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Abstract. This paper suggests to reflect on the waterfront in a nontraditional way, referring to 

theoretical and methodological assumptions, developed in recent years about “Cities from the Sea” by 

our research  group in the National Research Council of Italy. So the first step is to move from 

cognitive analysis to proposals and projects. We can refer to the positive experience of New York that 

is a best practice in approach, strategies and results.  

The key of this success is a synthesis of the metropolitan vision favored by the public government, the 

activation of stakeholders to get results of common interest, the involvement of local communities. 

People was informed and motivated to put a position, they were encouraged to participate and to give 

a significant contribute to the achievement of results. 

Urban coastline issues 

The coast, close to the sea, is a sensitive area where the issue of sustainable development shows 

itself in all its complexity and potentiality. In urban and metropolitan areas, complexity increases as 

well as potentiality, at environmental, social and economic level. The coastline is a hinge area that is 

characterized by the biological diversity of two coastal habitats that join: the marine and terrestrial 

one. 

At the present day, urban waterfronts are often affected by an high level of pollution, both inside 

and outside of the harbor. On the mainland, the coastal area is often densely built and it hosts 

residential and leisure functions as well as industrial settlements that cause a strong ecological 

footprint. Actually, also in other contexts where production activities are in a decreasing trend, we 

usually find a strong past pollution burden that makes very hard to recover and to reuse the area. 

The enhancement of the waterfront must begin under the water to be effective, through the 

restoration of the marine habitat. At the same time, we must proceed with the clean-up and the 

remediation on the mainland, if necessary, when the coastal area had been used for industrial 

purposes. 

On the social level, the metropolitan waterfront usually offers a good opportunity to realize public 

spaces that are very suited to facilitate aggregation of people and to improve social cohesion. The 

view over the sea is very important at psycho-perceptive level, because it opens the mind and 

promotes the socialization through a good disposition towards the other people. The creation of public 

spaces close to the sea has always generated positive impacts: promenades, meeting places, public 

parks and sports places. In addition, terminal and quays are spaces of mediation between port-cities 

that are connected by the maritime routes of the ships. 

However, the creation of public spaces could produce concentration of people and of leisure 

functions so that it became a font of potential congestion on the waterfront. This should be prevented 

through a metropolitan vision of the urban life and activities, by managing functions, flows and 

mobility both at the physical level and at the immaterial one. 

Anyway, the feasibility of the process of transformation of the waterfront is played on the 

economic front. This occurs for every recovery plan for redeveloping built areas close to the sea or to 
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the rivers. Further, the economic evaluation must consider the remediation in the water and that one 

on the mainland through ex ante and ex post indicators.  

The ability to produce economic added value through the intervention on the coastal zone is the 

prerequisite and, at the same time, it is the best indicator of feasibility for each project or proposal. 

Finally, the economic analysis is the tool to verify the impacts and the feedback helps us to modify 

and to enhance the project. 

The theme of the waterfront has a very extensive scientific literature and, at the operational level, a 

sampling of projects that have been more or less successfully implemented in different regions and 

seas of the planet. 

During the Fifties, the first harbor regeneration interventions took place in the United States of 

America, specifically in Baltimore [1, 2] and Boston [3]. 

In the first phase, port/docks and urban areas close to the sea had been transformed in different 

ways but always according to functional traditional approaches [4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12]. 

Then, during the Nineties, public participation and awareness of environmental topics increased. 

Scholars - in particular geographers - proposed a wider approach [13, 14, 15, 16]. 

We can individuate a new trend starting on 2000 with attention to the maritime perspective and 

shared methodologies at an international level [17, 18, 19, 20, 21]. 

Maritime identity for urban regeneration  

The maritime interpretation of seaside cities is a key issue for new approaches to urban 

regeneration of disused port areas and of coastal zones. We have studied the “maritimity” (maritime 

identity) as a fundamental tool to understand cities by the sea since 2009. The objective is to deepen 

the relationship among sea and cities, port and ships, maritime history and urban form, sea routes and 

urban cultures. 

We propose an innovative approach to the issue of recovery of the waterfront, which must be based 

on the identity of the maritime cities and of urban communities. 

In our vision, the sea is considered as a primary element for regeneration of urban coastal area. The 

strategy is based on awareness and valorization of the maritime identity – this is the key of success of 

every project for regenerating the waterfronts [22, 23, 24]. 

The book “City from the sea. The art of sailing and the art of building the cities” was published in 

2011 to illustrate the results of our research activity (original title: Città dal mare. L’arte di navigare e 

l’arte di costruire le città). 

Specifically, it finalized the first phase of the project concerning with a methodology for 

multidisciplinary analysis of cities and architectures by the sea and, more generally, of coastal urban 

areas. This methodology has been verified through the application to four types of seaside city – 

Mediterranean cities, cities of Northern Sea, Oceanic cities and river port cities – choosing three case 

studies for each type. 

In the next phase (2011-2013) we focused on the strategic planning and the urban design in seaside 

cities through an aware maritime approach. We involved multidisciplinary scholars, stakeholders and 

policy makers on the case studies of Naples, Genoa, Trieste and Salerno. The conference "Sea and the 

city. Urban culture and maritime culture for the sustainable development of coastal urban areas" took 

place, in September 2012, to promote and to diffuse the research results. 

The conference location was overlooking the Bay of Naples and actors were very different among 

them: scholars from multiple disciplines, marine biologists, naval engineers, architects, planners, 

designers, touristic operators, real estate developers, shipping companies, professional sailors, port 

authorities and politicians with specific responsibilities on coastal regions. 

The third phase of the project is ongoing and it is focused on Naples city and its Gulf. We arranged 

the conference “Sea and the city 2.0. Participation and partnership for local sustainable development 

in Naples” in April 2014. The conference took place during the sail regattas of the World Series for 
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the America's Cup – scholars, stakeholders and citizens debated very much about this sport event that 

had been expensive even if the impact on the city was very limited. 

The problem is about which is the best way to valorize the maritime identity of Naples? How the 

urban community can enhance marine habitat and coastal environment? Which is the right strategy to 

promote economic growth based on the sea and on the maritime cluster? How the maritime culture 

can help to enhance the future of urban form and the future life of Naples citizens and city users? 

Our aim was to debate with academics and researchers and over all to cooperate with technical and 

economical associations that are concerned with the transformation of the urban coast of the Bay of 

Naples. The objective has progressively moved from the port of Naples to the great metropolitan coast 

of Naples, from South to North: Capri, Sorrento and Amalfi peninsula, Vesuvius coast area, the city 

of Naples, Pozzuoli and Campi Flegrei, Ischia and Procida islands, Cuma, Licola and Castel 

Volturno. 

A new approach to the metropolitan waterfront: Naples meets New York City  

The vision should be at regional scale because the relationship with the sea cannot be considered 

with limited prospects. The sea is an open element as well as the contemporary metropolis – open 

towards the external. 

The metropolitan vision of coastal development must be accompanied by the intervention at the 

neighborhood level. This must be carried out with the direct and active participation of local 

communities. For the implementation of the project is essential the contribution of the stakeholders 

and the planner must provide that the different interests converge - citizens, stakeholders, policy 

makers - only in this way the interventions on the waterfront will be successful. 

A good practice comes from New York City where the waterfront has been the subject of important 

works of restoration and redevelopment that are still in progress [22, 23], [25]. The coastline of New 

York is 520 km long and it presents very different situations from environmental, social and economic 

points of view. We have the direct view on the ocean and on inland waters, we have beautiful beaches 

but also contaminated areas, we have intensive built neighborhoods but also great public parks. There 

is a good system connections on the waterways that joins the different parts of the metropolitan area of 

New York: Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, Bronx, Staten Island. 

Many areas have been recovered in Manhattan: Street Seaport, Pier 17, Battery Park, Chelsea Piers 

and so on. At the present moment, the most interesting projects are developing in Brooklyn: 

Williamsburg Waterfront, Domino Sugar Factory, Brooklyn Bridge Park, Redhook and so on.  

The key to success, in my opinion, is in three factors:  

- the metropolitan vision of the theme of the waterfront that both the local administration and the 

citizens have; 

- the focusing on the projects at neighborhood scale that have been concretely defined favoring the 

implementation; 

- the ability to promote coalitions and alliances in order to obtain results of common interest without 

ideological foreclosures. 

The metropolitan vision is very present in the New York best practice even if the transformation 

process of the urban waterfront assumes different forms and also the actors are multiple. 

First we note a sense of identity that combines residents the five districts: Manhattan, Brooklyn, 

Staten Island, Bronx, Queens. Everyone feels the social identity of belonging to the metropolitan city 

of New York. It's to be stressed that the water helps to connect, physically and metaphorically, the five 

districts and its inhabitants. 

Policy makers have a metropolitan vision of the problems and of the possible solutions, in 

agreement with the metropolitan community. The water is always present as a fundamental element in 

the vision and in the projects – the previous Mayor Bloomberg used to say that water is the sixth 

district of New York City. 
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Finally, also economic operators have a metropolitan vision of the market potentialities that is 

composed by water and mainland. For example, this favors the synergy between the passenger 

shipping companies and the real estate developers. 

In this metropolitan vision, projects are going ahead at the neighborhood scale through some 

circumscribed and right defined proposals. Private Citizens often present new projects and the 

institutions are allied with them to get the result – they aren't enemies that contrast the path. Certainly, 

there is the bureaucracy also in New York, but the negative impact is absolutely not comparable to 

what happens in Italy.  

The planning proposal can come from institutions and from policy makers, but they usually 

activate the information process for involving the urban community. This helps to collect citizen 

consent and financial support from public and private investors. Furthermore, businessmen and real 

estate developers dialogue among them, with citizens, association and policy makers, in order to 

ensure the feasibility of their projects. 

However, the key of the whole process is the ability to support individual projects through a strong 

and consolidated associations that collects energies for achieving the shared goals.  In this scenery, the 

planner has also the role of facilitator and promoter. In fact, the plan also becomes an implementation 

program where the feasibility is guaranteed by the convergence of different interests. 

The planner analyzes the idea, he defines the project following the guidelines of policy makers and 

evaluates the different stakeholders objectives. He identifies the areas of potential overlapping of 

expected results by the different actors. At the end, the planner finalizes the convergences of 

stakeholders, citizens and policy makers, to realize the plan previsions. 

The right balance – between the metropolitan vision action and at the neighborhood level – is made 

explicit in two best practices proposed in the following boxes.  

The first is a good practice to create a deep and shared vision of the waterfront at regional scale, 

developed and promoted by the Metropolitan Waterfront Alliance. (Fig 1) The second box is about 

the experience of the redevelopment of the Chelsea Piers that of great importance for the active 

participation of different stakeholders involved. (Fig. 2) 

Both the boxes have been articulated through the same scheme: History - Aims Project - The goal 

of this experiment. 

The question is whether the New York model could be transferred to Naples and its surrounding. 

The objective is to favor the sustainable regeneration of the metropolitan coast through the alliance of 

all the subjects that can be involved. At first examination Naples and New York are cities very 

different but an historical reading helps us to see the similarities. Naples was one of the most 

multicultural cities in the eighteenth century as well as New York is one of the most global cities in 

our contemporary multicultural world. 

Geographically, even though both the cities are located on the 41° parallel, climatic conditions are 

very different: Napoli has a mild Mediterranean climate, while New York has very cold winters and is 

exposed to hurricanes. 

Quite different is the size: New York is a metropolitan city of over 8 million people on 800 kmq 

compared with about 3 million people on 1200 kmq in the metropolitan area Naples. 

If New York City has the metropolitan government that is articulated in five boroughs, Naples 

hasn't yet a real metropolitan government neither a metropolitan governance. 

Vulnerability and resilience can be identified as common factors. Naples is located in a high risk 

volcanic area with the presence of the active volcano Mount Vesuvius. In New York there isn’t a 

geological or volcanic risk but the hurricanes are a real hazard and they can cause serious damage as it 

happened with the Hurricane Sandy. The stories of Naples and New York show the resilience of the 

two cities – the ability to resist and react to crisis situations. 

The biggest difference is the presence of strong associative movements for getting common goals 

that is at the basis of the American society. This associative soul isn't present in Neapolitan society 

that is very divided and un-willing to join efforts, probably for historical and anthropological reasons. 
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Certainly this is a major obstacle for the application of the New York model in Naples but it isn’t 

insurmountable. 

  
Fig. 1 The Metropolitan Waterfront Alliance is a good practice to create a deep and shared vision 

of urban waterfront. 
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 Fig. 2  The Chelsea Piers on the Hudson River are a good practice of convergence of public and 

private interests. 
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Conclusion 

Naples has to go beyond the municipal logic especially through the community base action, aiming 

at a metropolitan vision even without an institutional interlocutor. Actually – despite in Italy there has 

been a prescription of law since 1990 to introduce the metropolitan cities as a form of intermediate 

government – there isn’t yet an official institution for the government of the metropolitan city of 

Naples as well as of Rome or Milan. Waiting for the metropolitan government, we should begin to 

promote the metropolitan community, the Latin “civitas” based on a strong identity sense at the 

metropolitan scale. 

The redevelopment and enhancement of the metropolitan coast may be the point of convergence of 

multiple interests. The objective is triggering a process based on the maritime awareness and aimed to 

sustainable development through project-proposals and implementation plans. 

The model of the Metropolitan Waterfront Alliance can be imported in Italy and specifically in 

Naples. It should be launched at the regional scale, considering the whole Gulf of Naples, coast and 

islands, although if contexts are very different from the environmental, social and economic side, if 

compared to New York City.  

The strategy must combine a general perspective with the capacity to focus on specific projects. 

The objective is a metropolitan vision which, however, must be implemented through local projects 

that start from the bottom, or that are otherwise shared by most of the stakeholders, the local 

community and the policy makers. The challenge is to join together all the stakeholders in a common 

project: citizens and city users, government and the governance system, consumers and the productive 

system.  

Naples could have a Metropolitan Coast Alliance that should be inspired to the Metropolitan 

Waterfront Alliance of New York City, of course with the necessary modification related to the 

different context. The richness is right in the variety of the built environment along the coastline as 

well as the variety of the landscape and of the marine habitat, in the Gulf of Naples as well as in the 

Bay of New York, the Hudson and the East River. The process could start from the scientific 

community and involve progressively all the subjects of the metropolitan coast of Naples. 
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