
Neapolis University

HEPHAESTUS Repository http://hephaestus.nup.ac.cy

School of Architecture, Land and Environmental Sciences Articles

2018

Defining the unitary types of urban uses:

urban uses, land uses and land-use zones

Pissourios, Ioannis

Survey Review

http://hdl.handle.net/11728/11410

Downloaded from HEPHAESTUS Repository, Neapolis University institutional repository



De�ning the unitary types of urban uses: urban
uses, land uses and land-use zones
Ioannis A. Pissourios �1 and Alexandros Ph. Lagopoulos2

It is clear that urban planning is not a theoretical science, but an applied �eld. However, this does
not imply – or justify – the lack of an analytical �eld that would lay the scienti�c foundations of urban
planning and guide planning practice. This �eld, which we call urbanology, must consist of a theory
of urban uses, since the latter constitute the foundation of all international planning practice. As part
of the process of formation of this theory, the present paper focuses on de�ning the unitary types of
urban uses, that is, the units which constitute the smallest, not further divisible typological elements
of the organisation of urban space. We begin with the de�nitions of the basic concepts of
urbanology, namely: urban use, unitary type of urban use, land use and institutionalised land-
use zone. We then attempt to specify the criteria for determining the unitary types of urban uses,
which when applied to Greek space leads to the speci�cation of 330 types of urban uses. We
also demonstrate that this work does not only concern the analysis of urban space and the
survey stage of urban planning, but also planning proposals and legislation.
Keywords: urban survey, inventory, urban use, land use, land-use zones, NACE

The concepts of urbanology and
regionology
There is no doubt that urban and regional planning are
applied �elds. While they may be called ‘applied sciences’,
they cannot really be characterised as sciences, given that
a science is analytical, that is, its aim is to describe and
interpret a given situation, even predict its future course,
but not to create a new situation by directly intervening
in the physical world. Intervention, however, is the goal
of urban and regional planning and thus they are tech-
niques, not sciences. Science attempts to be objective,
while techniques are by de�nition subjective, in the
sense that any intervention is guided by ideological
goals. Techniques are not ex nihilo constructions, but
are founded on previous analytical knowledge, provided
by sciences, though they also create their own theories
and methodologies. They are more complex than sciences,
since they may be founded on more than one science, as
well as on other techniques.

Apart from urban and regional planning, there are
other forms of spatial planning, such as spatial economic
planning or ecological planning, which are a hybrid exten-
sion of established analytical sciences, economics or ecol-
ogy in the above examples. We feel that this should also be
the case with urban and regional planning. We believe
that an ‘urbanology’ and a ‘regionology’, together com-

posing ‘spatiology’,1 are badly needed and manifestly can-
not be other than a theory of uses (functions). A theory of
this kind must start with the theoretical construction of
the urban use, the basic urbanological concept on which
is then constructed the concept of land use and, conse-
quently, the whole of contemporary urban planning prac-
tice internationally. For this reason, the next section of
this paper is devoted to the discussion of the concept of
urban use and other related terms. We then introduce
the concept of the unitary type of urban use, de�ned as
the smallest, not further divisible typological element of
the organisation of urban space. In the fourth section,
we discuss two concepts generated from the concept of
urban use, namely land use and land-use zone. Since the
unitary types of uses constitute the basic unit organising
urban space, in the �fth section of the paper we specify
the criteria to be used to create a complete catalogue of
these unitary types. The application of these criteria to
international and Greek data constitutes the sixth section
of the paper, the ambition of which is to offer a catalogue
of general validity. Finally, in, our last section, we
acknowledge the historical dynamics of urban uses as
social products, but argue that for several reasons the cat-
alogue we propose both presents a certain stability and
has the �exibility to accommodate changes. We also try
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1The term ‘urbanology’ is used today either in a very broad sense covering
urban subjects from sociological and political issues to urban planning, or
more commonly in a more speci�c sense as a branch of sociology (cf.
urban sociology). The term ‘regionology’, on the other hand, is a neologism,
with the exception of a Russian journal which has this term as title and deals
with regional economic, social and political problems, as well as regional
development. Our de�nitions correspond to neither of these aspects,
since what we are looking for is the analytical science, epistemologically
de�ned, behind urban and regional planning practice (on spatiology, see
Lagopoulos 2018, pp. 3, 5–10).
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to demonstrate that it does not only concern the analysis
of urban space and the survey stage of urban planning,
but also planning proposals and legislation.

The concept of urban use
Before discussing the concept of urban use,2 it is useful to
distinguish between four closely related terms: spatial
social practice, urban and regional activity, land use,
and urban and regional function. Contrary to the new
geography of the 50s and 60s, for which space was an
autonomous entity, there seems to be no doubt today
that space cannot be isolated from its social context.
Urban and regional space is the projection of society on
geographical space, which as an integral part of society
interacts with it, creating a socio-geographical whole.
Social systems are activated by social processes, produced
by the social practices of social subjects. Some of these
practices have no implications for space, but others do:
these are the spatial social practices. They take the form
of dynamic urban and regional activities, which are differ-
ent ways of using space.

The term ‘activity’ is preferred by J. Brian McLoughlin,
although he also uses the term ‘land use’. He formulates
four general systemic elements of space (as a human eco-
system) that he orders into two pairs: the pair of com-
ponents, namely activities (i.e. urban uses) and the
spaces in which they are located (their physical counter-
part), and the pair of their connections, namely human
communications (between activities) and their channels
(their physical counterpart). The four elements of his sys-
tem are thus founded on a theoretical conception of
activities, that is, urban uses, making it clear that his
approach is based on a theory of urban uses (McLoughlin
1969, 34, pp. 77–79).

This dynamic activity of using space, that is, the use of
space, results in a determined spatial quality. This is an
urban use from the point of view of the subject of the
use (a use of space by a subject), but it is an urban or
regional function from the point of view of the response
of space to the action of the subject (a function of space
due to the action of a subject) (Lagopoulos 1994, pp.
128–129, 141).

The concept of urban (or regional) use3 is immediately
perceptible and understood, even by the non-specialist,
because it has its source in the way we perceive space.
Warehouses and workshops, grocery stores, of�ces, cafés
and hotels, schools, residential buildings, sports installa-
tions and green spaces are only some of the many different
uses which we encounter in contemporary urban space.
However, although the concept of use may be easily
understood empirically, this does not abrogate the need
for a theoretical de�nition of its content. We de�ne as
an urban use the effect of any social activity that acquires
a geographical manifestation in urban space. When the
land use is spatially manifested, it results in the occupation
of a spatial location (i.e. it is localised) and ful�ls the fol-
lowing conditions: (a) is a legal entity, (b) has a uni�ed
internal functional and administrative organisation and

(c) has a stationary material structure which serves as its
vehicle (Lagopoulos 1994, p. 134).

The condition of being a legal entity is fundamental for
the de�nition of a use, since the recognition of a use by the
legal system stresses its social orientation and con�rms its
importance for the functioning of society. In addition, the
legal recognition of a use implies that the use is repetitive,
that is, it is subject to a certain level of standardisation,
which con�rms its existence as a distinct and autonomous
unit of the legal and social system. Indeed, the stabilis-
ation of the social orientation of a use, on the one hand,
and the consequent consolidation of its functional,
administrative, even morphological characteristics, on
the other, are mutually linked processes which take
place simultaneously. Finally, the criterion of legal recog-
nition is basic in order to distinguish urban uses from
other localised human uses which cover individual, but
not social, needs, such as for example the activity of sleep-
ing inside a residence.

Indeed, an urban use may be further subdivided in the
context of other �elds, such as for example architecture,
for which a single urban use is divisible into distinct archi-
tectural uses (Lagopoulos 1994, pp. 133–134). This is why
the second criterion, that of a uni�ed internal functional
organisation, allows us to treat a set of separate architec-
tural uses as a single functional unit, which is perceived as
an urban use. This criterion is crucial for the comprehen-
sion of the internal homogeneity of a use and its (relative)
autonomy in urban space.

A uni�ed internal organisation does not necessarily
imply functional homogeneity. An urban use may be com-
posed of heterogeneous uses, each one of which may also
appear autonomously in urban space and thus constitute
a distinct urban use. For example, of�ces may be found
either autonomously, in which case they constitute the dis-
tinct urban use ‘of�ces’, or as part of the set of activities
that together constitute an industry. In the latter case,
where we have a cluster of different uses (such as the pro-
duction line, the accounting of�ce, display rooms, ware-
houses, a cafeteria) but with a single functional and
administrative structure, the nature of the urban use is
determined by the dominant use which gave birth to
and activates the remaining ancillary uses. It is obvious
that in the above case, the production line constitutes
the original cause and activating force behind the ancil-
lary uses, and for that reason, the cluster is de�ned as
the urban use ‘manufacture’. The dominant use of such
a cluster usually dominates it spatially as well, by occupy-
ing the largest �oor space.

In every case, the existence of a uni�ed internal organ-
isation is re�ected in the material structure which sup-
ports and serves the use. This material structure usually
takes the form of a built space (shell) which shelters the
activity, but it may be limited to a technically simple con-
struction which does not shelter the use but simply serves
as its vehicle, being necessary for its functioning (e.g. the
�at surface of a playing �eld or the bleachers surrounding
it). We should clarify that the link between a use and the
vehicle that supports it must be structural, not coinciden-
tal, since a use is a characteristic of an object and that
object is constructed as such because it is the vehicle of
a use (Lagopoulos 1994, p. 133). Of course, there may
be borderline cases, such as the stalls of a weekly farmer’s
market, but these do not alter the general rule that a use
and its vehicle are structurally linked. Indeed, the link

2For this concept and the other main concepts discussed in the present and
the following two sections, see also Lagopoulos (2018, pp. 9–10).
3The concept of urban use coincides with that of regional use, since there is
no break in continuity between urban and regional planning. For the sake of
simplicity, the present paper uses the term urban use, though we do not
mean to imply that the concept cannot be equally well applied in a regional
approach to uses.
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between use and material vehicle is the starting point for
the discussion of the social semiotics of urban uses (Lago-
poulos 1994, pp. 157–164).

Our reference to the material structure is signi�cant for
two reasons. First, for the obvious reason that the spatial
existence of a use is de�ned by the surface delineated by
the physical limits of its material structure, and thus it is
the existence of the latter which allows us to measure
the surface area which the use occupies. Second, the differ-
entiation of uses leads to a certain degree of spatial differ-
entiation between them. This spatial differentiation,
which is easily perceptible empirically, allows the
researcher to distinguish the different uses and their
spatial autonomy.

The concept of the unitary type of urban use
An urban use is an element of the empirical world. In con-
trast, the unitary type of urban use is a theoretical concept
(the result of a process of abstraction based on empirical
data) which refers to the smallest, not-further-divisible
organising element of urban space. For example, let us
say that we de�ne as ‘retail trade in clothing’ the retail
trade in clothes, furs, and accessories such as gloves,
ties, suspenders, etc. It is empirically certain that in
urban space we encounter shops which sell all, some, or
only one of the above gamut of products. However, the
high degree of functional similarity of these shops allows
us to group them together in the set of ‘shops of the retail
trade in clothing’, leading to the construction of the cor-
responding unitary type of urban use. As we can see, the
degree of relationship or degree of similarity between
the urban uses constitutes the basic criterion for the de�-
nition of the unitary types, and at the same time allows us
to differentiate between them. The degree of similarity
between urban uses is determined by having recourse to
the concept of the nature of the use, which also re�ects
the kind and variety of goods or services which a particu-
lar use produces, sells or offers (partial criteria which we
will discuss below). We should be careful to differentiate
between the theoretical typological concept of the unitary
type of urban use as a set and the individual token that
corresponds to the smallest designated element in actual,
empirical urban space, the single localised urban use, for
example, ‘Arcadia Meat Market’.

The unitary types of urban uses correspond to sets of
actual uses which are closely related to each other, and
constitute the indispensable basis of urban planning
classi�cation. However, the unitary types are so special-
ised that in most cases of the analysis of urban space we
need to use larger groupings of uses. The process of de�n-
ing the latter is directly related to the topic of the present
paper. To be speci�c, with the classi�cation of the urban
uses, on the basis of a catalogue of the unitary types, we
can construct a tree diagram of wider functional groups.
The number and contents of these groups are sometimes
in practice determined by the researcher, according to
the goals of each separate study, although in common
planning practice the groups develop gradually, that is,
through the modi�cation of some earlier study. This pro-
cess leads to a sort of stabilisation of their basic structure,
which however remains empirically determined. There is,
then, a need for a theoretical approach to the issue, an
approach which will, of course, take into account what
has been achieved empirically. However, although the

question of the classi�cation of the unitary types of
urban uses is of crucial practical and theoretical signi�-
cance for urban analysis and planning, it is an issue
beyond the scope of the present paper (but see Pissourios
and Lagopoulos 2017).

The concepts of land use and institutionalised
land-use zone
The term land use is used both in urban and non-urban
(rural) space to refer to the dominant use of a plot of
land, covering two separate but interrelated concepts:
the theoretical understanding of this phenomenon as an
element of the theory of urban planning, and its actual
projection onto urban space, that is, its location. For
example, the land use of a plot where an industry is
located is de�ned as industrial land use. If, on a parcel
of land which by some criterion has been characterised
as a unit, more than one urban use is located (a very com-
mon case in urban space), then the land use of that parcel
is determined by the dominant urban use, or possibly uses,
located on it. For example, if in an area dominated by
housing, there are also some commercial uses and
schools, the land use of the area is de�ned as housing.
The criterion determining the dominant use is the area
occupied by the various uses; this is the most common,
but not the only criterion, of dominance (for a more
detailed presentation of the method for determining
land uses, see Lagopoulos et al. 2009).

At the same time, the concept of land use is also used by
planning legislation, that is, it is a technical legal term
used to refer to the speci�cation of a set of urban uses
which are legally allowed (and as a result other uses are
prohibited) in a particular urban zone. This zone, which
has a legal and regulatory character, is the institutionalised
land-use zone.

Greek planning legislation speci�es a number of such
institutionalised zones (Of�cial Government Gazette,
Presidential Decree 166/D/6.3.1987), which the planner
is required to use in order to regulate urban development.
It de�nes nine institutionalised land-use zones, which the
Of�cial Government Gazette, unfortunately, calls ‘gen-
eral urban functions’ (Table 1). In each of these zones,
only certain urban uses – called ‘speci�c urban functions’
– can be located, and these uses determine the character of
the zones (Table 2).

It is obvious that in Table 2, the speci�c urban functions
are presented in the form of an empirical listing of uses in
a one-dimensional catalogue, instead of a theoretically
consistent hierarchical classi�cation. The result is a
quite problematic confusion, with inappropriate and het-
erogeneous elements presented linearly and empirically in
arbitrary order:

. Unclear terminology (e.g. in function 9, what is meant
by ‘tourist installations’: marinas, which belong in
transportation? souvenir shops, which belong in retail
trade?);

. Over-analytical unitary or sub-unitary types of uses
unrelated to wider categories (e.g. function 2, ‘Small
hostels’, function 6, ‘Restaurants’, function 7, ‘Coffee
shops’, function 20, ‘Petrol stations and natural gas
suppliers’);

. Overlapping types (e.g. function 5, ‘Administration’
belongs in function 4, ‘Of�ces’, while the theatres
and cinemas of function 10 are cultural installations,
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