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1. Introduction

Planning research has not been traditionally focused on the
study of small islands. In fact, as Bailey (1998) noted, ‘‘When

students in British and continental European schools study Europe

they usually concentrate on the continent’s heartland. . . Rarely do

they have the chance to consider the situations of those other

Europeans who live along the continent’s Atlantic margins in island

and island groups such as Faroe, Shetland, Orkney, the Hebrides,

Madeira, the Azores and the Canaries’’ (p. 309). In spite of the fact
that island territories cover approximately 7% of the Earth’s
surface, accommodate about 10% of the world’s population
(Baldacchino, 2007) and concentrate around two thirds of the
resources of the planet (McCall, 1996), one should note that so far
small islands have not been viewed as prime objects/subjects of
inquiry in planning research.

Even though Bailey’s statement holds, it would be unfair to
dismiss the growing body of research that has emerged in
the planning field over the course of the last decade focusing on
the study of island spaces. Among the topics covered so far are the

analysis of characteristics of the planning system in the Solomon
Islands (Talbot & Ronnie, 2007) and in the Republic of Mauritius
(Birch-Thomsen, Reenberg, Mertz, & Fog, 2010); the examination
of the tendency to restructure methods of governance in physical
development planning in the islands of Crete in Greece (Andriotis,
2001), Cyprus (Abu-Orf, 2005), Barbados (Bunce, 2008; Pugh &
Potter, 2000) and Tasmania in Australia (Stratford, 2006b); the
scrutiny of the difficulties posed by the fragmentation of spatial
planning policies in the Spanish archipelagos of the Canaries
(Bianchi, 2004; Cáceres-Morales, 2008) and the Balearics (Dom-
ı́nguez, 2004); the analysis of the suitability of importing the
concept of ‘strategic planning’ to the context of the Portuguese
island region of the Azores (Borges, 2000); the identification of best
practices in strategic spatial planning policy-making in the
Highlands and Islands of Scotland (Bowman, 2006; Bowman &
O’Shea, 2007); or even the analysis of the difficulties posed by the
lack of data and skilled human resources in the plan-making
process in small islands (e.g. Haberkorn, 1997; Perkins & Xiang,
2006).

This recent literature has been propelled, at least to some
extent, by an increasing awareness of the need to start thinking
about what planning in small islands should be in order to
accommodate the growing pressures resulting from fast changing
social, economic and environmental conditions, as stated more
than two decades ago by Coccossis (1987) and Villamil (1977).
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A B S T R A C T

This paper presents a critical literature review of spatial development perspectives in small island

contexts. Despite the great diversity of island situations that can be found in the world, the main goal is

to understand the extent to which the special status enjoyed by small islands with regard to

development can be extended to include a more spatially based perspective of development. More

specifically, by reviewing the scarce information available in the literature on the patterns and

challenges of spatial development in small islands, the paper analyses whether the distinctiveness of

islands – a condition that usually appears in the literature under the concept of islandness – translates

into distinctive patterns of spatial development. Despite the sociocultural and political resilience of

islands, the main theoretical findings of the paper suggest that the distinctive meaning of spatial

development in small islands appears to be determined by a number of interrelated vulnerabilities,

notably the scarcity of land-based resources, the ecological fragility of the natural environments, the

smallness of the domestic market, or the need to surmount a water barrier in order to achieve access to

the rest of the world.
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However, the fact that islands, especially small and isolated islands,
are considered to provide special cases in development1 (e.g.

Cambers, 2006; Deschenes & Chertow, 2004; Douglas, 1997; Kerr,
2005; Koonjul, 2004; Ohmae, 1990; van der Velde, Green,
Vanclooster, & Clothier, 2007) entails that much remains to be
unveiled about the nature of spatial planning and development in
islands.

In this regard, one should begin by noting that the difficulty in
achieving a balance between economic, environmental and social
requirements in island contexts is regarded as an important
element explaining the special status enjoyed by small islands
with respect to (sustainable) development. The limited array of
development options that is generally available in small island
contexts, as shown, for example, by Hein (1990a), has led many
island governments to base development in socioeconomic
activities that are totally removed from resource management.
Easter Island is usually cited as the classical example of the high
dependency of a human society on its surrounding environment
and the devastating consequences of irreversibly damaging it.
According to Nagarajan (2006), the pressure that an increasingly
numerous population placed on the vulnerable natural environ-
ment of the island in the course of its development was immense,
and when land could no longer withstand such pressure, the
society collapsed.2

Other islands may tell, however, a completely different story.
The case of Tikopia in the Solomon Islands shows, for example, how
the adoption of customary practices of natural resource manage-
ment and conservation has played an important role in the
achievement of a sustainable path of development in the island.
Even though the early settlement of Polynesians in Tikopia placed
pressure on the natural environment of the island, with develop-
ment being based on the practice of slash-and-burn agriculture
and the hunting of native bird species to extinction, archaeological
evidence shows that this pattern changed by the year 100 AD,
when slash-and-burn agriculture was replaced by a complex
system of fruit and nut trees, under which shade-tolerant crops
could be grown (Erickson & Gowdy, 2000).

In spite of that adaptation, some scholars point to the fact that
even where environmentally and economically sustainable
options of development can be effectively pursued, they might,
nonetheless, conflict with the cultural and social aspirations of
island peoples. As Douglas (2006) exemplifies, sustainable
development policies aimed at regulating the usage of natural
resources may exclude low-income groups in rural areas and
coastal settlements whose survival is dependent upon the short-
usage of ‘near to hand’ resources. Therefore, it seems that
integrating economic development with environmental protec-
tion, while ensuring that ordinary people are not prevented of
meeting their day-to-day needs, may prove difficult in the context
of small islands.

With these issues in mind, the main objective of this paper is to
understand the extent to which the argument that small islands
are special cases in development can be extended to include a more
spatially based perspective of development. To date this topic

appears to have not been conveniently, and systematically,
addressed in the planning literature despite the existence of
research that focuses on the study of small island states and
regions from inter- and multi-disciplinary perspectives – known as
island studies.3

More specifically, in order to gain insight on the nature of
spatial development in small islands, the scarce information
available in the literature on the patterns and challenges of spatial
development in small islands is critically reviewed. But because
islands are particular in many respects – a situation that appears in
the literature under the concept of islandness – the main concern
here is to understand if these patterns and challenges of spatial
development can be considered to be idiosyncratic to islands.

To date there is no consensus about both the relevance4 and the
meaning of islandness. Regarding the latter, several authors
question if it is a geographical term reinforcing the uniqueness
of small island territories (Conkling, 2007), a state of mind that
derives from, and is reinforced by, the physical isolation of the
setting (Ohmae, 1990), or a more complex concept that includes
physical, economic and even sociocultural elements (Jackson,
2008; Marshall, 1999). In this paper islandness is defined as ‘‘an

intervening variable that does not determine, but contours and

conditions. . . events [taking place on small islands] in distinct, and

distinctly relevant, ways’’ (Baldacchino, 2004, p. 278). The nature of
such events may be biophysical, geographical, political, social,
economic or cultural.

Contrary to much of the planning research that has been
produced to date, which has invariably viewed small islands along
the same lines as other mainland areas (Bodin & Dufay, 2004–
2005; Coccossis, 1987), this paper focuses, therefore, on under-
standing the plausible influence and impact of islandness on the
patterns and challenges of spatial development in islands,
particularly on small and peripheral islands exhibiting fragmenta-
tion of various sorts. The situations of densely urbanised small
islands physically integrated in a mainland area (e.g. New York City
in the United States of America, Venice in Italy) or lying off the
coast of a continental area (e.g. Hong Kong in China, Singapore), as
well as of cities with significant small islands (e.g. Copenhagen in
Denmark, Amsterdam in the Netherlands), which fall under the
emerging concept of ‘island cities’ (Grydehøj, 2014), are beyond the
scope of this research.

The paper continues by providing some insights into the nature
of small island spaces (Section 2). It then analyses the ways in
which the concept of islandness may be used to further the
understanding of the meaning of spatial development in the
context of small islands (Section 3). Later, the paper focuses on
the identification of general patterns of spatial development in
small islands (Section 4). An analysis is then carried out on the
main spatial development challenges that can be commonly found
in small islands in spite of their remarkable diversity (Section 5).
This is followed by a discussion on the nature of these challenges in
small island contexts (Section 6). The paper concludes with some
remarks on the special status that may be enjoyed by small islands
with regard to spatial development (Section 7).

1 This situation has been also acknowledged in international political fora, of

which the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development held in Rio de

Janeiro (Brazil) in 1992 or the World Summit on Sustainable Development held in

Johannesburg (South Africa) in 2002 are two examples.
2 Other classical examples can be found in the literature. The case of Mangaia, in

Cook Islands, shows, on one hand, a pattern of overshoot and collapse, with

population increasing for several hundred years after forest had been cut down and

soils severely degraded (Erickson & Gowdy, 2000). The recent case of Nauru, on the

other hand, illustrates how ninety years of opencast mining have been able to

produce one of the highest Gross National Product (GNP) per capita in the world at

the expense of the almost complete exhaustion of existing phosphate reserves and

the devastation of nearly 80% of the land area of the island (Gowdy & McDaniel,

1999).

3 In spite of the difficulty of assigning a precise date to the origins of the field of

island studies, some authors consider that it was probably pioneered by bio-

geographers like Charles Darwin and Alfred Wallace, by human geographers like

Jean Brunhes and Ellen Churchill Semple, and by anthropologists like Alfred

Radcliffe-Brown and Margaret Mead.
4 Upon this view of the matter, one should note that some scholars view islands

as replicated and simplified versions of larger mainland areas. This strand of the

literature underlines that the small scale and semi-closed nature of island systems

makes straightforward the observation and understanding of the myriad of

interlinked physical, environmental and socioeconomic phenomena taking place on

islands (Greenhouse, 2006; Nagarajan, 2006). Other scholars claim, in turn, that

islands are places that ‘‘. . . harbour dynamics and tendencies which are idiosyncratic’’

(Baldacchino, 2004, p. 277).
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