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Abstract

In the rapid urbanization of cities, public spaces face a fundamental change in their physical structure, to
the extent that the meaning and importance of these spaces are lost in the requirements of their rapid growth,
and the quantity and quality of public spaces are reduced. This research aimed to investigate the role of
physical transformations in the coastal cities of the western part of Mazandaran province on the quality of
public spaces. It was descriptive-analytical research in nature that was conducted based on a survey-
documentary method. The research population consisted of the citizens of the coastal cities of Nowshahr,
Chalous, Tonekabon, and Ramsar. From among them 382 individuals were selected using Cochran's
formula through stratified random sampling. Data was collected by library and field study using a
questionnaire. The data analysis method was conducted using regression models and structural equations
through SPSS-PLS software. Results indicated that the status of physical developments in the studied cities,
regarding attention to per capita and standards in the design and creation of urban spaces, as well as the
organization of their appearance and landscape, was satisfactory. In terms of public space quality, the
components of comfort, convenience, and visual beauty had the highest potential for realization, while the
activity component had the lowest in the design of public spaces. Based on the regression model, six
components, including attention to the urban appearance and landscape, the development of facilities and
services, increased occupancy and changes to the natural landscape, the utilization of urban infill
development, and environmental pollution, have a significant impact on the quality of public spaces.
According to the structural model of the research, the component of physical transformations has the
greatest effect on sociability and the least effect on the comfort, convenience, and visual beauty.
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Inadequate development of access routes, the failure to utilize urban brownfields and abandoned areas for
the expansion of public spaces, the lack of attention to mixed land use, and the insufficient development of
services and public recreational spaces in line with population growth and urban expansion are the main
reasons for the declining quality of physical development in the coastal cities of the western part of
Mazandaran province.

Low citizen cooperation with urban authorities to improve the social conditions in public spaces, the lack
of dynamism in parks and recreational areas, the lack of integration of public spaces, the lack of diversity
in social activities, and the underdevelopment of cultural, artistic, sports, and tourism facilities are among
the key factors contributing to the decline in the quality of public spaces in the coastal cities of the western
part of Mazandaran province.

! This article is derived from the first author's doctoral dissertation titled "Examining the Role of Physical
Transformations of Coastal Cities on the Vitality of Public Spaces (Case Study: Coastal Cities of the Western Part
of Mazandaran Province)," conducted at the Islamic Azad University, Chalous Branch, under the supervision of
the second author.
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Introduction

The coastal cities of Mazandaran Province, with their natural attractions and tourist sites, have become one of the
main population hubs in the country's urban network experiencing significant growth in recent years. This trend,
influenced by floating population growth, migration, and tourism, has led to various issues for these cities,
including: unplanned and uncontrolled construction of lidos, villas, and residential complexes, and their expansion
along the coastal strip, irregular expansion of cities into surrounding agricultural lands and horizontal, widespread
growth, excessive increase in the economic value of land and housing, encroachments on river and coastal areas
due to unregulated construction activities, significant changes in the spatial and physical structure of cities,
disrupting spatial order, spatial dispersion of activities, inadequate urban road capacity to handle large volumes of
tourists, leading to traffic congestion, environmental pollution (air, noise, etc.), waste management issues,
including garbage, waste, and sewage, lack of appropriate and sufficient infrastructure, such as water shortages
and other deficiencies. The set of these issues has caused the development of public spaces following the
development of private and economic spaces in the spatial and physical structure of the city. The existing spaces
in these cities not only fail to meet the needs of the residents but also lack consideration for accommodating a large
number of tourists in the design of such spaces across urban areas. This situation has led to the reduction of urban
public spaces to mere pathways connecting private areas, where the overwhelming focus on speed, technology,
and time encourages modern individuals to move quickly among private spaces. The neglect of the social, cultural,
and identity-related values embedded in urban spaces has resulted in a disregard for enhancing the environmental
quality of public spaces, leaving them unable to provide a responsive and adaptable environment for citizen
activities. Therefore, the present research aimed to examine the impact of physical changes on the vitality of public
spaces in the coastal cities of western part of Mazandaran Province and proposed solutions to strengthen the role
and significance of these spaces in the urban fabric.

Methodology

The data were collected through library and survey method, using a Likert scale questionnaire. The present study
examined the status of coastal cities in the western part of Mazandaran based on the impact of physical
development factors on the quality of public spaces. The statistical population included the citizens of Nowshahr,
Chalous, Tonekabon, and Ramsar. From among them, 382 were selected based on Cochran's formula. The quality
of public spaces was evaluated based on the PPS Institute model by examining four components of accessibility,
activity, sociability, comfort, and imageability. The content validity of the questionnaire was confirmed by experts.
The reliability of the questionnaire was calculated using Cronbach's alpha (¢=0.837). For data analysis, descriptive
statistics and inferential statistics (one-sample t-tests, correlation coefficient, regression model and structural
equation modeling) were used by SPSS and Smart PLS software.

Results and discussion

The results of evaluating the indicators of physical changes in the coastal cities of the western part of Mazandaran
showed that only the indicators of paying attention to per capita standards in the design and creation of urban
spaces, the organization of the appearance, and landscape of urban spaces are at a satisfactory level. Additionally,
given the negative nature and inverse valuation with mean in the 'relatively weak' spectrum, the changes in the
environmental landscape of the coast and rivers, the creation and increase of deficiencies in urban environments,
such as ecological issues, reduction in environmental quality, and the unprincipled formation of urban spaces, have
a relatively favorable status. The other indicators, considering an average lower than the theoretical median (i.e.,
the value of 3), a t-statistic of less than 1.96, and the negative value of either the lower or upper confidence interval,
were not in a favorable condition. Based on surveys of citizens and the results of statistical tests, the identified
weaknesses in the physical development of the coastal cities of the western part of Mazandaran included the
increase in the subdivision of agricultural and orchard lands adjacent to cities, unauthorized subdivisions, and the
shrinking of urban lands, the rise in the conversion of agricultural and orchard lands into residential areas, the
increase in unauthorized construction, and the expansion of building occupation on urban lands. Given the
weaknesses in the process of physical development, obstacles such as the limited growth of street networks (for
walking and cycling), inadequate development of access routes in line with the physical growth of cities, failure
to utilize brownfield and abandoned urban lands for the development of public spaces, lack of attention to mixed-
use and integrated land uses, and insufficient focus on the development of public services and spaces (parks and
green areas) in line with population growth and physical expansion of cities have contributed to the decline in the
quality of physical development in coastal cities, particularly the quality of public spaces. According to the
research findings, the factors leading to the decline in the quality of public spaces in the coastal cities of the western
part of Mazandaran included low citizen cooperation with urban authorities to improve the social conditions in
public spaces, lack of consultation with citizens regarding the management of urban public spaces, the lack of
dynamism in parks and squares, absence of opportunities for lively and joyful activities, insufficient diversity of
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social activities, a shortage of suitable places for sitting, walking, and exercising, and limited access to cultural
centers and libraries.

Conclusion

Given the regression model, the components of attention to the urban aesthetics and landscape, the development
of facilities and services, the increase in building occupation and changes in the natural landscape, the extent of
internal use of urban development, and environmental pollution within the study area have had a significant impact
on the quality of public spaces. However, the components of urban land use, increased land demand, construction
growth, and increase in density did not have a significant impact on the quality of public spaces. Among the
examined components in the design of public spaces, more attention has been given to the comfort, convenience,
and visual aesthetics, while the activity component has received less attention compared to the others. According
to the research's structural model, the component of physical changes has the greatest impact on the component of
social interaction with a path coefficient of 0.28, and the least impact on the component of comfort, convenience,
and visual aesthetics with a path coefficient of -0.056. It is worth mentioning that in integrating public spaces with
natural attractions, a cohesive network of public spaces should be created. However, this issue has not received
sufficient attention in planning and design. Instead, natural attractions and public spaces have been treated in a
fragmented or isolated manner.
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