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Abstract: Before colonization, Algeria was primarily a rural country with a nomadic and semi-
nomadic population. However, significant changes occurred during and after the colonial era as
modernization efforts were implemented. This paper provides a regional overview of Algeria’s
pre-and post-millennium urban development based on census population data expressing the quan-
titative side of urbanization. Our analysis focuses on three aspects: regional structural tendencies
of urbanization, sources of urban growth, and the current state of Algeria’s urban network. We
contextualize our findings by comparing them with the existing literature and the priorities outlined
in the country’s National Spatial Development Plan 2025. Our research suggests that: (1) First-stage
(concentration) and second-stage (suburbanization) urbanization features, as well as internally and
externally determined development, characterize Algeria’s urban network. (2) A decreasing and re-
gionally differentiated urban growth rate indicating a moderate shift towards non-coastal regions and
the above-average dynamics of large cities and smaller towns can be observed. (3) The significance of
natural growth as a source of urbanization is higher than the contributions of rural-urban migration
and new “de jure” towns. However, these factors are differentiated among the regions, highlighting
the secondary role of rural-urban migration in the internal peripheries and the importance of new “de
jure” towns in the densely populated and urbanized northern regions. (4) Algeria’s urban network is
divided into three sharply differentiated zones that have experienced only moderate changes. We
regard this shift toward a spatially more balanced urban network as a factor supporting but not
guaranteeing sustainable development.

Keywords: urbanization; urban network; regional development; Algeria

1. Introduction

Urbanization, a growing mass and proportion of the population living in cities and
towns, has been a rapid phenomenon in recent times (Annez and Buckley 2009). Less
than 200 million people, representing 15% of the world’s population, lived in cities in
1900 (Zinkina et al. 2017), but the situation changed dramatically during the 20th century.
About 3.6 billion (51%) urban dwellers were registered worldwide in 2010 (World Economic
and Social Survey 2010 2010), and with the current trends, the world’s urban population
is estimated to reach 6.3 billion (70%) by 2050 (United Nations 2018). Urbanization is a
defining feature of the Maghreb region in North Africa, encompassing Algeria, Morocco,
and Tunisia. While the region has a long history of urban living, similar to other emerging
regions, modern urbanization gained momentum in the latter half of the 20th century.

The urban growth and development of the Maghreb countries share common features
in terms of their physical and geographical attributes. However, the primary factors
shaping the urbanization processes are the economic and social policies that underpin
them (Belguidoum et al. 2015). An urban network, defined as a system of interdependent
cities and towns connected by different linkages at various spatial scales (Ducruet 2020),
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is characterized by a spatial imbalance in the region of Maghreb countries. On the one
hand, due to the geographical constraints imposed by the Sahara desert and the region’s
fragmented relief, the Maghreb turned towards the Mediterranean, where most economic
activities and significant agricultural zones are found (Fargues 1995). On the other hand,
the spatially uneven growth of urban areas in the Maghreb region can also be attributed
to various socio-economic factors, such as earlier colonial policies that prioritized the
exploitation of agricultural and mineral resources in the area (Bardinet 1977).

Like the neighboring Maghreb countries, the Algerian urban network is concentrated
in the coastal regions and largely contributes to the spatial inequalities of population distri-
bution. More than 63% of the inhabitants live in the North (4% of the area), while the South
(83%) only accommodates 9% of the population. The consequences of these imbalances
are manifold. The concentration of infrastructure and economic activities in the North
increases spatial socio-economic inequalities in terms of consumption, income, welfare, and
working conditions, resulting in an escalating housing crisis, construction on fertile lands,
loss of cultural identity, increased insecurity and crime, declining quality of life, and the
spread of diseases. Additionally, the development of urban areas has led to a devaluation
of rural areas and associated jobs, as well as issues related to mobility, water distribution,
environmental degradation, and the growing exposure of urban settlements to natural
hazards. Scholars such as Belkhatir (1999) and Côte (1988) have raised these problems
rooted in spatially uneven urbanization. A more balanced distribution of development
and population now constitutes the great challenge that the regional planning policy in
Algeria—like in many other countries—must face. This challenge has been tackled else-
where, as evidenced by various regional and urban policies in countries such as Brazil
and China. These policies aimed to promote a more balanced urban network and foster
environmentally sustainable socio-economic development in spatial terms (Pereira 1991;
Huang et al. 2020). However, emerging environmental conflicts in the cited countries show
that a spatially more balanced urban network is not necessarily more sustainable (Ulgiati
and Zucaro 2019; Liu et al. 2014). Consequently, the first one (though the more rational
use of natural resources gives the possibility for their renewal) can be regarded rather as a
support than a guarantee for the latter.

In the context of the spatially uneven urban and regional development in Algeria and
the Maghreb as a key problem, our article focuses on answering the following questions:

1. Which regional and structural urbanization tendencies can be identified in Algeria
based on the last censuses during the decades at the turn of the millennium?

2. Which sources of growth play a role in urbanization?
3. Which regional and structural differences in the urban network can be observed as a

result of the processes? Is the emerging spatial pattern more balanced and sustainable?

By answering these questions and comparing our findings with some key points of the
urbanization literature, earlier local experience, and also with the priorities of the National
Spatial Development Plan (SNAT 2025) launched by the Algerian state to reduce regional
imbalances, we not only identify and understand urbanization tendencies but also evaluate
them in the context of regional development. Furthermore, our Algerian case study offers
the possibility for future comparative analyses on urban network development within and
beyond the borders of the studied (Maghreb) region.

We divided the article into four main parts between the introduction and conclusion.
In the first part (Section 2), we examine the existing literature dealing with uneven urban de-
velopment and its socioeconomic and environmental consequences, with special attention
to the processes in Algeria. In the second part (Section 3), we present our research material
and methods. The third part (Section 4) presents the results of our examination related to
the first question and is organized into three subsections. Finally, in the discussion of the
fourth part (Section 5), we compare our results with earlier findings, examine the identified
processes through the lens of SNAT 2025 (2008), and put the spatial-structural development
of the Algerian urban network into a broader context.
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2. Theoretical Background

Urbanization is a twofold process. On the one hand, it is the concentration of popula-
tion in cities or urban areas (Tisdale 1941), known as the quantitative side of urbanization.
On the other hand, the concept describes the spread of urban life, businesses, government
infrastructure, civil society organizations, and the associated culture in the urban and rural
space (Kumar 2017), representing the qualitative side of urbanization. Natural population
growth, rural-urban migration, the growing number of “de jure” towns, and the incorpo-
ration of former rural settlements by the geographic expansion of cities can all contribute
to (quantitative) urbanization, although the rates of natural population growth in urban
areas are generally lower than in rural areas; therefore, they cannot generate a shift toward
a larger share of urban population alone (Kojima 1996; Cohen 2006).

Urbanization has different stages with considerable spatial and temporal variability in
different countries and regions; according to Champion (2001), it has four stages. The first
stage is linked to the movement of the rural population to urban centers, to a geographic
concentration of economic and residential activities, often in a monocentric form. The
second stage results from the negative effects of concentration, such as industrial pollution,
accidents, exploited natural resources, and elimination of agricultural lands because of the
development of new areas for housing, social communities, and commercial and other use
(Zhang 2016). Consequently, a more decentralized and polycentric urban structure marked
by intra-metropolitan dispersion (suburbanization) of economic and residential activities
emerges. In the third stage, this deconcentration process expands from the primary and
intermediate-sized cities towards small urban and rural settlements, which may grow faster
than the primary or intermediate-sized cities (counter-urbanization). By the end of this
stage, the urban system has reached a “saturation point” of small centers (Pacione 2005).
The fourth stage is re-urbanization, defined as the social and physical reconstruction of
suburban areas into urban ones (Manis 1959), or more efficiently, the growth of population
in major cities after a longer period of population loss (Brombach et al. 2014).

There are different models of spatial development and hierarchy of urban networks.
Table 1 compares the characteristic features of two well-known concepts: the model of
Walter Christaller describes the internal differentiation of local marketplaces. In contrast, the
model of James E. Vance interprets the development of an urban network based on external
relations within the frame of the capitalist world economy. We think that a combination of
these two models can help us interpret the urbanization processes in the Maghreb region
where recent urban network developments shaped by national state policies are based
on colonial heritage and carried out in a globalizing world economy. While the model of
Christaller was earlier adapted in several countries to lay the foundation for urban network
development policies targeting a more balanced structure, the model of Vance is rather
about the realities of an externally influenced and uneven urbanization.

Table 1. Characteristic features of Christaller’s model and those of Vance’s model regarding urban
networks.

Characteristic Features Christaller’s Model Vance’s Model

General framework
Closed system, differentiation of old
(existing) centers based on internal
resources in a bottom-up way.

Opened system, establishment, and
differentiation of new centers based on
external resources in a top-down way.

Local conditions
Homogeneous space, evenly distributed local
demand (purchasing power), and accessibility
(transport infrastructure).

Heterogeneous space, differences in local
economic structure, and external accessibility
(transport infrastructure).

Differentiating factors Local market and administrative linkages
based on spatial proximity.

External trade linkages based on the
integration into the system.

Urban network dynamics
Regular, hexagonal system of vertically
developing centers and their attraction zones
covering the space without gaps.

System of diverse and changing density,
expanding horizontally from the coast to the
inland and developing vertically, the primary
role of gateway cities (ports).

Source: authors’ interpretation based on Pacione (2005).
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Urbanization in Africa is predominantly in the first (concentration) stage. It is charac-
terized by unplanned and unregulated growth exacerbated by the legacy of past colonialism
and the consequences of recent neoliberalism that produced weak urban planning institu-
tions. In many African countries, the urban network is extremely monocentric: one city,
usually the capital, has many times more population, economic activity, and political power
than the next largest city. The challenges urban areas in Africa face are among the biggest in
the world regarding the lack of basic urban services. The reasons for mismanagement and
inadequate infrastructure are colonial institutional arrangements and persistent political
instability. Some African countries do not have any departments of urban planning and
development, while the strict zoning in the central regions of many cities inadvertently
contributes to the proliferation of slums and the sprawling development of residential areas
(Elmqvist et al. 2013).

According to the study of Jager and Arrif (1998), two main phenomena characterize
the recent urbanization in the Mediterranean countries. First, coastal regions are preferred
over the inland, leading to a concentration of population in large metropolitan areas lo-
cated along the coast. Second, the general migration growth towards the coast is driven
by economic factors. The three Maghreb countries have some similarities in their evolu-
tion. They are open to the Mediterranean, as well as deeply marked by the Arab-Muslim
civilization and the French colonization (Valette 1975). The region represents a homoge-
neous block with a high urbanization level, and a functionally developed urban network
turned towards the coast. Rapid urbanization occurs primarily along the Mediterranean
coast, where the administrative, infrastructural, institutional, economic, and socio-cultural
development is rooted in natural and historical assets, which can be traced back to the
effects of colonialism. Harvey (1973), Doherty (1977), and Bardinet (1977) have argued that
the outward-oriented urban network was a crucial instrument for colonial exploitation.
This network was primarily designed to facilitate the efficient transportation of exportable
agricultural and mineral resources to the global market. The policy resulted in a new urban
hierarchy with the most preferred cities located at the end of or along the major rail lines
and waterways. In the case of Morocco, Abu-Lughod (1989) observed that, as opposed to
the precolonial system in which Marrakesh and Fez had prominent positions, Casablanca
and Rabat-Sale came to dominate during the colonization. These observations suggest that
certain aspects of Vance’s model are present, where the spatial distribution and hierarchy of
urban settlements are shaped by external trade connections that prioritize transport routes
and gateway cities.

Our case study on Algeria shows spectacularly that urbanization intensified only after
the colonial period (Côte 1994). Valette (1975) describes Algeria as a country with low
urbanization but large cities before the colonial period. According to Sanson (1979), Algeria
had a noteworthy urban history prior to the colonial era, but there was no uninterrupted
urban tradition inherited from this period. Rather, the history of Algerian cities is one
characterized by repeated changes of rulers and foreign influence. Following an annual
growth rate of 2–2.5% in the colonial era, a remarkable surge in urbanization (10.2%
annually) occurred during and immediately after the war of independence in the 1950s and
1960s. This spectacular increase resulted from internal migration generated by insecurity
during the war and the population exchange of Algerian cities left by the European settlers.
Subsequent to this dynamic period, the pace of urbanization decelerated, with a tendency
towards slower growth rates. According to the general population and housing census,
average annual increases in urban population were 3.2% (1966–1977), 3.1% (1977–1987),
2.1% (1987–1998), and 1.7% (1998–2008).

Scholarly works exist which examine the evolution of the urban system in Algeria.
The position of Algiers in the urban hierarchy has been the subject of an investigation by
Marc Côte (1978). Côte contends that the capital city’s status is anomalous within the urban
hierarchy of Algeria, as its labor force surpasses that of the secondary city of Oran by a
factor of three. He discussed five principal ideas that characterized Algerian urbanization
in the years immediately following independence (Côte 1994). These were: (1) a marked
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increase in the pace of urbanization; (2) urbanization driven primarily by the influx of
rural migrants to urban areas; (3) a concentration of urbanization in coastal regions; (4) the
emergence of industrial hubs, particularly in major urban centers and the capital; and
(5) an urban hierarchy that was precarious in its foundation, as it lacked smaller urban
centers to support it. According to Aziz Belkhatir (1999), Algeria shall give answers to
three challenges: (1) disarticulation and economic under-integration of cities; (2) economic
and human hyper-concentration in the Tell; and (3) desertification and marginalization in
the rest of the state territory. According to the author, a potential solution to the challenges
facing Algerian urbanization could involve four key components: (1) rapid and massive
urbanization generated by modernization; (2) a competitive market economy “with human
face”; (3) a more harmonious transport and communication infrastructure network; and
(4) the multiplication of decision-makers (decentralization). Meanwhile, Djamel Raham
et al. (2004) attempt to shed light on the principles of the administrative division in Algeria
(in general), especially in eastern Algeria, describing the main imbalances. They highlight
that any territorial reorganization should consider spatial, social, and economic factors
and prioritize marginal areas to reduce imbalances between subregional units. To achieve
this, they propose a need for increased urban network density, transport infrastructure
development, improved accessibility and communication, the implementation of socio-
economic development projects, and the establishment of regional-level institutions. Finally,
the study of Kamel Kateb (2003) identifies a great contrast between the main coastal
agglomerations concentrating activities, skilled labor, and infrastructure, and the rest of
the country being relatively under-equipped and poor. On the other hand, it finds that
the proportion of the sparse population continues to decrease, while the concentration
of population in the growing number of urban settlements goes hand in hand with the
increasing share of small and medium-sized towns.

In the next section, we step further and present the key feature of our case study.

3. Study Area, Research Materials, and Methods

Algeria is located in the Southern Mediterranean, in North-West Africa, and in the
center of the Maghreb (Figure 1). With a total size of 2,381,741 km2, Algeria is ranked
as the 10th largest country in the world and the largest country in Africa. It comprises
three major geographical zones: the coast and the Tell in the North, the Highlands, and the
Sahara in the South (Jules 1859). With an average density of around 12 inhabitants/km2

in 1998 and close to 15 inhabitants/km2 in 2008 (Table 2), Algeria cannot be regarded as
an overpopulated country. However, the average value hides great disparities between
the three main areas. In 2008, the population of the North was estimated to be about
21.5 million, which gives a density of 209 inhabitants/km2. At the same time, about
3.2 million inhabitants and a population density of 1.64 inhabitants/km2 were registered
in the South. The Highlands, with 30.75 inhabitants/km2, took an intermediate position
(Table 2). This unequal population distribution is even more emphasized at the level of
provinces or municipalities. Nearly 70% of the population lives in metropoles and large
cities. Population densities in large cities are higher, particularly due to industrial activities.
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Figure 1. The location of the study area; source: authors’ construction.

Table 2. Population distribution along the three major zones of Algeria; source: general censuses
(1998 and 2008).

Regions
Population (%)

Area (km2) Area (%)
Density (Inhabitant/km2)

1998 2008 1998 2008

North 64.70 63.13 102,781 4.32 183.18 209.29
Highlands 26.50 27.37 303,231 12.73 25.43 30.75

South 8.80 9.51 1,975,729 82.95 1.30 1.64
Total 100.00 100.00 2,381,741 100.00 12.22 14.30

However, how is “urban” defined in Algeria? According to Act 06-06 (2006), a concen-
tration is defined as urban if it has an agglomerated population of at least 5000 inhabitants.
According to article number 4 of the above act, any urban concentration with a minimum
population and administrative, economic, social, and cultural functions can be considered a
“city.” Act 01-20 (2001) links the definition of urban settlements with regional planning and
sustainability. In doing so, the act introduces a range of conceptual definitions, including
metropole, metropolitan area, big city, new city, and sensitive urban zone. On the other
hand, Act 06-06 (2006) defines the concepts of a medium-sized city, small town, and urban
concentration (Table 3) and indicates in article number 5 that cities can also be classified
based on their functions and influence on the local, regional, national and international
level, as well as on their historical, cultural and architectural heritage.
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Table 3. Classification of urban settlements according to Acts 01-20 (2001) and 06-06 (2006) (Loi n◦

01-20 du 12 décembre 2001 relative à l’aménagement et au développement durable du territoire 2001; Loi
n◦06-06 du 20 février 2006 portant loi d’orientation de la ville 2006).

Law Typology Definition

2001-20
Metropole

Urban concentration with a total
population of at least 300,000 inhabitants,
with developing regional, national, and
international functions.

Large city Urban concentration with a total
population of at least 100,000 inhabitants.

2006-06
Medium-sized city Urban concentration with a population

between 50,000 and 100,000 inhabitants.

Small town Urban concentration with a population
between 20,000 and 50,000 inhabitants.

Urban
concentration

Urban settlement with an agglomerated
population of at least 5000 inhabitants.

The National Spatial Development Plan (SNAT 2025) provided an overview of the
regional priorities of the state, as established by Act 87-03 (Loi no 87-03 du 27 janvier 1987
relative à l’aménagement du territoire 1987) and Act 01-20 (2001) and was adopted in 2008.
This plan gives the spatial framework for our regional examination. The document outlines
the state’s strategies for reducing spatial inequalities and enhancing the attractiveness of
the preferred regions in the next two decades within the context of sustainable development
(Saidi and Saidi 2022). Sustainability appears on two levels in the document. The first
(whole) priority focuses on this issue and includes sub-priorities of sustainable water usage,
soil conservation and desertification control, preservation of ecosystems, control of major
risks, and the protection of cultural heritage. While the second priority, spatial rebalancing,
integrates the sustainability approach into its sub-priorities on a (lower) level. SNAT
is partly based on a coordinated action within the neighboring provinces shaping nine
programming regions (North Centre, North East, North West, Highlands Centre, Highlands
East, Highlands West, South East, South West, and Hoggar Tassili regions). According to
article number 41 of Act 87-03 (1987), each region has more provinces that share similar
geomorphological characteristics and/or demonstrate complementarity (relationships) in
the use of natural resources and cooperate in their planning and development activities.
The analysis of regional urbanization patterns in Algeria is based on census data collected
in 1987, 1998, and 2008 (ONS n.d.) (as it is the last census until now, and the census, which
was supposed to take place in 2018, was postponed to September 2022 because of COVID-
19 and financial issues but has yet to be summarized), which provide a homogeneous
database in terms of spatial and settlement size structure for the decades immediately
preceding and following the turn of the millennium. The current administrative division of
the country, which includes 48 provinces, was established in 1984 in response to changing
spatial realities. Aggregated values for the nine programming regions were generated from
provincial data to identify the spatial pattern of urbanization within the framework of the
SNAT. Unfortunately, we did not have recent data (i.e., the SNAT began in the same year
as the most recent census). We present the results of our analysis using tables and figures
(including charts and maps), with the maps edited using ArcMap software version 10.4.

4. Results
4.1. Regional Tendencies in Urbanization

Based on our data, the number of urban settlements increased by 65% between 1987
and 1998, although this growth was unevenly distributed across the country. About 80% of
the new towns were located in the three northern regions, and the Highland East, the latter
region saw the greatest absolute and relative growth in urbanization during this period
(Tables 4 and 5). On the contrary, there were no new urban settlements in the Hoggar Tassili
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region. The urban population also increased by 58% during this period, with more than 75%
of the absolute growth concentrated in the three northern regions and the Highland East.
The Highland regions exhibited above-average relative growth in their urban population,
while the Hoggar-Tassili region’s high relative growth was not as visible due to its small
local urban population. In terms of urban network and the urban population growth, the
former was slightly more dynamic, with population concentration mainly occurring in
some Highland and southern regions (Tables 4 and 5).

Table 4. Regional urban population growth dynamics 1987–1998 (change in percentage of the own
value in 1987); edited by the authors based on the data of the relevant censuses.

Spatial
Development

Regions

Number
of Urban

Settlements

Total
Urban

Population

Population of
Urban

Settlements
between

5000–19,999

Population of
Small Towns

Population of
Medium-

Sized
Towns

Population of
Large Cities

Population of
Metropoles

Population of
Primary City

North Centre +60 +50 +106 +56 +36 +64 +23 +23
North East +63 +52 +79 +65 −22 +209 +9 +9
North West +68 +53 +59 +68 +123 +43 +22 +22
Highland

Centre +72 +93 +117 −26 +65 / 0 +88

Highland East +102 +71 +107 +62 +21 +85 0 +36
Highland West +57 +77 +114 −14 +26 / 0 +55

South East +40 +68 +45 +123 −56 +202 0 +38
South West +56 +51 +55 +137 0 +25 0 +25

Hoggar Tassili 0 +142 −9 0 / 0 0 +72
Total +65 +58 +85 +54 +34 +127 +19 +26

Urban settlements above 5000 inhabitants.

Table 5. Regional distribution of urban population growth 1987–1998 (in percentage of the national
value); edited by the authors based on the data of the relevant censuses.

Spatial
Development

Regions

Number
of Urban

Settlements

Total
Urban

Population

Population of
Urban

Settlements
between

5000–19,999

Population of
Small Towns

Population of
Medium-

Sized
Towns

Population of
Large Cities

Population of
Metropoles

Population of
Primary City

North Centre 31 34 36 38 40 11 68 46
North East 16 14 17 15 0 18 11 4
North West 17 16 14 15 23 9 21 15
Highland

Centre 6 9 7 0 18 13 0 8

Highland East 17 14 14 11 8 20 0 8
Highland West 5 5 6 0 5 13 0 8

South East 6 7 5 20 0 13 0 4
South West 2 2 1 2 0 2 0 4

Hoggar Tassili 0 0 0 0 8 0 0 4
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Urban settlements above 5000 inhabitants.

There is a structural similarity among the three northern regions as they are the only
areas where metropoles are found. However, there are differences in the urbanization
dynamics of these regions. In the North Centre, the smallest urban settlements experienced
the most intensive growth, while large or medium-sized towns in the other two northern
regions showed a larger increase. The Highland regions focused on expanding their urban
network by emphasizing the growth of the smallest urban settlements. In addition, during
the decade, two of the three regions witnessed the emergence of a new category of large
cities (Tables 4 and 5). In two southern regions, small towns had above-average growth
rates, with the South East experiencing one-fifth of the national urban population growth
in this category. The South East also saw spectacular growth in large cities. By the end of
the 20th century, the urban network remained incomplete below the metropole level in the
South West and, particularly, in the Hoggar-Tassili region. This region witnessed the birth
of a medium-sized town alongside the smallest urban settlements. These findings suggest
a varied urbanization pattern across regions, with some regions emphasizing the growth of
smaller urban settlements while others prioritized the development of larger towns and
cities (Tables 4 and 5).
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What changed during the next decade (1998–2008)? Compared to the previous period,
there was a national-level slowdown in the growth of both urban network density and
urban population. This trend was observed in almost every region, except for Hoggar
Tassili regarding the number of urban settlements and the South West regarding urban
population growth rate. Furthermore, there was a tendency towards greater population
concentration within the urban network. The majority of the new urban settlements (80%)
and urban population growth (56%) were concentrated in the northern regions with average
or under-average urban population dynamics. This growth pattern was more spatially
concentrated in terms of new urban settlements and less concentrated in terms of urban
population than in the previous period. The North Centre showed one of the highest
growth rates in the number of urban settlements but the lowest urban population growth
rate. These tendencies may indicate a suburbanization process, with a spatial extension of
urbanization around the capital city (Tables 6 and 7).

Table 6. Regional urban population growth dynamics 1998–2008 (change in percentage of the own
value in 1998); edited by the authors based on the data of the relevant censuses.

Spatial
Development

Regions

Number
of Urban

Settlements

Total
Urban

Population

Population of
Urban

Settlements
between

5000–19,999

Population of
Small Towns

Population of
Medium-

Sized
Towns

Population of
Large Cities

Population of
Metropoles

Population of
Primary City

North Centre +27 +19 +11 +46 +0 +37 +13 +13
North East +26 +27 +28 +44 +133 +17 −2 −6
North West +20 +22 +23 +35 +14 +29 +9 +9
Highland

Centre +22 +43 +22 +71 −8 +147 0 +68

Highland East +16 +30 +24 +15 +15 +49 0 +17
Highland West +18 +27 +25 +17 +52 +16 0 +20

South East −11 +32 +21 +13 +259 +18 0 +16
South West +14 +53 +46 +32 / +23 0 +23

Hoggar Tassili +40 +44 +18 / +25 0 0 +25
Total +20 +25 +21 +36 +22 +40 +9 +13

Urban settlements above 5000 inhabitants.

Table 7. Regional distribution of urban population growth 1998–2008 (in percentage of the national
value); edited by the authors based on the data of the relevant censuses.

Spatial
Development

Regions

Number
of Urban

Settlements

Total Urban
Population

Population of
Urban

Settlements
between

5000–19,999

Population of
Small Towns

Population of
Medium-

Sized
Towns

Population of
Large Cities

Population of
Metropoles

Population of
Primary City

North Centre 45 28 20 47 0 15 80 44
North East 20 16 25 16 30 5 0 0
North West 15 12 20 13 9 10 20 13
Highland

Centre 5 12 5 5 0 28 0 19

Highland East 10 16 15 5 9 31 0 6
Highland West 5 4 5 3 13 3 0 6

South East 0 8 5 5 30 5 0 6
South West 0 4 5 3 9 3 0 6

Hoggar Tassili 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 0
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Urban Settlements above 5000 Inhabitants.

Approximately 20% of the urban settlements’ growth and almost one-third of the
urban population can be attributed to the Highland regions, especially the Highland Centre
and Highland East. These regions have demonstrated an above-average increase in urban
population, with the Highland Centre experiencing the most significant growth. Although
urban population growth in the southern regions had the highest rate, the expansion of
the urban network was only notable in the Hoggar Tassili region, while in the South East,
there was a decline in the number of urban settlements with more than 5000 inhabitants.
In contrast to the suburbanization tendencies of the North Centre, the urban population
growth outpaced the expansion of the urban network in all other regions. This difference
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was especially prominent in the Highland and two southern regions, highlighting the
presence of an urban concentration process (Tables 6 and 7).

Concerning the urban structure, it is critical to reiterate that metropoles only played
a role in the urbanization of the northern regions and even experienced a decline in
population in the North East. In line with the aforementioned suburbanization trends, the
most dynamic categories of the urban network were found small or medium-sized towns.
Indeed, 80% of the total population growth in small Algerian towns occurred in these areas,
especially in the North Centre region, where 50% of the growth was registered. Large cities
in two Highland regions, the Highland Centre and Highland East exhibited remarkable
dynamics, accounting for more than 50% of the total population growth of large cities.
Meanwhile, medium-sized towns dominated the Highland West. The Highland Centre,
similar to the northern regions, experienced a secondary growth maximum in the category
of small towns. The Hoggar-Tassili region remained the only one without large cities, with
a strong emphasis on small towns’ growth rate, while two other southern regions registered
the highest growth rate of medium-sized towns (Tables 6 and 7).

Upon comparison of the tables, it is evident that out of the nine regions, only two
demonstrated the highest dynamics in the largest local size category of urban settlements.
At the national level, it is worth noting that large cities showed the highest dynamics during
the two decades, surpassing even the metropoles. Primary cities in the Highland Centre
and Hoggar Tassili regions registered the highest population growth rate in their category
in both periods, highlighting the persistence of urban development over time (Tables 4
and 6).

4.2. Sources of Urban Growth

What kind of processes can we find in the background of this regionally uneven urban
development? As earlier mentioned, urban growth is influenced by various factors such
as natural growth, rural-urban migration, the growing number of “de jure” towns, and
integrated rural settlements resulting from urban sprawl. Although only three categories
can be distinguished due to the data structure in our empirical research, natural growth
emerged as the dominant contributor to urban growth in both decades. Rural-urban
migration, on the other hand, was found to have a substantial impact in the Highland
Centre and in the Hoggar-Tassili region during the first decade (Figures 2 and 3).

The findings of this study may be surprising, but they are not necessarily contrary to
the previous research that has shown differences in the rates of natural growth between
urban and rural areas (Côte 1994). While natural growth does not explain changes in
the relative proportions of urban and rural populations, it is the primary factor driving
absolute urban population growth. This is true even though the natural growth rate in
Algeria has declined during the period studied. Rural-urban migration, mainly comprising
younger people, can also contribute to the growing fertility of the target settlements, thereby
indirectly boosting local natural growth. The secondary sources of urban population
growth are more varied. On a national level, the growing number of “de jure” towns is
more critical than rural-urban migration to older cities and towns, and its importance is
growing. However, it is worth noting that by treating new “de jure” towns as a separate
category, we may underestimate the importance of rural-urban migration because the latter
remains hidden when target settlements become “de jure” urban in the examined period.
The regional tendencies also vary: in the urbanized northern regions, the extension of the
urban network through new “de jure” towns is more important, while in the Highland and
Southern regions, rural-urban migration plays a more decisive role. Despite a general trend
toward the extension of the urban network, migration continued to play a crucial role in
the second decade (Figures 2 and 3). A detailed explanation of their urban growth patterns
is provided below.
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Figure 2. Sources of urban population growth in the regions (1987–1998); edited by the authors based
on the data of the relevant censuses.
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Figure 3. Sources of urban population growth in the regions (1998–2008); edited by the authors based
on the data of the relevant censuses.

Firstly, French colonialism substantially altered Algeria’s built environment and fun-
damentally reconfigured the country during the Algerian Revolution (1954–1962) by es-
tablishing new infrastructure and settlements throughout the country (Hadjri and Osmani
2004; Bekkouche and Otmane 2022). In addition, the colonial regime enacted several laws
and orders to control the Algerian residents by a forced transfer to certain settlements,
especially in the northern part of the country, because of its endowments: port sites, higher
speed communication with Europe, rich agricultural plains, mild climate, and welcoming
beaches. These regional imbalances between the North and the South, between the city and
the countryside, accelerated the process of urbanization in the colonized northern territory,
especially in the main cities. However, these spatial imbalances continued even after inde-
pendence and were sometimes reinforced by the policy of administrative centralization
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and the concentration of significant investments in the northern regions because of the
availability of the most critical infrastructures and assets.

Secondly, the urbanization pattern in Algeria was largely influenced by economic
development policy. During the central planning era, the state aimed to modernize and
rebalance the country’s spatial distribution (of population and economic activities) by
establishing new industrial centers, such as Batna in Highland East, M’sila in Highland
Centre, Saïda and Tiaret in Highland West, Adrar in the South West, and Hassi-Messaoud
and Hassi R’Mel in the South East, which became primary targets of rural-urban migration.
However, many public manufacturing enterprises were unable to compete due to outdated
management practices and technologies, and their losses had to be compensated by the
public budget, leading to increased external debt and slowed economic growth. To secure
external financial support, Algeria liberalized its economy under the guidance of the
International Monetary Fund (Herizi and Bettioui 2016), resulting in the restructuring of
the economy and the closure of several industrial companies that employed thousands of
workers. For example, since 1994, 935 of the 1324 local public enterprises scattered across
the country (and employing nearly 220,000 people) have been closed down. M’sila in the
Highland Centre lost three-quarters of its 10,000 industrial jobs in 2000. As a result, rural-
urban migration in regions where these companies were located has been curtailed, and new
migratory movements have emerged toward coastal metropoles with stronger economic
potential, which also might appreciate urban-urban migration. However, the Saharan
regions have seen renewed attractiveness due to the dynamic economic development driven
by private actors in agriculture, manufacturing, petroleum, and the tertiary sector. An
example of notable progress and rejuvenation includes the oasis renewal in the agricultural
sector and growth in the petroleum industry facilitated by the involvement of domestic
and foreign entities.

Thirdly, Algeria faced economic and political challenges that led to an unstable envi-
ronment during the period under examination. The civil war between 1987 and 1998 caused
a “Black Decade” with approximately 200,000 fatalities, thousands of whom went missing,
and hundreds of thousands who were either displaced or exiled. Forty-three percent of the
armed actions in the North Centre, 12% in the North West and the Highland West regions,
and 4.3% in the North East region were carried out (Kateb 2004). As a result, about 1.5 mil-
lion Algerians were forced to flee their villages between 1993 and 1997. More than 100,000
went to live in the suburbs of towns like Djelfa (Highland Centre), Médéa, and Chlef (North
Centre). Many villages, including Ouled Ali, near the capital, were abandoned, and about
1.5 million Algerians were forced to flee their villages between 1993 and 1997 (Kouaouci
and Rabah 2013). Only a portion of this migration was classified as rural-urban migration,
with the majority of individuals settling in the suburbs of Algerian cities. However, the
population growth observed in small towns with inhabitants between 5000–50,000 can be
attributed to their proximity to rural areas, which made them a preferred destination for
those seeking security (Chadli and Hadjiedj 2003; Bousmaha et al. 2021).

Fourthly, policies aimed at moderating the growth of metropoles were implemented,
such as the destruction of precarious housing in the major cities, social housing programs
outside of cities, and the blocking of industrial investments. These policies resulted in the
creation of new “de jure” towns in the northern regions, including Bab Ezzouar, Boumerdès,
and Dar el Beida near Algiers, and Sidi Amar near Annaba, among others. One notable
example is Ali Mendjeli, which was established on the outskirts of Constantine in 2000
(Lakehal 2015) as a solution to the city’s landslides and high demand for social housing
(Foura and Foura 2005). The number of social housing applicants in Constantine was 32,000
per year, and due to the dynamic natural increase, the construction of a new city was seen
as the best solution to the problem. Ali Mendjeli grew from 0 inhabitants in 1998 to 64,120
inhabitants by 2008. The establishment of Ali Mendjeli had an effect on the balance of
rural-urban migration as well as on the contribution of new “de jure” towns to the urban
population growth in the North East region.
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4.3. The Recent Urban Network of Algeria

As a result of the urban development tendencies above, three distinct urban zones can
be identified in contemporary Algeria, as shown in Table 8. The Northern Coastal Zone had
a high urban network density and population concentration, while the Highland Zone had a
medium-level urban network density and population concentration. The Southern Saharan
Zone, on the other hand, had a low urban network density and population concentration.
Notably, each zone had a unique region that stands out: the North Centre which includes
the capital city of Algiers, the Highland East, which has been the site of significant socio-
economic development efforts since the war of independence (Raham 2001), and the South
East, where urbanization is closely linked to the growth of the oil and gas industry (Côte
2005). In terms of metropolitan areas, these are only found in the northern regions, with
Algiers, Oran, Constantine, and Annaba serving as primary cities. A majority of the large
and medium-sized towns are also found in the northern regions (Figure 4). While the
population share of large cities was more dominant in certain Highland and Southern
regions, the Hoggar Tassili region in the center of the Sahara desert has no metropoles
or large cities, and its primary city is a medium-sized town, Tamanrasset, which is home
to more than 50% of the regional urban population. Interestingly, there have been no
changes in the primary city status of these regions between 1987 and 2008, indicating the
conservative character of the urban network.

Table 8. Urban network in the Algerian regions (2008); edited by the authors based on the census data.

Spatial
Development

Regions

Number
of Urban

Settlements
(Unit/1000

km2)

Total
Urban

Population
(Inhabitants/km2)

Population of
Urban

Settlements
between

5000–19,999
(%)

Population of
Small Towns

(%)

Population of
Medium-

Sized Towns
(%)

Population of
Large Cities

(%)

Population of
Metropoles

(%)

Population of
Primary City

(%)

North Centre 9.95 254.39 22 26 18 8 26 26
North East 5.12 120.12 33 21 11 15 21 12
North West 4.73 110.16 30 19 13 18 20 20
Highland

Centre 0.55 16,04 26 13 24 36 0 15

Highland East 2.45 59.06 29 16 15 40 0 9
Highland West 0.37 9.22 31 19 26 24 0 14

South East 0.15 5.01 26 33 17 24 0 11
South West 0.02 0.62 32 19 13 35 0 35

Hoggar Tassili 0.01 0.18 31 15 54 0 0 54
Total 0.42 10.70 27 22 16 19 16 9

Urban settlements above 5000 inhabitants.
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Based on a comparison of the size distribution of the Algerian urban settlements
and the expected distribution according to Zipf’s law describing the situation regarded
as optimal, it is evident that there is a deficiency in the case of the larger cities (Figure 5).
Algiers, with a population of 2.36 million, is three times more populous than the second-
largest city, Oran. Although the combined population of the five cities following Algiers—
Oran, Constantine, Annaba, Blida, and Batna—is 2.04 million, this is still lower than that of
the capital city. This finding indicates that the Algerian urban system is a macrocephalic
system (Bousmaha et al. 2021). However, it is important to note that monocentric urban
networks are also prevalent in other regions, including emerging economies and European
countries, as reported in several studies (Molnár et al. 2022; Sami et al. 2021; Mariana
2016; Burger 2011). The two graphs depicting the size distribution of urban settlements
exhibit an inversion in position around the 20th place, indicating that the group of smaller
towns and the smallest urban settlements forming the base of the urban network are
relatively well-developed, according to Zipf’s law (Figure 5). These small towns and
smallest urban settlements ranging from 5000–50,000 inhabitants, play a critical role in the
Algerian urban network, accommodating 40–60% of the total urban population across all
regions, from the Highland Centre to the South East (Table 8). Urban development activities
have traditionally focused on implementing national (re)construction projects and meeting
the population’s basic infrastructure, equipment, and housing demands, leading to the
establishment and growth of new urban settlements. However, the high urbanization rate
in Algeria is concentrated around the metropoles, such as Algiers (94.3%), Oran (92.4%),
Constantine (89.2%), and Annaba (84.1%). Meanwhile, a substantial concentration of urban
inhabitants can be observed in the Saharan provinces of Ghardaia (96.2%), Tindouf (92.8%),
and Ouargla (82.4%).
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5. Discussion

Comparing our findings to the literature, we argue that Algeria is still in the first
(concentration) stage of urbanization, also showing some elements of the second (suburban-
ization) stage around the northern metropoles. Our results on the slowing urbanization rate,
the secondary importance of rural-urban migration, the moderate shift of urban develop-
ment towards non-coastal regions as well as the dynamics and importance of small towns
and smallest urban settlements partially contradict the earlier findings about the increased
pace of urbanization, urbanization driven primarily by rural-urban migration, the concen-
tration of urbanization in the coastal regions, and the lack of small urban centers (Côte
1994) demonstrating a shift in urbanization tendencies over the last two decades. However,
this shift is rather moderate due to physical geographical realities and the conservative
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nature of the settlement network resulting in limited changes in the spatial distribution of
the total and urban population. In this way, the problems discussed by Marc Côte (1978,
1994), Aziz Belkhatir (1999), and Djamel Raham et al. (2004) related to the Algerian urban
network and regional development are still relevant. On the other hand, our results show
the importance of smaller towns and the smallest urban settlements constituting about
50% of the total urban population in every region. This aligns with the findings of Kamel
Kateb (2003) and draws attention to the importance of future research within this group of
Algerian urban settlements.

In order to deal with the heritage of colonialism and the development of the subse-
quent decades resulted in large regional imbalances and tensions, SNAT 2025 (2008) aims
to achieve spatial rebalancing by reducing disparities in the distribution of population and
economic activities and by relieving the pressure on the densely populated coastal regions.
Within its second (spatial) priority framework, the document identifies three regional
and two thematic sub-priorities aimed at promoting spatial development. The regional
sub-priorities are focused on the development of the northern coastal regions, the High-
lands, and the southern desert area. It is worth noting that environmental considerations,
including land use, ecosystem protection, and prevention of natural and industrial risks,
are integrated into these sub-priorities on a lower level. The approach is also place-based,
as seen in the action plans for the Highlands and the development concept for the South,
which takes into account the unique characteristics of the desert environment and the needs
of its inhabitants. Regional and thematic priorities are intertwined: relocation of economic
activities and public administration, as well as the development of the urban network,
serve as tools to achieve the regional priorities.

In terms of changing patterns of urbanization, the concept of a rebalanced urban net-
work is particularly significant, as shown in Figure 6. SNAT 2025 (2008) identifies certain
types of urban centers as key priorities, including metropolitan regions (4), growth centers
in the Tell region (9), counterbalancing centers in the Highland (10), and development
centers in the South (12). The goal is to strengthen and improve these 35 centers. The
metropoles are hubs for production, services, research, and executive functions and are
connected not only to each other but also to major cities worldwide, serving as gateways.
The growth centers in the Tell region manage and facilitate development in their area by
establishing urban-rural linkages in order to reduce the pressure on coastal metropolitan
zones. The counterbalancing centers on the Highland contribute to a spatial extension of
the population growth by organizing their rural base. The development centers of the South
are economic and service locations stimulating growth and enhancing the attractiveness
of the South. There are also three types of new towns having different emphases on their
functions depending on their location (Tell, Highland, or South). Besides centers reducing
the pressure on metropoles (Tell), extending the growth (Highland), or exploiting the local
resources (South), bringing urban life deeper into the continent, the spatial connections
have a special importance. The traditional North-South transport axles link coastal centers
to internal peripheral regions, while the growing significance of East-West infrastructure
contributes to urban networking and strengthens horizontal relations within a system
historically characterized by vertical relations rooted in the colonial era. The deconcentra-
tion of economic activities and public administration as a tool for a more balanced urban
network development, the strengthening of urban-rural linkages, and the establishment
of an infrastructure overwriting the existing spatial asymmetries show toward an urban
network staying closer to the concept of the Christaller model.
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Our findings about the slow shift of urban dynamics towards non-coastal regions
are also supported by the population change data of the prioritized urban categories of
SNAT. Counterbalancing towns of the Highland and development towns of the South
have more rapid population growth than metropoles or new growth towns in the Tell
during both decades, while there are also differences between the coastline and its direct
hinterland (Tell). In this approach, SNAT aims to strengthen existing spatial tendencies.
On the other hand, the population of the prioritized cities and towns had mostly lower
dynamics than the national urban population during both decades. It is also due to the
significant contribution of new “de jure” towns to the urban population growth discussed
earlier. In order to minimize the distortion effects of this latter settlement group, we revised
the data by neglecting the contribution of new “de jure” towns based on our information
about the sources of urban population growth. However, even compared to these data, the
dynamics of the prioritized urban centers seem to be above the average only in the case of
the counterbalancing towns of the Highland and the development towns of the South. In
this context, SNAT aims to modify the existing spatial urbanization tendencies (Table 9).

Table 9. Population dynamics along the SNAT urban development categories (1987–2008); edited by
the authors based on the data of the relevant censuses.

1987
Population

1998
Population

2008
Population

1987–1998
Change (%)

1998–2008
Change (%)

Metropoles (Coastline) 3,040,137 3,632,039 3,958,290 19 9
New growth towns (Tell) 815,221 1,063,591 1,245,523 30 17
Counterbalancing towns (Highland) 918,132 1,332,546 1,817,956 45 36
Development towns (South) 609,776 893,425 1,109,618 47 24
Total urban population 12,894,332 20,365,104 25,471,869 58 25
Total urban population without new
“de jure” towns 45 17

6. Conclusions

In our paper, we gave an overview of urban development in Algeria from a regional
perspective, both before and after the turn of the millennium. We began by introducing
the relevant literature and our research methodology, which relied on the data from the
last three censuses. We then examined the topic through three questions: we dealt with
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(1) spatial and structural tendencies of urbanization, (2) sources of urban population growth,
and (3) a recent analysis of the urban network. Regarding the first question, our results
pointed to a slowing but regionally differentiated urban growth rate with a moderate
urbanization shift towards non-coastal regions and above-average dynamics of large cities
and smaller towns. In the framework of the second question, we identified the primary
importance of natural growth exceeding the contribution of rural-urban migration and new
“de jure” towns as well as the differentiation of these factors among the regions emphasizing
the secondary role of new “de jure” towns in the densely settled and urbanized northern
regions, and the importance of rural-urban migration in the internal peripheries. In a
broader context, the legacy of colonialism, the economic and urban development policy of
the young Algerian state, and the effects of the civil war together played a role in creating
the background of urbanization. Answering the third question, we highlighted three
sharply differentiated zones of urban network density and urban size structure. The urban
network generally shows deficits in large cities and a robust basis in smaller towns. In the
discussion, we placed our findings in a broader context by comparing them to the existing
literature and the priorities of the national spatial development plan. Accordingly, Algerian
urban development can be characterized as the first stage of urbanization, with some
tendencies of the second stage observed around the coastal metropoles. This development
has been historically influenced by externally determined factors, particularly the role
of gateway cities (ports) based on the legacy of colonization (modeled by the theory of
Vance), as well as by the efforts of the young Algerian state to achieve regionally more
balanced urbanization and foster urban-rural interactions (in their expectations staying
closer to the urban hierarchy of Christaller). We regard the realized shift toward a spatially
more balanced urban network as a factor supporting but not guaranteeing sustainable
development. The question of sustainability remained open; we need more specific indices
to assess the developments from this point of view.

Our article will give a plus to the urban field research because it contains empirics
about urban network development from a country (Algeria) that is underrepresented in the
international literature, and it was synthesized and put into the broader theoretical context
of the existing literature about the country and connecting the questions of urbanization
and regional development policy. However, our research is limited by the fact that the most
recent census data available were collected in 2008. The planned 2018 census was delayed
due to COVID-19 and financial issues, but it has recently begun (in September 2022), which
may allow us to update our findings with new statistics and assess the real impact of SNAT
2025 (2008) on the spatial development of the urban network.
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