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Abstract

In the chapter, trends regarding population growth and urbanization rates of
the Mediterranean region will be analysed. Successively, taking advantage of
the analysis of urban dynamics of a paradigmatic example of a Mediterranean
city (Athens), some words will be spent in demonstrating the connection
between over-urbanization and the growing vulnerability of cities towards
natural disasters. Finally, an analysis on the observed consequences of urban
sprawl—and more specifically of ‘coastalisation’, the general urban develop-
ment pattern of the region—will be presented.

Keywords: Mediterranean city, Urban form, Land consumption, Exurban
development, Planning.
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2.1 Introduction

Coastal territories represent an important resource for Europe since they
contribute to the local economy (e.g., tourism), human well-being (recreation
opportunities) and harbor a large number of natural well-preserved habitats
(Gasparella et al., 2017; Tomao et al., 2018). The growing importance of
coastal territories has led to substantiating positive population dynamics
of this terrestrial surface. Coasts of EU Member States are also the most
densely populated zones in Europe and particularly of Mediterranean coun-
tries (UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu, 2020). According to various studies (e.g.,
Kurt, 2016; Valev, 2009), coasts include around 12% of Europe’s munici-
palities and more than a third of its total population. Among the countries
of the European Union, 40% of the territory and 40.8% of the population
lived there in 2011 (Eurostat regional yearbook 2012). This phenomenon of
concentration of population and economic activities in coastal areas with con-
sequent urbanization of these territories has been defined as ‘coastalisation’
(Bell et al., 2013; Kasanko et al., 2006; Leontidou, 1990; Morelli and Salvati,
2010; Salvati and Forino, 2014; Sreeja et al., 2016; Mikhaylov et al., 2018).

Such shift towards the sea, also named as ‘coastal sprawl’ has been
described for numerous Mediterranean cities (Salvati, 2014; Salvati et al.,
2016), where urban pressure largely increased during the last 50 years when
built areas doubled or more than doubled within one kilometre from the
sea (UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu, 2020). Moreover, urbanization rates are
expected to further increase throughout the entire region in the next decades
(Salvati and Serra, 2016).

These phenomena have been associated with a relevant change in urban
expansion models. In the last century, several Mediterranean cities have
changed their shape from the classic and traditional ’compact’ form in
various ’dispersed’ forms, characterised by a relevant and very fast sprawl
around the urban area (Schneider and Woodcock, 2008). After the Second
World War, Mediterranean cities have expanded as a result of consecutive
waves of compact and dispersed urbanization that formed highly polarized
metropolitan regions. Actually, a ‘deconcentration’ phase can be recognised
in Mediterranean Europe, as urban urbanization is expanding at much faster
rates than population growth. Examples of this trend can be found in Lisbon
(Mascarenhas et al., 2019), Barcelona (Zambon et al., 2017; Pagliarin, 2018),
Rome (Di Feliciantonio and Salvati, 2015), Athens (Pili et al., 2017) and
many other cities. The diffusion of these sparse, low-density settlements
has witnessed over-densification of central districts but has also caused
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the homogenisation of urban environments and the standardisation of the
landscape (Salvati et al., 2016).

The reasons for such urbanization trend are manifold and vary between
cities, regions and countries in Europe. Driving forces range from eco-
nomic (e.g. globalization, economic development) to societal (demographic
dynamics) and governance (deregulation and informality) factors and are
therefore dependent on the political, social and economic conditions in each
city (Christiansen and Loftsgarden, 2011). The study of these ’territorial
symptoms’ of undefined evolution can provide useful information to policy-
makers to adopt the correct measures with the need to preserve the natural
and human environment.

With these premises, the objective of this research is to analyze the recent
dynamics of urban transformation of the Mediterranean area and understand
the reasons that have led to the consequent urban sprawl. For the purpose of
this chapter, two issues currently debated within the ‘urban geography’ and
‘landscape’ disciplines are examined by considering the coastal metropolis of
Athens as an exemplificative case study:

1. Rural-urban migration and socioeconomic disparities;
2. Coastal urbanization and environmental changes threatening natural
capital and cultural heritage.

The loss of areas originally devoted to arable lands, pastures, vineyards, and
annual crops is only the most visible effect in metropolitan regions. A more
subtle phenomenon transforming, fragmenting, simplifying, and deteriorating
the rural landscape is in progress. While in the past, urban growth occurred
primarily on agricultural and semi-natural areas at the urban fringe, now
sprawl invaded larger areas more and more distant from the city centre
(Bruegmann, 2005; Tomao et al., 2017).

2.2 Mediterranean Urbanization

The urbanization of the Mediterranean region of Europe has a long and
complex history which has led to distinctive and original urban forms. The
scientific literature has largely debated about how to define an archetype of
‘Mediterranean city’ based on the similarities in socioeconomic development
patterns and urban morphology (e.g. Leontidou, 1996; Salvati and Gargiulo
Morelli, 2014). The economic and social structures of the cities of the north-
ern Mediterranean are justified by a peculiar history of interactions between
demographic, cultural and political factors that featured unique landscapes
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(King et al., 1997). However, despite Southern Europe has been reported as
generally homogeneous in terms of urban structure (e.g. Leontidou, 1996;
Colantoni et al., 2016), several scholars have highlighted how both dense and
dispersed urban models are present in the Northern part of the Mediterrnaean
basin (Couch et al., 2007). Leontidou (1990) has described the Mediterranean
city with a ‘hyper-compact’ form characterized by dense settlements with
poor infrastructural networks and public services, and a ‘popular land control’
manifested by informal settlements. In particular, the latter is rather com-
mon expansion processes across the decades of the 20th century in several
Mediterranean cities (King et al., 1997). Such a spontaneous urban expan-
sion, coupled with planning deregulation, has produced sociallyfragmented
landscapes with a spatial pattern difficult to label as ‘polycentric’ (Maloutas,
2007; De Muro et al., 2011).

As an additional outcome of deregulated urban expansion is social stratifi-
cation and economic polarization (Malheiros, 2002; Arapoglou et al., 2009).
The socio-spatial pattern based on the ‘inverse Burgess model’ has lasted
up to the 1980s in many different Mediterranean contexts (Leontidou, 1990).
Furthermore, it was associated not only to economic informality and planning
deregulation, but also to family-oriented welfare regimes and (partly) inef-
fective housing policies (Arbaci, 2007; Arbaci and Malheiros, 2010). Among
the push- and pull-factors that conditioned urbanization in the Mediterranean
context, population growth has been a key driver in the rapid expansion of
large cities (Figure 2.1). The demographic data of Mediterranean countries
indicate two different patterns (Figure 2.2). Between 1850 and 2000, the pop-
ulation of the Southern European EU-member countries doubled. During the
same period, the rest of the Mediterranean countries showed a 9-fold increase
in population (Table 2.1). In 2050, a decrease in population is expected in
the five Southern European countries, while major increases in North Africa
(+97 million) and in the Eastern Mediterranean (+84.3 million) are projected.
Furthermore, in the 12 Middle East and North African countries, more people
will be added until 2050 than presently live in the five Southern EU countries
(177.3 million).

If compared to the rest of the world, where half of the population lives in
urban areas, two-thirds of inhabitants in the countries bordering the Mediter-
ranean already live in towns (United Nations, 2019). In the Mediterranean
coastal region, the population went from 285 million in 1970 to 427 million in
2000 and will probably overcome 400 million in 2050. This represents a real
challenge in the Mediterranean coastal region, especially in the light of the
Agenda for Sustainable Development (SDG Target 11.1 expressing the need
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Figure 2.1 Compact settlements in Kallithea, central Athens prefecture.
Source: Authors’ photographic archive.

to ‘make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustain-
able’). Moreover, Mediterranean coasts are threatened by changing climate
conditions (UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu, 2020) and the potential impacts of
this phenomenon are further exacerbated by the process of coastalization due
to a combination of specific social, economic and environmental character-
istics such as rapid rural to urban migration and mass tourism. Indeed, in
the last years of the 20th century, the increase of international tourism has
invaded the shores of the Mediterranean. In this regard, the globalization
of the economy and the consequent disintegration of the traditional rural
economies have contributed to coastal urban growth.
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Figure 2.2 Population growth (millions of inhabitants) in the five Mediterranean Countries
of EU during the last 150 years.

Source: McEvedy/Jones 1978; UN, 2001.

Table 2.1 Population growth (millions of inhabitants) in the Mediterranean Countries.
Mediterranean Europe includes the countries of Figure 2.2. North Africa includes Algeria,
Morocco, Tunisia, Lybia and Egypt; Mid-East includes Jordan, Israel, Palestine Authonomy,
Lebanon, Syria and Turkey

Change
1850 1900 1950 1965 1980 2000 2050 1950-2050 2000-2050
Med. Europe 83 103 1329 150.6 167.3 177.3 154.1 21.2 -23.2
North Africa 13.1 223 441 629 914 142.8 2394 193.3 96.6
Mid-east 10 13 208 31.1 444 557 988 78.0 43.1

Source: Authors’ elaboration from UN (2006) data.

In this context of population change, urbanization trends around the
Mediterranean basin have differed significantly. In Southern Europe the rate
of urbanization has been projected to increase by 2030. An even greater trend
is expected in North Africa. According to the United Nations Urbanization
Prospects, by 2030, projections estimate that the urban population will be
84.5% in Spain, 82.2% in France, 81.6% in Portugal, 76.1% in Italy and
71.6% in Greece. These projections clearly show how the pressure for urban-
ization in Southern European and Northern African cities will increase in the
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Figure 2.3 Urbanization rate (%) of two examples of Mediterranean coastal cities in the
period 1950-2015.

Source: Authors’ elaboration from UN (2006) data.

near future. Figure 2.3 shows how, from 1950-2000, two examples of typical
Mediterranean coastal cities (i.e., Athens and Barcelona) have experienced a
continuous increase in urbanization rates (1.1-1.8-fold) and are expected to
stabilize in the next decade up to 2030.

2.3 In between Planned Compaction and Desired
Dispersion: The Case of Athens, Greece

The detailed analysis of the urban development of Athens in the 20th century
is of interest for various reasons. First, the urban development of Athens can
be seen as a typical example of the trajectories shared by many Mediterranean
cities, which are changing the urban form paradigm from a compact model to
a sprawled and poly-centric one. Therefore, understanding the drivers behind
this transition can help to improve our comprehension of Urban Sprawl in the
Mediterranean. In this regard, a peculiar characteristic of the Mediterranean
the city particularly evident in Athens is the unplanned urban expansion out-
side city core. Second, Athens is among the few large urban areas of Europe
that is still showing a relevant demographic increase. This phenomenon is
coupled with a drastic over-urbanization and high rates of land take which are
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modifying the typical rural landscape. The area under consideration requires
a detailed analysis of latent factors and active determinants of the sprawl,
which is particularly young and intense, in order to apply appropriate policy
strategies to control it. Last, Athens is a very good example for the analysis of
the effects of ‘Mega-Events’ in the new context of Global City-Regions. The
Olympic Games of 2004 have made the city an interesting example in Europe
for studying how the new ‘entrepreneurial city’ is influencing urbanization
processes.

As in other European contexts such as Spain and Italy, Athens’ eco-
nomic structures in the aftermath of the World War II were not based on
manufacturing but rather on urbanization economies which have triggered an
industrialisation process. However, this process did not result in the deindus-
trialisation/disurbanization phase that happened after the 1970s in Northern
Europe (Economou et al., 2007). Athens’ urban development mainly occurred
through illegal housing, sprawling onto suburban land with a lower cost
but severe infrastructure deficiencies including lack of sewage systems and
poor infrastructures (Nickayin et al., 2020). This led to multiple adverse
consequences on the natural capital. Furthermore, it was associated with the
increase of social exclusion and vulnerability of the residents of these fringe
areas.

The morphological structure of the Greek landscape has influenced the
traditional urban system of Athens, which was characterized by a clear
polarisation between city and countryside. Indeed, during the 20th century,
this relationship has rapidly changed, mainly because of the development of
the economic capital, relevant immigration fluxes a lack of effective planning
(Tomao et al., 2017; Nickayin et al., 2020). In this context, the progressive
urbanization of the surrounding areas of greater Athens has caused the spatial
distribution of the activities and therefore the disappearance of the urban-rural
polarity.

Athens had to face also with one of the highest population densities in
Mediterranean Europe (about 20,000 inhabitants per km? in the consolidated
urban core). The city structure and the relationships with the surrounding
areas have to be adapted. The increasing request for new sites for the con-
struction of commercial, industrial, residential and recreational assets has led
to the expansion of the urban area outside its traditional boundaries. The
more suitable locations to this aim were Messoghia plain and Thriassian.
To better understand the sprawl process in Attica, it is worth considering
that the functional urban area of Athens can be described through four
prefectures: Athens, Piracus, East and West Attica. Athens and Pireo are the
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more densely populated and contain most of the industrial sites of the Attica
region, while East and West Attica host most of the rural territories, including
the Messoghia and Thiriassio plains.

The first phase of the urban expansion of Athens (1850s—1900s) was
characterised by a balanced distribution of the population over the territory
and an equal growth of urban and rural areas. However, since the 1860s
growth rates of the centre of Athens began to increase faster than in the
rest of Attica. In the second phase (1900s-1940s) a compact poly-centric
configuration was developed around the two main urban centres of Athens
and Piraeus. In this period, new industrial activities were attracted in the
surroundings of Athens and especially in Piracus, where the commercial port
is located. As a direct consequence of this, the rates of population growth
sharply increased in these two areas. The demand for new housing for the
new residents caused the establishment of new spontaneous suburbs around
the centres of Athens and Piraeus. These informal settlements, even if not
exactly characterized by a low density, can be considered the first signs of
Urban Sprawl.

During the third phase (1950s—1980s) of urban expansion, the traditional
poly-centrism of the region was transformed. Workers and rural immigrants
moved to the fringe areas of Athens and Piraeus in search of affordable
housing close to the industries. Consequently, the residential densities in the
urban centres became more and more similar to those in the peripheries.
Moreover, in these decades the process of the urbanization of the Messoghias
plain also began. According to the results of various studies about land
consumption in the Attica region, during the period from 1960 to 1980, new
urbanized areas were established at the urban-rural interface on agriculture
and the surrounding forested lands (Tomao et al., 2017). This urban-rural
depolarization was favoured by the permissive urban policies and building
code together with the development of transport infrastructures. The sprawl
process has been made evident by the demographic trend of population
migration from the main urban centres towards the rest of Attica.

In the 1980s-1990s decades, the fourth phase of sprawl has been
described and is characterized by the movement of middle-class and elite
from the urban centres. Athens’ periphery (i.e. Acharnes, Ano Liossia, Filis),
rural zones (Messoghia and Thriassio plains) and coastal areas experienced
rapid urban growth in those years. Following this period, in the decade 1990—
2000, the natural capital in the rural areas was threatened by the abandonment
of cultivated fields and the conversion of forests to pastures as a consequence
of recurrent fires. In both cases, these land-use changes were promoted by
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suburbanization and then Urban Sprawl. The conclusion on the demographic
and urban development of the region is that the traditional city-countryside
polarisation of the Greek territory has radically been replaced by sprawl
patterns throughout the 20th century.

In the new millennium, the 2004 Olympic Games have greatly influenced
the dynamics of sprawl in Attica. Urban competitiveness for natural and
financial resources has grown more than ever, favouring the creation of an
entrepreneurial city model. In this context, such Mega-Events have repre-
sented an opportunity for self-promotion and therefore have been preceded by
infrastructure development and strategies for promoting the image of Athens
as the hosting city (i.e. upgrade of the underground and suburban railway,
expansion of the International airport and improved connection of the archae-
ological sites). Therefore, the Olympic Games acted as a sort of ‘catalyst’ for
the new policies oriented to the improvement of the urban reality of Athens.
However, the Games have also caused the expansion of the functional urban
limits due to the emergence of new spatial links and raising values of rural and
peripheral land. Furthermore, urban interventions have been carried out in the
entire Athens’ urban area, determining a ‘multi-nucleated urban regeneration
program’. As a consequence, new sprawl patterns and therefore the ’spillover’
of Athens have been indirectly favoured (Salvati and Serra, 2016).

In the case of the Attica region, the so-called Post-Olympic leapfrogging
Urban Sprawl was the most common sprawl pattern. It is characterized by
the expansion of urban areas through sub-centres around the Olympic sites
spatially separated by the city core (even if connected by roads infrastructure).
Other examples of leapfrog development in Attica are ‘Metropolitan Periph-
ery Industrial Development’ (urban clusters around industrial sites) and the
‘Housing Cooperatives’ (new settlements created by groups of interest).
Ribbon sprawl patterns have been detected throughout the region. Strip urban
developments have sprang along major transport axes and such resultis proof
that Infrastructure-driven Urban Sprawl is dominant or widely diffused in
Greece (and the Mediterranean).

2.4 Concluding Remarks

Along with the European coastal regions, Urban Sprawl and landscape
change are becoming endemic. The environmental impacts of sprawl are
evident in a number of ecologically sensitive areas located in coastal zones
and mountain areas. With regards to the Area studied by the Plan Bleu and
Centre d’ Activités Régionales (2020) there is little prospect of relief over the
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next two decades, especially with a predicted increase in population. The
development-related impacts on coastal ecosystems and their habitats and
services, have produced major changes in these coastal zones. The Mediter-
ranean coast, one of the world’s 34 biodiversity hotspots, is particularly
affected, and the increased demand for water for urban use, competes with
irrigation water for agricultural land. The consequences of Urban Sprawl on
the environment, economy and quality of the cities include:

* the ever-growing cost of urban infrastructures;

* the loss of farming and natural land along the coasts that is often amongst
the richest in the countries in question;

* the disappearance of wetlands and coastal erosion;

* the destruction of highly valuable natural habitats (shallow water areas,
posidonia beds, sand dunes, turtle nesting sites, etc.);

* reduction of small-scale fishing;

* global degradation of the quality of Mediterranean landscapes;

* intensification of the effects of natural disasters in urbanised areas.

The list above refers specifically to the consequences of Urban Sprawl along
the coasts of the Mediterranean. This list can be further expanded if we also
include the observed impacts of low-density urbanization in the rest of the
region, which include:

* a constant increase in demand for travel, linked to the decoupling of
home from work;

 generalised congestion along the main transport arteries and, conse-
quently, a drop in travel speed;

* recurrent shortcomings in public transport provision in terms of servic-
ing and level of service;

* a constant rise in greenhouse gasses emissions linked to the transport
sector, mainly road transport which is heavily dependent on fossil
energy;

* increased land consumption per capita;

* higher dependency on fossil fuels;

* loss of economic attractiveness of the city.

Faced with these trends, the policies of integrated management of the coastal
areas, of sustainable conservation of the coastline, wetlands and periurban
farming land, promoting sustainable agriculture and rural development of
inland areas and of integrating tourism and sustainable development should
be strengthened everywhere. The Mediterranean Commission on Sustainable
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Development endeavours to produce ideas and strategic proposals in this
regard and efforts are being made on the regional level and in most of the
Mediterranean countries, but results are still very limited.

In these regards, processes driving urban growth are inherently related
to multiple socioeconomic factors, making the analysis of urban form vs
socioeconomic functions a challenging and complicated endeavor (Brueg-
mann, 2005; Cohen, 2006; Hall and Pain, 2006; Angel et al., 2011). To
identify the main determinants of city growth, it is necessary to consider a
number of fundamental factors and contextual indicators, including economic
and demographic variables, the socio-spatial structure and territorial patterns,
as well as institutional and cultural attributes (Musterd and Ostendorf, 1998;
Kazepov, 2005; Cassiers and Kesteloot, 2012).

In Mediterranean cities, long-established urban contexts remain heavily
influenced by a complex interplay between these factors (Morelli and Salvati,
2010; Salvati et al., 2013; Salvati and Di Feliciantonio, 2014). Burgel (1975)
depicted the Mediterranean region as represented — overall — by innumerable
landscapes, urban forms, economic structures and social contexts, which
would justify the inherent difficulty of explaining and interpreting the unique-
ness of each Mediterranean city within this complex panorama. The case
study of Athens demonstrates the variety that these areas have, despite the
homogenous Mediterranean context. They differ in morphology and have
had a different territorial and political configuration, but have common land
use trajectories (Tomao et al., 2021a; 2021b). The study of these cities
simultaneously is useful for addressing the issues of the management and
policies of sprawl.
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