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Abstract: This paper examines the
trend of urban development and its
environmental impacts in southern Caspian
Sea Region . which constitutes three
provinces of Guilan, Mazandaran and
Golestan in northern Iran. As a distinct
geographical region, Southern Caspian
Region in northern Iran is a rich area in
terms of natural resources and is heavily
occupied by population and activities.
While this region covers only 3.5 % of
Iranian territory, it includes 10.3% of
population and 12.3% of cities in the
country, of which the density is three times
more than that of the country in average.
With 657 km of coastline and suitable
climate for most part of the year, this region
is the most important recreation area for
tourism activities in Iran especially in the
summer time. The focus of this paper is to
analyze the trend of urban development and
population change in three northern
provinces in the last 45 years and the major
environmental effects which urban
development has had in the region. The
results of the analysis indicate that the
major environmental impacts of urban
development in the Southern Caspian Sea
Region include: (1) water pollution because
of the lack of appropriate sewage system
and direct discharge of run off waters from
households and industrial units into the
rivers. This issue has led to the pollution of
waterbodies especially such as in Anzali
Lagoon and destruction of natural breeding
areas for fish in several places; (2) Soil
pollution through inappropriate deposition
of urban waste outside the cities and along
roadsides; and (3) clearance of the forest
and invasion of the agricultural lands
because of urban sprawl. At the end, some
recommendations are made to alleviate and
control the negative environmental impacts

of urban development in order to preserve
the fragile environment in the region.
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Introduction to the Southern
Caspian Region and its
environmental importance

About 177000 square kilometer (10.78%) of
Iranian territory fall in the Caspian Sea basin.
This basin receives 18.72% of the total, volume
of precipitation in the country. Even though 10
out of 28 lIran's provinces completely or
partially are located in this basin, only three of
them, i.e. Guilan, Mazandaran and Golestan
are adjacent to the Caspian shores. With
58061 square km, these three provinces cover
one third of the Caspian basin in Iran or 3.5%
of the country. The natural environment and
urban and regional development in these
provinces have mutually affected each other.

With a similar Mediterranean climate and
adequate rainfall, Southern Caspian Region is
the only area in Iran with dense vegetation.
The northern sides of Elburz Monitions and
their foothills, are mostly covered with dense
forests, while the altitudes comprise rich
pastures. Between the mountains and sea
(which vary in distance) there exist lowlands
with suitable soil which support extensive
agricultural activities across the region. In fact,
it is because of such productive lands that the
area has been densely occupied and that
thousands of villages and cities have grown up
across the region. This area covers only 3.5%
of Iran’s territory, while it homes 10.3% of the
population of the country. The density of this
area is three times more than that of the
country in average. Southern Caspian Region
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produces most of the agricultural products
such as rice, cotton, tobacco, tea, citrus and
silk in Iran.

Another characteristic of the natural
environment in Southern Caspian Region is a
chain of freshwater lakes and marshes,
brackish lagoons, irrigation ponds stretching
along the shores of Southern Caspian Sea.
Two of the most important of these are Anzali
lagoon (mordab) in the west and Gorgan
Bay/Miankhaleh lagoon in the east (Mansoori,
1984). These lagoons play a buffer zone for
flooding of several river systems before they
enter Caspian Sea. They have beautiful
scenery and diversity in the ecological life.
These lagoons are also extremely important as
spawning and nursery ground for commercial
and bony fishes and as breeding, staging and
wintering areas for a wide variety of waterfowl
migrating from Siberia and cold regions of the
northern latitudes.

The sea itself has been supporting tens of
thousands of families from local population
who rely upon fishing from the sea. This is,
perhaps, the main reason for the establishment
of hundreds of towns and villages beside the
sea.

Process of urban development in
Southern Caspian Region

The Southern Caspian Region in Iran has
faced a dramatic urban population growth over
the past four decades. In 1956, the region had
only 24 cities with 434,000 urban residents, but
during the last 45 years (1956-2001) the
number of cities increased to 109 and their
population amounted to about 3,203000. This
means an average population growth of 4.54%
annually in urban areas, while the natural
population growth rate in Iran during this period
was 2.78% (Fig.1 and Table 1). This implies
considerable migration from rural areas to
urban areas (an estimation of approximately
two million rural exodus).

Another characteristic of urban development
in Southern Caspian Region has been the
concentration of population in larger cities.
According to Table 2, while in 1956, 25.2% of
urban population in the region lived in cities
with more than 100000 inhabitants; in 1996 it
increased to 48.5%. However, the share of
smaller cities (less than 25000 residents)
decreased from 46.7% to 21.3%. Since the
concentration of population is considered one
of the main sources for environmental
problems (Berry, 1990), the trend of urban

population change in Southern Caspian
Region implies an increase of the
environmental problems in the region over the
past four decades.

In terms of location, most of the cities
accommodating urban populations are located
in a 20 km buffer zone from coastline (Table
3). From 86 towns and cities in 1996, 20 cities
were located without any distance from the
shore, 36 cities were in less than 20 km from
the shore, 11 cities were located between 20
and 50 km from the shore, 13 cities were
located between 50 and 100 km and finally 6
cities were located between 100 and 140 km
from the coastline. In terms of population,
based on 1996 census, an aggregate of 72.5%
of urban population lived in a buffer zone of 20
km distance from sea, another 15 % lived in a
buffer zone with 20 to 50 km distance from
sea, while the rest (only 12.5 percent) of urban
population (mostly in Golestan province) lived
in areas with over 50 km distance from sea
shore.

The extent of urban development varies
within the region. Generally, as we move from
east to west, the number of cities and the
extent of urban development and the density of
industrial activities increase. Based on Table
4, Guilan province has the highest population
density among the other provinces.

The largest city of the region, Rasht, is
located in Guilan province. Rasht and its
surrounding areas in southwest of Caspian
Sea is considered one of the densest part in
Iran.  Table 4 indicates the variation in the
density of urban development in Southern
Caspian Region.

Based on Table 4, the density of urban
population in Guilan province (west) is about
three times higher than that of Golestan
province (east). Regarding with population
density, we can see another difference in this
respect and that is the extent of industrial
activities in the region. Again, like relative
higher population density in Southern Caspian
Region compared with the rest of the country,
we can identify a higher concentration of
industrial activities in the region too. As Table
5 indicates, the three provinces with 3.5% of
national share in terms of territory comprise
8.2% of industrial units. At the regional scale,
similar to population distribution pattern, we
can again see the higher share of industrial
establishments in the western part than those
in the eastern part.

As a result of the higher density of
population and industrial establishment, we are

Caspian Journal of Environment and Sustainable Development 1 (1) 2002






