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Bulldozers clearing the Turkish roadblock. British peacekeepers will help to remove the rubble (ANDREAS MANOLIS/REUTERS)
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Cyprus tears down wall for Christmas
From Michael Theodoulou in Nicosia

	[image: image3.png]





	

	
BULLDOZERS struck at an important symbol of a divided Cyprus yesterday, as the Turkish Cypriot authorities began dismantling their roadblock on Ledra Street, the most famous shopping street in Nicosia, which has been split for four decades. The Greek Cypriots are eager to follow suit. 

Today British UN peacekeepers will check the area’s 50m buffer zone for ordnance and begin removing rubble. The street’s stone mansions, once elegant, have long been abandoned except by cats and weeds. 
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Connecting the two bustling sides of the street, which lie at the heart of the capital’s honey-coloured Venetian walls, would make crossing the dividing line far easier for the city’s 250,000 residents. 

“It will be open, hopefully, before Christmas. The plans are all ready,” Simavi Asik, of the Turkish Cypriot authority, said. “It will bring economic benefits for both sides within the walled city.” 

Michael Zampelas, the Mayor of the Greek Cypriot half of the capital, welcomed the move. “We are ready to open, too,” he said. 

UN officials doubt that the project, funded by the EU, could be completed before the end of January, but the commitment of the estranged Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities to open the street has generated excitement. 

“Forget the lights, forget the merry-go-rounds,” the Cyprus Mail enthused. “There would be no better Christmas present for the people of Nicosia than to smash through the sentry posts at its historic centre and let the people mingle at such a historic point.” 

Nicosia has two other crossing points, but establishing a connection at the capital’s core is of practical as well as symbolic importance. As long as Ledra Street is closed, residents of the old town must go outside the wall to cross the dividing line. They should soon be able to just pop across. 

The new crossing point should also boost tourism, shopping and property prices in an inner city area long targeted for regeneration. 

“It’s one of the few signs of hope when relations between the two communities at a political level seem to be going nowhere,” a senior European diplomat said. 

Town planners on both sides of the divide in Nicosia have for years worked together on a UN-backed plan to ensure that once the island’s division ended streets, sewerage and other services would connect. A jaded diplomat once observed that the two sides traded recriminations but were prepared to share lavatory facilities. 

Even if Ledra Street is opened, the path to a political settlement remains blocked. The last initiative by the UN, in April 2004, was rejected by the Greek Cypriots, and it has little enthusiasm for another. 

Communication between the sides was heavily restricted until 2003, when the Turkish Cypriots opened several checkpoints. Thousands of people now cross the divide daily, with encouraging signs of goodwill. 

The island has been divided since 1974, when Turkey invaded after a short-lived Greek Cypriot coup, but the closure of Ledra Street dates back to intercommunal violence in 1963, three years after independence.
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Wall’ set to come down 
By John Leonidou
‘After 30 years it is finally starting to look like a road again’

HISTORY was being made yesterday in Nicosia as Turkish soldiers began tearing down an observation post and a roadblock facing the famous Ledra street checkpoint in Nicosia.

Turkish military officials and men dressed in construction clothing gathered at mid-day yesterday and Greek Cypriot soldiers could only look on in amazement as trucks and bulldozers began dismantling the Turkish observation post and barrels forming the infamous barrier on the Turkish Cypriot side.

The move came about as both communities mounted pressure on the municipality of Nicosia and the “municipality” of Turkish occupied Nicosia, to reopen the road which had been blocked since the 1974 invasion of the island and has since been abandoned in the UN buffer zone.

The “deputy mayor” of Nicosia in the north Semavi Asik told the Cyprus Mail that he expected the crossing to be completed by Christmas.

“Hopefully the crossing will be finalised by Christmas. The speed of the building work will depend largely on the weather. We have had some meetings with the Greek Cypriots but we are not 100 per cent sure how much work they have done on their side.”

The crossing aims to benefit both communities according to Asik.

“We are going to build a bridge that traverses the Turkish military area. The bridge will have frosted glass on either side for security reasons and to prevent any possible acts of provocation. Lifts will also be added for elderly and disabled people. We believe that this bridge will boost the economy of the both the communities on either side of the wall.”
Meanwhile Nicosia Mayor Michalakis Zambelas told the Cyprus Mail that although, the knocking down of the wall in the Turkish Cypriot area was a positive sign, there had been no agreements made on the crossing between Greek and Turkish Cypriot officials.

“I believe that the knocking down of the wall is a good thing but the fact is that we have not discussed or agreed anything with the Turkish Cypriots with regards to the joint opening of Ledra Street. Nothing official has been announced from our side. We would be willing to knock down our wall as well on our side provided that we get the proper clearance from the United Nations that it would be safe to do so.”

One bystander, looking on as the bulldozers began ramming the barbed-wired barriers, said “It is very emotional to see all of this happening. After 30 years, it is finally starting to look like a road again. It is difficult to describe how I feel.” 

Shop owner Marios Kritikos told the Cyprus Mail that the reopening of the road was a positive step in the right direction.

“I believe that reopening the road is the right way to go towards bringing the two communities even close together. Ledra is the heart of the capital and is thus the heart of the island. So looking at it in a metaphorical point of view, it is vital to open the heart of the island so both the communities can reach out to each other.”
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Greek side raises concerns over Ledra crossing 
By Jean Christou
THE GREEK Cypriot side may not agree to open Ledra and Ermou streets if it suspects the work being done is deliberately designed to give the Turkish side any military or political advantage, the Sunday Mail learned yesterday.

As news emerged yesterday that Turkish troops and Turkish Cypriot municipal workers had begun clearing Ermou street and knocking down a wall that had been built since 1974, an official source expressed concern that the Turkish side’s motives were suspect.

Ermou runs perpendicular to Famagusta Gate through the old town and crosses Ledra Street a few feet beyond the manned barricade at the end of the pedestrian area. The Turkish side plans to build a bridge over the Ermou-Ledra crossroad for pedestrians to use when crossing sides

“Ermou is supposed to be under occupation or in the Green Line,” said the source. “It appears as if they are trying to encroach on the Green Line. Ermou crosses Ledra and they want to keep the possibility of patrolling Ermou, and they want to create a bridge to connect the two parts. These are machinations that don’t show good faith.”

Yesterday Turkish Cypriot ‘Prime Minister’ Ferdi Sabit Soyer said the work on Ledra Street was going ahead but he accused the Greek Cypriot side of dragging its feet so that the crossing point would not open. 

Soyer said work had started on the bridge, which he said would be 2.5 metres wide. He said it was hoped the crossing would be open in a matter of weeks.

“The government is ready to open the crossings provided there are no machinations and encroaching on the Green Line,” said the official source. “The government is not going to agree if there is any military advantage or political advantage if this is about creating impressions or gaining points.”

He said the government as waiting to see how the Turkish side would set up the crossing but warned there was a possibility the Greek Cypriot side would not agree. 

“A bona fide and sincere intent must be the only basis for opening the crossings,” said the source.

It is believed that UNFICYP is keeping a close eye on the work being carried out on the Turkish side as parts of the buffer zone are not carved out in stone, and if any patrolling is to be done in Green Line areas it will continue to done by the UN.

UNFICYP personnel are currently carrying out a ordinance survey of the Ledra and Ermou areas, which should be completed by the end of next week. 

The Sunday Mail has learned that the UN also suspects there may be something in the concerns of the Greek Cypriot side in terms of encroaching on the Green Line.
Copyright © Cyprus Mail 2005
27/11/2005

Property prices soaring in the north 
By Jean Christou
LAND PRICES in the north have jumped 172 per cent, but have only risen only 14 per cent in the south since mid-2003, a new report published yesterday has revealed, giving rise to concerns over how development will affect an eventual solution to the Cyprus problem.

The research, sponsored by the Peace Research Institute of Oslo (PRIO), was carried out by Stelios Platis, director of the organisation’s economic research unit, together with Stelios Orphanides and Fiona Mullen. 

It was presented yesterday at a PRIO seminar on ‘Peacebuilding in Divided Societies’ at the Ledra Palace.

According to the report, which also revealed that house prices rose 36 per cent on both sides in the same period, the rapid rise of prices in the north could lead to a UN plan rethink.

“Concerns that property prices could collapse were among the many fears that drove 76 per cent of Greek Cypriots to reject the UN Plan to reunite the island in April 2004,” said the report. 

“One of the key variables that would dictate the viability of the property regime would be the behaviour of property prices in northern Cyprus.”

After assessing the property regime of the fifth and final version of the UN Plan, as well as the recent performance of the two de facto property markets and economies on both sides of the island, the authors tested four different scenarios for the “Property Board” envisaged under the UN Plan.

Under the complex property provisions of the plan, the Property Board was the body that would handle property restitution, compensation and the sale of titles left over from this process. 

The authors acknowledged that, based on current academic theory, there would be significant downside as well as significant upside risks to property prices. 

Downside risks include the right of what would be the Turkish Cypriot State to restrict investment by non-residents if actually implemented in full, the gradual increase in supply and a possible boom-bust scenario in the secondary market for bonds and property appreciation certificates. 

Upside risks, which the authors say were largely ignored in the literature that analysed earlier versions of the UN Plan, include the important impact of economic convergence (catch-up of incomes in the north), legal certainty and the wealth effect of compensation. 

This has already happened. Incomes in the north have already risen by nearly 10 per cent between 2002 and 2004, despite de facto barriers to trade and investment, and now stand at just over 40 per cent of incomes in the south. 

The report found that because of these developments the prices at which the Property Board would have to compensate dispossessed owners would significantly exceed the market values at which the Property Board would sell the remaining titles. 

“Under stable political conditions, current theory and recent market performance suggest that property price convergence would continue and probably accelerate: even under conditions of some restricted investment, even with a supply shock in the south and even if current values significantly exceeded market values,” said Platis 

Commenting on the development from a political perspective, United Democrats leader Michalis Papapetrou called the rapid increases in land prices and per capita income “incredible” in such a short time.

“The general activity of trading and land development is characteristic of this,” he said. “I’m afraid all these developments are only strengthening the divisions between the two communities. Obviously they are developing along different lines which will make a solution more difficult. 

“If we let things proceed as they are, then in a few years the bird will have flown.”
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