

 

Hands-on Engagement 

 

The culture that collaboratively built adobe homes is no longer available, neither is the free labor 

associated with it.  While it is unrealistic to expect the same social structure to re-emerge in 

Cyprus, this does not mean that another kind of collaborative culture is not possible.  The Taliesin 

Fellowship established by Frank Lloyd Wright in 1932 comes to mind as a visionary organization 

that trained young architects to learn the profession through the hands-on collaborative activity of 

building.20  Frank Lloyd Wright’s vision may seem extreme to us now but in any case, the need for 

young architects to have hands-on experience in building is one that is increasingly being voiced 

by Schools of Architecture around the world.  Tunç Adanır points out that more practical training 

in adobe building needs to be given to architecture students in Cyprus who will subsequently lean 

more towards designing with this technology because it will be more familiar to them.21  Currently, 

architecture students graduate mostly unfamiliar with this local technology because Schools of 

Architecture teach design based on an a priori assumption that reinforced concrete is the building 

technology to be used.  North Cyprus has many universities most of which have Departments of 

Architecture and hence there is a potential student population that can be re-directed to become 

part of a collaborative hands-on learning initiative in the local adobe building technology.    

 

Building Codes 

 

While the economic and social dimensions involved in the revival of the local adobe technology will 

require substantial and coordinated planning, there is an additional obstacle to its revival that is more 

technical in nature; namely the restrictive nature of the building codes in North Cyprus as applied to 

adobe.  Currently, due to the lack of any standards for the strength of adobe, calculations routinely 

                                                 
18 “İmece”, a Turkish Word means the performance of work for the community by the whole village. 
19 Cemal, İsmail.  Interview by author. May 11, 2022.  Ismail Cemal’s description of the building process is also 

reflective of the “lived” nature of this intangible heritage.  For example, in describing the appropriate clay content of the 

earth, for example, he does not use percentages as academicians do but notes instead, that if the clay content is too little 

the adobe wall will disintegrate and not hold together and if it is too much it will crack after drying.  Likewise, when 

describing the earth type for the roof an adobe building he says that it needs to be “slippery” enough such that the water 

falling on it will “slide off” its edge as opposed to being absorbed by it.   
20 For a history of the Taliesin School of Architecture visit their website https://tsoa.edu/our-history/ 
21 Adanır, Tunç, Interview by author.  May 13, 2022. 

https://tsoa.edu/our-history/
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done by structural engineers for load bearing structures cannot be done for adobe buildings.  The 

building codes compensate for this lack of information by applying instead extra restrictive codes for 

adobe buildings so that their strength against earthquakes are guaranteed.  For example, only one 

story buildings are allowed in adobe while up to four stories are possible in other load bearing 

structures.  Furthermore, adobe building heights are restricted to 2.70 meters on the ground floor and 

2.4 meters in the basement while unsupported wall lengths are restricted to 4.5 meters compared to 

an otherwise possible 7.5 meters in other load-bearing structures.22  Besides these structural issues 

having to do with ascertaining the safety of an adobe building, the electrical building codes are also 

restrictive and even problematic as they require all wiring to be enclosed within the wall itself; an 

impractical proposition in so far as adobe walls are concerned.  Another code-related current 

disadvantage of adobe building in North Cyprus is related to the allowable square meter area.  In a 

typical suburb where two stories are allowed for homes,23 the maximum allowable area is split 

amongst the two floors allowing only half of this area to be used on the ground floor.  Given the one 

story restriction of adobe buildings, this means in practice that the allowable built area for an adobe 

building is automatically reduced to half.  Moreover, traditional adobe walls are thick, around 50 cm, 

and this thickness is included in the calculation of the allowable square meter area, further reducing 

the livable space of an adobe building.  

 

 

CHARTING A WAY FORWARD IN THE EVOLUTION OF ADOBE 

 

Standardization 

 

If and when the building of adobe bricks becomes standardized, it will be possible for structural 

engineers and architects to design based on routine calculations done for other load bearing 

structures, enabling in this way more freedom in design.  An entrepreneurial initiative by architect   

Metin Bilgiç may lead to such standardization.  He hopes that the factory he is building with its 11 

different adobe brick modules will help speed the uptake of the adobe building technology by 

standardizing the qualities of the adobe bricks produced, in the meantime also reducing the labor 

required to build in adobe.  He notes that he is getting all of his brick modules tested for their 

compressive and tensile strength and hopes to be selling them in the market soon.24 Such future 

standardization may facilitate the larger scale use of adobe in North Cyprus.    

 

Education 

 

When the interviewees were asked how they thought it would be possible to popularize this 

technology in North Cyprus, they all agreed that educating the public at large as well as architects, 

engineers and builders about this local building technology was critical.  There was also agreement 

that a shift in attitude was necessary, which could be facilitated through more built examples of 

adobe buildings that cater to contemporary aesthetic sensibilities.  Tuğşad Tülbentçi noted that he 

believed people understood the advantages of adobe but the more critical issue was that they were 

not convinced about its strength, hence clear demonstrations of its safety were needed.25   

 

Government Subsidy 

 

Should there be a hike in demand for adobe in the future, İsmail Cemal noted that there would arise 

the need for more skilled adobe builders, already a rare resource in North Cyprus.  He also stated 

the need for an enabling financial environment in the form of government subsidies.26  Reflecting a 

                                                 
22 KKTC Deprem Bölgelerinde Yapılacak Binalar Hakkında Yönetmelik 2015, 5. Bölüm Yığma Binalar, pp.90-101. 

Further restrictions to adobe involve other spans such as distance between openings, height of openings and so on.   
23 The two story building code stipulation was put into effect to leave more green area on a given site in the suburbs. 
24 Bilgiç, Metin, Interview by author. May 10, 2022.  
25 Tülbentçi, Tuğşad, Interview by author. May 10, 2022. 
26 Cemal, İsmail, Interview by author. May 11, 2022.   
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similar point of view present Director of the Board of Architects Kozan Uzunoğlu noted that unless 

the government got involved and created a demand for this local building technology, it would be 

difficult to kick start its revival.  He noted that in such a scenario the Social Housing Unit of the 

Ministry of Interior could become a key stakeholder. 27  Cemal Serpek who has been working as a 

structural engineer in this unit since 1994 noted that they have built, up to date, more than 10,000 

social housing units in North Cyprus but have not built any since 1997 because it was financially 

not sustainable to keep building them.  He noted that there is no obstacle to building social housing 

units in adobe, the critical factor being workable financial and mortgage packages that will 

accompany any proposal to build wholescale in this technology.28  The current social housing 

initiative of the Ministry of Interior where free land is given to needy youth in the suburbs for the 

purpose of building homes has the potential, as noted by Kozan Uzunoğlu, to kick start adobe 

building on the island on a larger scale.29  

 

A Holistic Approach 

 

While there is an obvious need for a systemic approach to the issue of the revival of adobe 

involving the input of skilled adobe builders, architects, engineers, students, the government and 

local communities woven into an ecosystem that is beneficial for the livelihood of all islanders and 

considers all affected areas of life, further and extensive research is necessary for such a linked 

structure to be imagined and outlined. It is only through such holistic planning that the evolution of 

the local adobe building technology into a contemporary sustainable building technology will be 

possible.  Nevertheless, there are some steps that can be easily taken in the meantime.  

 

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS  

 

Some Initial Steps 

 

As a first step, building codes could change in the suburbs to enable all the allowable square meter 

of a home in a two-story building to be used on the ground floor if a building is built in adobe.  

Such a simple legislative change would immediately remove the allowable area disadvantage this 

local technology currently has.  This change would also increase the roof area of these homes 

providing an increased area to place solar panels sufficient for the entire energy requirement of 

such a home.  This simple code change has the potential to begin shifting the perception of adobe 

homes into self-sufficient homes where the pleasures of one level living are explored in the 

landscape of Cyprus.    

 

Simultaneously, cost comparisons between various versions of adobe and reinforced concrete 

could be carried out demonstrating in a clear and comprehensive way the differences between 

them.  Any such cost analysis would need to also account for the energy expenditure of the 

different building technologies over their life time to account for the substantial savings that an 

adobe house will give its owner.  Understanding the economics of building in adobe is crucial for 

its uptake as a major building technology as it is the only way people will be able to make choices 

that are appropriate to their circumstances.     

  

Such steps as outlined above may be enough to speed up the process of exploration and 

experimentation in adobe building on the island creating a ripple effect for more research to be 

conducted in this area.  Various versions of adobe building may simultaneously exist on the island 

enabling choices to be made based on economic, social, ideological and aesthetic preferences.  In 

fact, the more these choices are the better the chances are that adobe will be appealing to larger 

sections of the population and experimentation in this area will increase.  The objective of self-

                                                 
27 Uzunoğlu, Kozan, Interview by author. May 8, 2022. 
28 Serpek, Cemal, Interview by author. May 13, 2022.   
29 Uzunoğlu, Kozan, Interview by author. May 8, 2022. 
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sufficiency and a greener society in North Cyprus, facilitated by adobe building, is a challenging 

one.  It will only be through the combination of a sustained interest in the topic, an enabling 

financial environment and the accumulation of incremental positive steps taken, accompanied by 

more research and exploration into adobe building, that a holistic vision for a way forward will 

emerge over time through the collaboration and contribution of all parties involved.  
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