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Abstract  This paper explores the potential of 

traditional urban spaces in historic centers for the 

sustainable development of dense urban areas. Such spaces 

are supposed to be flexible with successive generations 

because they can facilitate different social, commercial, 

and religious activities throughout time. Thus, the main 

square of a Palestinian city - Nablus old city- was chosen 

for the study as the most important public space in the 

historic center. The paper summarizes the main 

manifestation of flexibility in the square that successfully 

assists in building a flexible place to satisfy users’ needs: 

rectangular shape, well enclosure, a ring of circulation, and 

extendible boundaries. A survey of users of the square was 

also conducted to explore people's opinions about the 

activities of the square for different age groups. The paper 

concludes that traditional concepts of designing public 

spaces can be suitable for all age groups because of their 

flexibility that supports daily and occasional activities. 

Moreover, the survey revealed that the young people group 

is the highest age group that has been satisfied with the 

daily activities of the square. Finally, three characteristics 

of activities are proposed to design a flexible public space: 

diversity, fair distribution, and compatibility. 

Keywords  Flexibility, Public Activities, Public Space, 

Nablus City Age-Groups 

1. Introduction

Public spaces are the most important elements of 

satisfying social sustainability in the city [1]. Since the 

beginning of civilization, people have resorted to planning 

public spaces that serve many cultural, political, and 

religious activities for all the city's residents [2]. They are 

the places where the public from all social groups gather to 

participate in daily, weekly and seasonal activities [3]. 

These spaces are the reflection of social justice in the city 

for residents, where they spend their free time, and are the 

destination for visitors to that city, as they give them many 

impressions about the history and culture of the region [4]. 

The relationship between urban spaces and users is a two-

way direction. On the one hand, the concept of public space 

goes beyond what is designed between buildings to achieve 

health conditions. The public space should be used as a 

space for multidimensional interaction, which includes 

various functions and social interaction, as well as 

establishing belonging to culture and society [5]; on the 

other hand, people's existence in public spaces can increase 

their livability and reflect positively on the economy [6]. 

Hence sustainable public spaces should be flexible with all 

these variations of activities and users at different times [7]. 

Just as smart cities and soft cities, as they are called [8], 

are modern requirements because they contain the ability 

to accommodate the population in public places and the 

spaces between buildings, which achieve a balance 
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between the users' need for vital activities and the desired 

quality in the crowded urban environment [9]. Flexibility 

in public spaces is also becoming increasingly important 

with the rapid and urgent changes taking place in cities, the 

Corona pandemic is a clear example of that [10]. Despite 

the significant implications of global problems like climate 

change and population explosion on the growth and 

development of cities, there is limited research on how 

urban spaces can enhance resilience by increasing the 

ability to plan for and adapt to negative events [11]. 

Traditional public spaces in Palestine -as in many Arabic 

countries- can include many daily and seasonal activities, 

despite their small size [12]. Traditional people avoid very 

large open spaces and seek variety, tangibility, and 

containment in their public spaces [13], thus traditional 

spaces were built to be tightly enclosed within the huge 

urban mass as cracks [14]. The total area of the inner spaces 

in the compact fabric of traditional cities does not exceed 

25% of the total area [15]. These were built gradually in a 

flexible matter that responded to society's needs [16], 

which is a reflection of open-ended design contrary to fixed 

and rigid forms [17]. Both the space and the mass create 

the social atmosphere that supersedes the built environment 

and generates the cognitive identity of the traditional cities. 

[18]  

Studying traditional spaces at the local level of each 

society is important for a better understanding of the local 

historical and geographical specifics [19]. Traditional 

public spaces can attract people of all ages and cultures for 

long periods. It is characterized by its livability in most of 

the old cities in Palestine [20]. The proof of the success of 

the design of these spaces is their continuity with the same 

vitality even in the modern era. It is now used not only for 

tourism purposes but also to fulfil all the original functions 

for which it was established, whether social, commercial, 

or religious [21]. In that sense, this paper is interested in the 

ability of traditional public spaces to satisfy contradicting 

uses and different users at the same time, because public 

spaces that are appropriate for different age groups are 

supposed to be live for a long time [22].  

Accordingly, the main objective of this paper is to 

investigate how far traditional squares could satisfy 

contemporary users' needs for public spaces in the present 

time, and how far its concepts can assist in the achievement 

of future sustainability in dense areas. To recommend these 

concepts for future urban designs, it is assumed that a 

traditional approach is still a potential approach for 

enhancing social activities because it is still livable until 

now. Thus the paper examines what, why, and how 

traditional public spaces can be flexible with all these uses. 

It aims to learn from traditional public spaces to establish 

flexible public spaces in modern areas. 

2. Overview of Flexibility 

Accordingly, the design for flexibility is an important 

approach to designing sustainable public spaces, because it 

is based on finding strategies that facilitate adapting the 

same space for multiple uses throughout time with 

minimum changes. Thus, flexibility is based on using 

simple tools that reduce the consumption of land [23]. 

Besides, the idea of flexible space is in general Low-Tec 

idea, as the space should have a simple plan form and 

straightforward components to maintain economic values 

[24]. In addition, there is a correlation between the 

flexibility of urban space and sustainable design, since the 

ability to change is a good way for reducing the 

consumption of energy and land in the short and long terms. 

The design for flexibility aims also at extending the life of 

the space by providing maximum comfort for users 

throughout time, which is also a matter of sustainability to 

continue or to be continued [25]. Hence, flexibility is a 

response to the need for change, while expecting limited 

changes in the urban space should encourage positive 

retains of human behaviour [26]. The flexibility of the 

urban space is also observed by the positive retains on 

human behavioural patterns because essential, optional, 

and social activities are considered in the flexible spaces 

[27]. As a result, the flexibility of urban space is a strategic 

approach for a sustainable built environment that provides 

direct or indirect economic, social, and environmental 

benefits for users [28]. 

Flexible public space has the ability for changing its use, 

which is an important ability for people's satisfaction. 

Because users' needs many times are connected to changing 

the use of the space for satisfying daily and occasional 

activities. In addition, the buildings around the space can 

gradually change their uses through time, which makes this 

ability a vital one for an adaptable public space. [29]. For 

example, some shops around the space may be changed 

into restaurants, which supposes more setting areas in the 

open space, which guarantees the efficient use of spaces in 

both short and long terms. Thus, the ability for changing 

the use of public space provides efficiency in using the 

space with a limitation of physical changes [30]. Flexibility 

usually relies on the minimum changing of spatial design, 

which decreases the required space for making such 

changes in the long term. Consequently, planning the 

public space for these changes will decrease the need for 

radical and costly changes in the future [31].  

Moreover, flexible public space has the ability for the 

multiuse of the same space, which can be described as the 

possibility of merging more than one use in the same space. 

Such as more efficient use of the parking area by 

suggesting different uses for it at certain times, for example, 

it can be used as a social area in the morning [32]. Using 

the space with maximum efficiency reduces the number of 

spaces required for different uses and thus the total area of 

the urban space. Another example of traditional housing is 

the multi-use of the traditional courtyards –inner spaces-

which are collective spaces for many social activities, and 

circulation [33]. The application for this ability is based on 

reducing physical boundaries and elements in the space for 
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multi-use. The ability to multi-use the space can reduce the 

needed area of the space and also the needed partitions for 

separating different zones, which helps to decrease the 

number of fixed elements and street furniture [34].  

Flexible public space has also the ability for merging 

spaces, which is the ability to create large spaces to 

facilitate the transformation of urban spaces into different 

sizes, shapes, and forms when needed [35]. Merging means 

that at least two spaces are designed in a way that allows 

for creating one large space in the future. This ability assists 

in adapting the space for different uses that require different 

areas. Temporary and light partitions are usually used 

between these spaces to facilitate easily removing them. 

The ability to merge assists the growth of space which 

means that the space can extend at certain times of its 

current outline by including parts of adjacent spaces. This 

ability does not recommend an unused outdoor space for 

growth but to have suitable use that can merge the two 

spaces into one space. In other words, the ability for growth 

can be described as an increase in the efficiency of using 

the spaces responding to the need. It was described by A. 

Friedman as the "growing process" [36]. However, the 

flexible growth is reversible; it may include a continuous 

need for several divisions and the merging of the space. In 

this sense, many designs of public spaces suggest the use 

of simple separations between zones in the same space, like 

changing pavement colour and texture, which will obtain 

maximum flexibility of the space to divide and merge 

according to the need.  

As a result, many abilities can increase the flexibility of 

public spaces, such as the ability to merge, divide, grow, 

change use, and multi-use. These are methods for adapting 

to different uses, different groups of users, and different 

climate conditions in the same space [37]. In other words, 

the flexible space is characterized by three classes of 

flexibility: versatility (the ability for multi-use), 

convertibility (the ability for changing use), and 

expansibility (the ability for growth) [38].  

These studies emphasize that flexibility and adaptability 

of the urban space are contributing to sustainable 

development goals. Aziz et al [39] consider flexibility as a 

sustainable measure for urban space and architectural 

design. Since the chosen activities for public spaces of the 

city are a major factor in space flexibility, this paper 

discusses the relationship between flexibility and chosen 

activities. Accordingly, all previous literature treated 

space's ability for serving different uses. This paper 

reverses this approach and treats the ability of activities to 

produce a flexible space. In other words, it deals with 

activities' ability for enhancing different classes of 

flexibility, which will be also examined in the special 

organization of the traditional squares. We argue that 

different activities if arranged in suitable relations will 

increase the flexibility of the space. As the space is 

prepared to receive different age groups for successive 

generations in the public spaces, this study assumes that 

flexible public spaces should be appropriate for all age 

groups. Thus we will verify how far relatively small urban 

spaces can satisfy such contradicting activities for different 

age groups. 

3. Materials and Methods 

To explore the flexibility of traditional spaces, it was 

important to choose a case study to analyze the flexibility 

component, conduct the observation, and survey people's 

opinions about the flexibility with different activities (daily 

and occasional). Accordingly, the historic center of Nablus 

city was chosen, because it is considered one of the most 

important historic centres in Palestine. It is characterized 

by well-known central public spaces: Almanara Square is 

one of the most. The centre is also rich in its distinctive 

heritage and special historic buildings that could preserve 

the traditional urban fabric of Palestinian cities now. In 

addition, the municipality of Nablus has implemented a 

rehabilitation project in this square to maintain the physical 

aspects and enhance people's comfort in the square.  

The paper adopted both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches. Four methods were used in the qualitative 

approach to answering the paper's questions: the first is 

collecting historic data about the evolution of the square 

through previous searches, reports, and documents to 

explore the uses of the square during the last century. The 

second is conducting fieldwork for surveying the as-built 

conditions of the square to update collected maps and 

drawings, and to understand the current land use, 

architectural characteristics, and other physical conditions. 

The fieldwork assisted in taking photographs and making 

an architectural drawing for the square. The third is 

conducting the observation of people's behaviour in the 

square, which continued for several months of observation 

on different days, times, and seasons to monitor 

frequencies of using different parts of the square at 

different times. The fourth is the questionnaire, which was 

used in the quantitative approach to measuring people's 

attitudes toward the different activities in the square. 
The main objective of observing people's behaviour was 

to identify how they use the space in different ways. And 

to verify different activities of people in the space at 

different times. The observation assisted also in tracing 

contradictions between different activities in the square, for 

example: praying, socializing, and shopping. During this 

period many sketches, drawings, and photos were taken 

with notes to document activities in the square. 
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Figure 1.  A map clarifies the location, land use, and floors number of Almanara Square in the old city of Nablus 

Understanding the square physical aspects today and in 

history was the first step of this study to explore its flexible 

character. The square is the main public space in the 

historic center of Nablus. Although it is a relatively small 

area, the location between the main streets of the city gave 

the square special importance (see Figure 1). Hence, the 

square has played a major role in satisfying different 

activities throughout history, due to its central location, and 

being easily accessible from all the city's parts. The square 

kept its shape and size throughout history for many 

centuries. In the late Islamic period, it transformed to 

become smaller and denser with different activities as a 

result of the increasing population [40]. During the 

twentieth century, the square witnessed some changes in its 

design until the current age. Changes in design are 

accompanied by changes in uses for cars and pedestrians. 

The latest changes to the square were conducted by Nablus 

Municipality at the end of 2017, as a part of a rehabilitation 

project that included restoring the square to revive and 

beautify the area [41]. Today the square still carries 

significant religious, political, commercial, and social 

activities as the main square of the historic center of Nablus 

city. 

The square is surrounded by low-rise buildings of two to 

three stories that provide the square with good enclosure 

proportional to its width. A clock tower is located in the 

square, which is considered the main landmark of the 

historic center and Nablus city in general. Figure 2 shows 

a master plan for the ground floor of the square. The plan 

clarifies the organization of the square that dedicated space 

is meant only for cars, and the majority of the area is 

allocated for pedestrians. The square is also located in front 

of the main mosque of the historic center: Ennaser mosque. 

The square location is well suited for the gathering of 

prayers at prayer times and as a sitting area for the cafes in 

front of the mosque. 

The square has an L shape with the main rectangle that 

is exposed to the main street. A wide staircase is located in 

the main rectangle along the western border of the square 

which leads to the upper floor of the Mosque. A small area 

between the clock tower and the mosque is for pedestrians 

and is slightly elevated to define the pedestrian zone. The 

square is tiled with rough white stone primarily suitable for 

heavy movement of users. 

The pedestrian area is located in front of Ennaser mosque 

and is bounded by the clock tower. It contains wooden seats, 

plants, and a water fountain. The square is paved and trees 

are planted to increase the amount of shade available in the 

square. The pedestrian zone is raised from the street to 

provide a much safe environment from the street for 

pedestrians. The square is thus a shared space for both 

pedestrians and cars. 
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The multipurpose area in the square 

 

The entrance staircase of the mosque 

 

Site plan of the square 

 

The edge between the multipurpose area and the street 

Figure 2.  Architectural components of Almanara Square.  

The paper supposes that the livability of the space 

despite its relatively small area is due to its good relations 

between activities that allow for organizing daily and 

occasional activities. 

3.1. The Questionnaire Survey 

The measure of success for any space should take into 

consideration the reaction and comfort level of the users of 

public outdoor spaces [42]. To do so, the questionnaire was 

designed to highlight the potential of the flexibility for 

adapting to the different social needs of different users' 

ages. Therefore, the need for privacy, social interaction, 

and comfort in public spaces was translated into several 

questions. 

The questionnaire was designed to explore the opinions 
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of people from different ages-groups about different 

activities in the square. Questions were developed to verify 

if there are some contradictions between these activities. A 

set of questions that included all famous activities were 

developed: commercial, religious, and social. And then, the 

study chooses about 100 random samples to fill the 

questionnaire directly in the square for each one. The 

survey tried to choose different times for interviews for one 

month: during the spring of 2022. The sample was variated 

in users' characteristics to reach as accurate results as 

possible. It was also important to choose different user 

activities for the sample: setting, shopping, praying, drivers, 

and workers. The sample included different ages: youth, 

adults, and elderly who come to visit the square. They are 

also variated in place of living, career, and level of 

education. The most common age groups for the survey: 

were 12-24, 25-36, 37-48, and 48-60. The study relied on 

defining age groups on multiples of 12, as the random 

sample that was taken showed close numbers for most 

different groups based on this division. However, the 

observation- has revealed that the most attendance is for 

young people less than 25 years old. This group formulates 

50% of the total sample, which is a clear indicator of the 

success of the traditional square in attracting young people. 

See Figure 3.  

For verifying the flexibility of the square surviving 

people's opinions were conducted. Thus enhancing social 

life with different activities is an important parameter of 

flexible public space. It can be measured people's comfort 

in using the place for social interaction without conflicts 

with other uses like commercial, circulation, and religious 

uses. To do so the questionnaire was presented in two parts: 

the ability of the square to serve daily activities, and the 

ability to serve occasional activities. The recipients were 

divided into four age groups: Group 1 (12-24 years old), 

Group 2 (25-36 years old), Group 3 (37-48 years old), and 

Group 4 (48-60 years old). 

Twelve questions of the questionnaire were designed to 

include all aspects of daily activities that should be 

presented in the square to provide comfort and reassurance 

to users of different age groups. The frequency of staying 

in the square was addressed by two questions: the time 

spent in the square and the goal of the visit. Questions were 

also asked about feeling comfortable in the square in terms 

of noise (the degree of calm from the streets), privacy (the 

degree of feeling comfortable with the personal space), and 

safety (the degree of feeling secure). Other questions were 

asked about satisfaction with the current activities and uses 

of the square. The last group of questions was asked about 

the contradictions between different uses of the square if 

found. 

4. Results 

4.1. Manifestations of Flexibility in Almanara Square 

Many social, commercial, and religious activities were 

included in the same place. The traditional way to establish 

that variation of activities was translated into architectural 

treatments: Rectangular shape, well enclosure, the ring of 

circulation, variety of functions, and fair distribution of 

activities (see Figure 2). The existence of different 

activities around the same space converts it into a multi-use 

space. Using the same area for different activities at 

different times of the day, for example, changing the use of 

the space in front of the mosque if needed as a praying area 

at prayer times, or a socialization area at other times. The 

open design with very light boundaries for each activity 

makes it possible to merge spaces within the same square 

at a certain time. For example, the possibility of including 

parts of the circulation area in the multiparous area in times 

of need, such as cultural and religious events. Figure 4 

shows that the multipurpose area can be expanded in three 

directions to extend its area.  

 

Figure 3.  An illustration of the number of recipients in each age group 
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Figure 4.  Manifestation of flexibility in Almanara square  

The observations show that the reasons behind the 

flexibility of the square with such activities are related to 

the schematic relations between the different components 

of the space: multipurpose zone, streets, shops, and 

mosques. The multiparous zone has a central location and 

other functions are directly open to it. While the circulation 

zone has a ring shape around the multipurpose zone that 

facilitates the separation of different activities from the 

circulation, it also makes it possible to extend the 

multipurpose zone at certain times. Moreover, the 

architectural components of the square play a major role in 

composing a flexible space: rectangular shape, well 

enclosure, variety of functions, extendible boundaries, and 

fair distribution of activities. Table 1 summarizes lessons 

learned from Almanara public spaces that can be used in 

contemporary design. 
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Table 1.  Manifestations of flexibility in response to daily and occasional activities: features of enhancing versatility, convertibility, and expansibility 
of public spaces based on learning from Almanara squares. 

Manifestation of flexibility Architectural treatment Versatility  Convertibility  Expansibility  

The ability to serve the daily 

activities of users at the same time: 

social interaction, shopping, 

circulation, praying, eating, and so on. 

 

 

Daily activities 

Well definition by buildings: increases the 

density of buildings around the square, and thus 

increases the ability of the square to serve high 

numbers of users, which guarantees to get 

maximum efficiency of the square. 

x   

Multipurpose zone: as much this zone 

formulates a larger percentage of the square as 

much it increases the flexibility of the square 

with different functions and activities. The zone 

can be used for praying, setting, eating, 

shopping, and so on. 

x x  

Centralized organization: the multipurpose 

zone prevents the contradictions between 

workers, drivers, and other activities in the 

square, and can extend toward the circulation 

zone. 

x x x 

Ring of circulation: the location of circulation 

in the boundary of the multipurpose zone 

ensures the comfort of circulation and can be an 

extension zone for the multipurpose area. 

 x x 

Variety of functions: social, religious, cultural, 

and commercial functions are the most 

recommended in public spaces. 

x   

Compatibility of functions: as much as the 

functions of the buildings around the square are 

compatible with each other as much they could 

be successfully served flexibly at the same time. 

(for example social interaction, and shopping) 

x x  

Fair distribution of activities: functions that 

cause a density of people all the time are 

avoided like large shops. On the contrary, the 

distribution of the small shops around the 

square is the main tool of organization. 

Choosing simple shapes for the square that 

serves most activities for crowds; a rectangle is 

a potential option because it is the potential for 

orientation, and direction of audiences, which 

guarantees the efficient use of the space 

compared to other forms like squire and circle 

x  x 

Different frequencies of activities and 

different uses/activities of the square have 

different times, which make it possible to 

reconcile all contradicting uses in the same 

square and increase the efficiency of the square 

for adapting to all users' needs. (For example 

every hour every day, once a week… etc.) 

x x  

The ability to serve occasional 

activities of users comfortably: 

cultural, commercial, and religious 

occasions.  

The central location of the square: in terms of 

the urban fabric, and good relations with main 

streets that facilitate the accessibility of most 

users to it, see Figure 1 

  x 

Rectangular shape: choosing shapes that are 

simple and suitable to serve most activities for 

crowds; a rectangle is a potential option because 

it is the potential for orientation, and direction 

of audiences, which guarantees the efficient use 

of the space compared to other forms like squire 

and circle. 

 x x 
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Table 1 continued 

 

Occasional activities [43] 

Minimum fixed details: most required 

furniture and equipment should be removable to 

facilitate different activities in the same place 

such as seats, and shadings. 

 x x 

Decrease boundaries between activities: for 

example, the zone in front of the mosque 

formulates a larger percentage of the square 

using light boundaries, which increases the 

zone's efficiency in social interaction between 

praying times. Boundaries such as slight 

elevating for the multipurpose area give it a 

clear but flexible character.  

 x x 

Defining territories: using different colours 

and textures in the pavement or light elevations 

is enough for defining different zones, and does 

not make an obstacle for expanding the space 

when needed. 

 x x 

 

4.2. The Survey 

4.2.1. The Ability to Serve the Daily Activities of Users in 

the Square 

Table 2 shows the results of the questionnaire for the 

selected age groups in terms of daily activities in the square. 

The first part of the table clarifies the staying frequency of 

the sample members in the square. Many of the sample 

members from different age groups spend less than one 

hour in the square, using it for rest, eating, and enjoying the 

historic atmosphere. The observation has shown that most 

users visit the square in the afternoon and there are a small 

number of users in the morning. Both men and women from 

different age groups come and use the space, they socialize 

within groups. Generally, each age group sits in its selected 

territory without distorting other groups. Most of the users 

are willing to spend their free time in the square. Other 

participants in fewer percentages use the square for other 

activities mostly for passing-through, shopping, and 

working. This indicates that a square is a good place for 

relaxing and resting in the opinion of most recipients. 

The second part of the table measures the level of 

comfort of the sample members. Most recipients are not 

comfortable with activities that need focus like reading and 

feel a low level of privacy because it is a livable public 

space that contains noises. In terms of praying, people 37 

years old or more have high satisfaction (69%, and 73%) 

with praying in the square in terms of comfort and safety 

compared to lower satisfaction of younger persons (46% 

and 31%). This is probably because the percentage of old 

people (more than 37 years) who are interested in praying 

the five prayers in the mosque is higher than the younger 

persons as observed from the survey. 

The third part surveys people's satisfaction with the 

current activities. There was an agreement from all age 

groups about the appropriate use of the square which is for 

the public. Older people have the most satisfaction with the 

pedestrian area 62%. This is probably because they use it 

the most for rest and meeting friends during the day. The 

survey shows that more than half of the sample initiated 

contact with others in the square, and about half of the 

sample of all age groups agreed that the current design of 

the square encourages social interaction. While there is 

some acceptance for cars to enter the square, most 

recipients do not encourage this entrance. This attitude is 

due to preserving the historical atmosphere and not because 

of safety issues as was stated in the interviews.  

In the fourth part of the table, the questioner tried to 

verify if there is a contradiction between functions in the 

square. The first was the relationship between praying and 

social interaction. The survey has revealed that there is 

harmony between these two functions for a good 

percentage. Moreover, the two functions in the square can 

enhance each other for example social interaction increased 

after the end of the prayer as was noted and agreed by a 

good percentage of the recipients. The second was the 

relationship between workers in the square and visitors. 

The survey sustains that all age groups -in different 

percentages- disagree that eliminating the multipurpose of 

visitors is better for workers, this is due to the increase of 

visitors will increase shoppers for these shops. In addition, 

the recipients encourage the multiuse characteristic of the 

square, which leads to the belief that different uses in the 

square do not contradict each other to an acceptable degree.  
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Table 2.  The ability to serve the daily activities of users in the square 

Questions Answers 
Group 1 

(12-24) 

Group 2 

(25-36) 

Group 3 

(37-48) 

Group 4 

(48-60) 

 

Time of staying in the 

square 

Less than an hour 51% 46% 60% 51% 

Staying - frequency 

1-2 hours 39% 35% 33% 27% 

3-5 hours 6% 14% 7% 2% 

more 4% 5% 0% 20% 

Participating in daily 

activities 

to rest 38% 27% 30% 31% 

to eat 25% 14% 20% 2% 

to play 0% 0% 0% 2% 

to enjoy the area 23% 32% 13% 16% 

meeting friends  9% 16% 17% 9% 

passing by the area  3% 3% 13% 7% 

shopping  3% 0% 3% 2% 

work 0% 8% 3% 9% 

Comfort with activities 

that need focus like 

reading 

Yes 23% 16% 23% 18% 

Feeling comfortable  

No 77% 84% 77% 82% 

Suffer from a low level 

of privacy while 

shopping  

Yes 55% 76% 47% 51% 

No 45% 24% 53% 49% 

Degree of comfortable 

and safe to pray in the 

square 

high 31% 46% 73% 69% 

medium  62% 49% 50% 27% 

low 5% 5% 10% 4% 

not present 2% 0% 0% 0% 

The most appropriate 

use of the square 

for worshipers in the mosque  16% 14% 13% 16% 

Satisfaction with the 

current activities 

for visitors and tourists  12% 8% 7% 9% 

for shop owners 0% 0% 3% 7% 

parking spaces  0% 0% 3% 0% 

for the public 72% 78% 73% 69% 

Satisfaction with the 

pedestrian area in terms 

of relations with shops 

Yes 54% 43% 27% 62% 

Yes, but needs to reform  42% 49% 63% 31% 

No  4% 8% 7% 7% 

The previous situation is 

better 
1% 0% 3% 0% 

Social interaction 

increased after creating 

the pedestrian zone 

Yes  59% 49% 67% 49% 

No 41% 51% 33% 51% 

Satisfaction in 

pedestrians-drivers 

relationship  

It is better to remain as it is 3% 5% 3% 7% 

I prefer to set specific timing 

for cars entering the area 
21% 24% 27% 24% 

I prefer to consider the 

square primarily for 

pedestrians 

5% 0% 0% 2% 

I would prefer to close the 

square and evacuate the cars 
3% 3% 3% 2% 

Never agree 69% 68% 67% 64% 
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Table 2 continued 

Worshipers in the 

mosque enhance 

interaction in the 

square 

Yes 57% 43% 47% 49% 

Contradictions of uses 

No 43% 57% 0% 0% 

I don’t know 0% 0% 53% 51% 

Eliminating the 

multipurpose zone is 

better for workers' 

comfort 

Yes 33% 22% 13% 33% 

No 55% 78% 83% 60% 

I don’t know 13% 0% 4% 7% 

The design of the 

square should be for 

one use 

Yes 48% 49% 60% 47% 

No 46% 51% 37% 53% 

I don’t know 5% 0% 3% 0% 

 

4.2.2. The Ability to Serve Occasional Activities of Users 

in the Square 

Ten questions about the occasions in the square were 

designed to measure the satisfaction of the same people in 

the sample with the efficiency of uses in the square in terms 

of occasional activities. Questions were asked on three 

main subjects: frequency of visiting the square, attitude 

toward attending different occasions in the square, and the 

opinion about the compatibility of the square with different 

uses. Table 3 shows the results of the questionnaire for the 

selected age groups in terms of occasion activities in the 

square. 

The first part of the table clarifies the frequency of 

visiting the square. There is a variation in the highest 

percentage of each group in terms of visiting frequency    

31% of group 4 that visited the square daily, while 43% of 

the group3 visited the square once every week, 32% of the 

group2 and 35% of the group1 visit the square once a 

month. This indicates that the rate of people visiting the 

square is directly proportional to their age. The reason may 

be due to an increase in attachment to cultural heritage with 

age, or to an increase in the desire for social interaction 

with others in public spaces with increasing age. Besides, 

most of the sample of all groups confirm the ease of access 

to the square on occasion times. Table 3 shows that few 

visitors prefer morning or non to visit the square, these are 

mostly used for shopping or passing through it for other 

destinations. However, most visitors of all groups were 

briefer to visit the square in the afternoon 60% of group1, 

51% of group2, 53% of group3, and 40% of group4. 

Accordingly, visitors decrease during the night for all age 

groups except a few of the recipients who are more likely 

to be residents of the old city. Thus the historic city of 

Nablus is almost deserted by users at night. However, 

visitors are willing to be there at night on some occasions. 

The second part of the table clarifies people's attitudes 

toward attending occasions in the square. Ramadan for 

example is one of the most occasions that occupy the 

square for social activities, especially at night. The results 

show that Group3 and 4 visit the square more than Groups 

1 and 2 during Ramadan. However, during Ramadan, the 

historic centre would be heavily populated after sunset as 

observed, and people are engaged in different activities: 

singing, eating, children playing, and so on. Receipts were 

also asked about the influence of the covid19-pandemic on 

their attitude toward visiting the square, the results show 

that almost half of the sample from all groups of their 

choice did not affect by the pandemic to visit the square, 

because of the flexibility of the square that based on many 

uses did not affect in this period like shopping and passing 

through the square. In terms of seasons, spring is the 

preferred time to visit the square for many users. However, 

49% of Group 4 preferred summer and 35% of Group 1 

preferred winter. Different attitudes toward the occasional 

visit make the square always full of visitors in all seasons, 

compared to another square in the same city. As a result, 

different uses/activities of the square have different times 

by age group, which makes it possible to reconcile all 

contradicting uses in the same square and increase the 

efficiency of the square for adapting to all users' needs. 

The third part of the table clarifies people's opinions 

about the compatibility of the square with different 

occasions. Even for people who are not attending the 

specific occasion in the square, they are willing to visit the 

square mostly and they are not influenced by the occasions 

as confirmed by 68% of group1, 54% of group2, 63% of 

group3, and 49% from the group4. Besides, many of the 

recipients from all age groups confirm the applicability of 

the square for social and religious occasions despite its 

relatively small area. 
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Table 3.  The ability to serve occasional activities of users in the square 

Questions   
Group 1 

(12-24) 

Group 2 

(25-36) 

Group 3 

(37-48) 

Group 4 

(48-60) 
 

Do you currently come to the 

square? 

daily 12% 14% 7% 31% 

Frequency of 

visiting the square 

once every week  20% 30% 43% 24% 

once a month  35% 32% 30% 18% 

Occasionally  34% 24% 20% 27% 

Is it easy to reach the square on the 

occasion? 

Yes 90% 97% 87% 98% 

No 10% 3% 13% 2% 

At what times are you being there? 

in the morning 16% 11% 20% 29% 

at noon 12% 22% 10% 16% 

in the afternoon 60% 51% 53% 40% 

at night 12% 16% 17% 16% 

In which seasons would you like to 

sit in the square the most 

Summer 17% 27% 27% 49% 

Winter 35% 27% 30% 18% 

Autumn 14% 11% 0% 0% 

Spring 35% 35% 43% 33% 

Do you visit the square during 

Ramadan 

Yes 46% 41% 60% 71% 

Attending occasions 

No 54% 59% 40% 29% 

Did you visit the square during the 

covid-19 period? 

Yes  47% 51% 50% 58% 

No 53% 49% 50% 42% 

Did you pray in square one of the 

daily prying? 

Yes  27% 51% 23% 49% 

No 73% 49% 77% 51% 

Did you pray in the square Fridays 

or at religious festivals? - the great 

dawn for example 

Yes  27% 51% 23% 49% 

No 73% 49% 77% 51% 

Is your presence in the square 

affected by the times of occasion? 

Yes  17% 30% 23% 47% 

Compatibility with 

occasions 

No 68% 54% 63% 49% 

I don’t know 15% 16% 13% 4% 

Do you think the square is 

applicable for cultural and religious 

occasions? 

Yes  48% 49% 60% 47% 

No 46% 51% 37% 53% 

I don’t know 5% 0% 3% 0% 

 

5. Discussion 

Traditional public spaces are suitable for all users-

groups because of their flexibility that supports different 

activities. Such spaces satisfy a large number of functions 

in a relatively small area. The ability to accommodate 

social activities, shopping, praying, and car traffic in 

Almanara Square confirmed this result. The benefits of 

flexibility in one space were evident in Al-Nasr Square, as 

it is full of life most of the time and is a destination for 

different groups from different cities. 

According to the previous practical experience of the 

author before preparing this study, expectations were 

focused on obtaining positive results in terms of user 

satisfaction in traditional squares in occasional activities 

much more in daily activities. This idea was supported by 

two arguments, on the one hand, the potential of traditional 

concepts to contain a large number of users in the same 

place that was discussed in the introduction, and the 

charming historic atmosphere that can make such 

occasions full of pleasure. On the second hand, the 

difficulties of reaching such traditional spaces by car for 

daily activities in the modern era may make some 

reluctance of people from frequently visiting it. However, 

the results show different requirements by users compared 

with what the author expected which are summarized in the 

following text. 

Figure 5 clarifies the overall satisfaction of recipients on 

activities in Almanara Square by age group. It was 

calculated by taking an average for the score of positive 
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answers of recipients that sustains their satisfaction on the 

square in terms of daily activities and occasional activities. 

The following points discuss these results. 

1. The medium overall satisfaction rate for all groups 

(between 42%-53%), indicates a good score despite 

the diversity of uses in the square daily and 

occasionally. However, the satisfaction of users may 

be increased using simple tools such as increasing seat 

number, public services, and shading as was observed. 

2. Higher satisfaction of all groups for daily activities 

compared to occasional activities, on one hand, most 

of the surveyed sample can examine the square in 

daily activities much more than on occasion, in 

another hand, the presence of other public spaces in 

the modern centre can attract many users for attending 

occasions in addition to Almanara square. 

3. There is a slight difference between the satisfaction of 

different age groups on daily activities, which 

indicates similar flexibility of the square with 

different needs of age. 

4. The satisfaction with occasional activities is 

increasing with age, thus the highest satisfaction was 

in group 4, and this finding could be justified by the 

increased emotional attachment to traditional public 

spaces with age. 

 

Figure 5.  Overall satisfaction of recipients on Almanara square by age 

groups 

As the previous analysis showed people's satisfaction 

with the various uses of the square, it confirms its good 

level of flexibility. The absence of significant 

contradictions between the various functions that take 

place in the square sustains that the traditional public space 

is successful in satisfying different activities. The field 

observation showed also that social interaction is the most 

prominent activity in the square, and it was confirmed 

through the questionnaire that other religious activities, 

commercial activities, and the movement of cars do not 

negatively affect the quality of social interaction in the 

square. Accordingly, the flexibility of Almanara Square 

increases people's belonging to it, as it can meet the 

different needs of different societal groups in terms of age, 

gender, educational level, and others. The flexible space 

ensures the provision of services to all users regardless of 

their differences, which increases the demand for being 

inside it and using it frequently, which keeps the space in a 

state of permanent vitality. 

Moreover, some treatments can increase the capacity of 

the spaces for functional versatility, which will be useful in 

any public space. For example: reduce fixed elements like 

fixed seats, fountains, trees, and sculptures and use them if 

needed on the boundaries to leave as large blank space as 

possible, and adapt temporary or movable elements that 

sustain social interaction and can be removed if needed, 

such as removable benches and umbrellas.  

Finally, the main finding of the study sustains that 

specific relations between activities enhance the 

contemporary public space in Palestine in terms of 

functional and socio-cultural adequacy. Contemporary 

public spaces can be a natural continuity to the traditional 

approach of flexibility (as indicated by [12], [20], [18], and 

[21].) This is contrary to rigid approaches that are based on 

the segregation of functions around public spaces. This 

finding encourages designers to keep learning from 

traditional concepts for better contemporary solutions as 

indicated in [14]. In addition, the characteristics of flexible 

spaces that are clarified in the overview of flexibility 

section can be also examined on other types of public 

spaces to measure their ability for change in the future. 

6. Conclusions 

The design of flexible public spaces is a necessity in 

Palestinian cities, especially in high-density areas. 

Flexibility is recommended as one of the possible solutions 

for sustainable public spaces in dense areas in terms of 

environmental, social, and economic sustainability as 

indicated by [28]. Accordingly, the paper went deep to 

learn from the traditional techniques that increase the 

flexibility of space and thus increase its ability to 

accommodate various activities in the minimum possible 

area. The importance of this learning lies in the need of 

modern societies to reduce land consumption and attempt 

to find architectural relationships that ensure the best use of 

spaces as indicated by [23].  

Traditional public spaces have been able to maintain 

their vitality for many centuries and continue with the same 

vitality and livability in the modern era. These spaces are 

suitable for all users because of their flexibility that 

supports different activities, such spaces satisfy a large 

number of functions in a relatively small area. The ability 

to accommodate social activities, shopping, praying, and 

car traffic in Almanara Square confirmed this result. 

Besides, the square has the flexibility in accepting new 
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functions such as the movement of cars, and its assimilation 

with traditional functions such as social interaction and 

prayer that spanned for centuries. Moreover, the survey 

revealed that the square is supposed to continue for 

additional generations because it is still able to satisfy 

young people's needs (less than 25 years old). The benefits 

of flexibility in one space were evident in this square, as it 

is full of life most of the time and is a destination for 

different age groups from different cities. 

Based on the knowledge of the traditional design of 

public spaces in Palestine, we argue that different activities 

if arranged in suitable relations will increase the flexibility 

of the space. To verify this argument this paper explores 

the relationship between different activities in Almanara 

Square: diversity, fair distribution, and compatibility of 

activities are the most important relations found in the case 

study, these will enhance the flexible character of the 

public space and be able for versatility, convertibility, and 

expansibility as determined by [38]. As a result, the paper 

develops a guideline for the flexibility of public squares 

based on activities characteristic: good activities -

relationships can produce flexible public space arranged in 

a good matter. The paper recommends applying the lessons 

learned from the traditional spaces in the modern cities of 

Palestinians. It is also recommended to continue 

conducting studies aimed at learning from traditional cities 

so that our Palestinian cities become an example of 

architectural and cultural continuity. 

Finally, it is recommended that designers and planners 

take into account the future design's ability of public spaces 

to adapt to social needs by studying traditional forms, 

layouts, and types, and illustrate creative solutions that can 

adapt to different social, economic, and environmental 

conditions. It is also recommended to make future research 

on sustainable and flexible public spaces in Palestine. 

Further studies can also deal with the rehabilitation of 

traditional public spaces from a socio-cultural point of view 

on both architectural and urban scales, including domestic 

streets, public gardens, and squares. It is hoped that these 

recommendations will assist in reconciling people's 

relationship with the built environment and building much 

more comfortable spaces in Palestinian cities. 
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