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Abstract. Since 2000, a rapid but poorly planned and managed urban expansion process has been observed 
around Riga, the capital of Latvia. The article reflects the opinions and efforts of municipalities in spatial 
and social transformation, residents’ rating of the urban and social environment and the results of spatial 
and morphological analysis, studying three suburban areas. It states that the spatial development policies 
of all levels have not been adequately implemented in local government spatial plans, creating a suburban 
built environment with low accessibility, availability, density, diversity and nodality, and outlines 
the first attempts of urban sprawl repair, calling for planning at the neighbourhood scale and activation 
of communities. 
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Introduction 

Suburbanisation, mainly considered an issue of the Western way of life, has been widely studied 
around the world, characterising it by the development of predominantly monofunctional car-
oriented spaces with low-density single-family dwellings emerging around the periphery of cities, 
places without traditional urban concentration, where new developments exist in their own right 
(Coutch et al., 2007; De Vidovich, 2019). This process, known as urban sprawl, has been recognized 
by the schollars an essential problem for urban area functioning, threatening sustainability 
and affecting the quality of the built environment in the long term (Coutch et al., 2007; Cocheci 
& Petrisor, 2023a). Couch et al. (2007) consider it as one of the most significant drivers of land use 
change in Europe as a result of inadequate planned development. 

But in the second half of the 20th century till 1990s, the situation was different in the socialist 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe, where urban expansion started later. As it is recognozed 
by Radzinski and Mickiewicz (2015), there the development of new suburban settlements was 
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limited by the state policy determining the construction of large multi-storie residential areas, pro-
viding appropriate level of density and compactness (Cirtautas, 2014; Cocheci & Petrisor, 2023b). 
However, since 1990, after regime change, urban sprawl has been a predominant trend of urban-
isation, primarily taking the form of residential single-family home development (Cirtautas, 2014; 
Cocheci & Petrisor, 2023b).

Researchers have emphasised that it was a period when ex-Soviet countries due to neoliberal 
thinking was not giving appropriate attention to physical planning and housing policy (Pichler-Mi-
lanovič, 1994; Sykora, 1998). Existed ‘planning vacuum’ (Nuissl & Rink, 2005), and as indicated 
by the Pichler-Milanovič et al. (2007) the term ‘planning’ had negative associations with the former 
state regime.

In Latvia, wider suburbanisation has started since 2000, when an active process of urban ex-
pansion of Pierīga was observed (Pužulis & Šķiņķis, 2009). Šķiņķis and Cimdiņš (2015) conclude 
that as a result of urban sprawl ‘changes in spatial structures have taken place around Rīga – 
the capital of Latvia, as well as in the surrounding areas forming Rīga’s functional region’. It should 
be noted that this process started and still is taking place in the situation when the total population 
of Latvia decreases (LR CSP, 2022). 

After the crisis of the late 1990s, at the beginning of the 21st century, the municipalities 
of Pierīga (in Latvian – areas next to Rīga) started to see development possibilities, there was 
very strong political support for urban growth planning. As in many other countries, it happened 
for similar reasons – municipalities tried to use the opportunity to attract investors and fought 
for residents (Leontidou & Couch, 2007). During the land reform of the 1990s, the land taken 
from private owners into state ownership during the period of the Soviet Union, was returned to its 
previous owners, creating a new class of land owners. The economic benefit of their received back 
agricultural land was seen in the land-use change, particularly in the areas close to Rīga. During 
the development of local government spatial plans around the 2000s, these new landowners re-
quested to change the land zoning from agricultural land to residential. 

Such a decisions made it possible to produce scattered development – sprawl. At first 
the reason for uncontrolled sprawl can be found in the lack of regulation. It was possible to divide 
land outside the village borders into construction plots through detailed plans, in some cases, 
even before the adoption of a local government spatial plan (Narbuts, 2018; Šavraka, 2023). This 
practice was corrected peculiarly: the changed regulation prohibited the creation of new residen-
tial development outside village borders, but already existing and in detailed plans foreseen sin-
gle-family dwelling areas due to this new regulation were included in the boundaries of villages 
‘post factum’, expanding their boundaries. In this way, the villages of Pierīga, with large areas 
for monofunctional residential construction determined now in the spatial plans, such as Vald-
lauči, Rāmava, Katlakalns and many others, merged into village conglomerates of continuous set-
tlements. But there was no factual basis to do so. Planners noted that the opportunities for village 
growth and development in the new borders had not been analysed in the context of the region 
or several municipalities (Narbuts, 2018).

At the beginning of the 21st century, researchers started to evaluate these urban sprawl 
processes. Urbanisation trends on the metropolitan scale and processes transforming commu-
nity were analysed (Pužulis & Šķiņķis, 2009, 2011; Šķiņķis &Cimdiņš, 2015), criteria for choosing 
the place of residence were examined (Felcis et al., 2014), as well as attention was paid to popula-
tion migration and its reasons (Bērziņš, 2009; Bērziņš et al., 2010; Krišjāne & Bērziņš, 2012; Sechi 
et al., 2022). Less research has been conducted on urban sprawl issues at the community level. 
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At the same time, when rapid suburbanisation processes are taking place in post-socialist coun-
tries, in the world attempts are being made to rethink the understanding of urban sprawl (Keil 
& Wu, 2022) and find a way to move towards the form of a sustainable city (OECD, 2018). Scientists 
and practitioners talk more about suburban ‘repair’ – retrofitting suburbia, redesigning suburbs 
(Dunham-Jones & Willianson, 2011), retrofitting sprawl (Talen, 2015). New planning approaches 
focusing on compactness and suburban transformation (Tachieva, 2010) – a process explained 
as the intensification of the suburban environment – have been emerging, as well as restructuring, 
creating new, compact neighbourhoods (Rice, 2010). Transformation that is aimed to ensure livea-
bility, community, and quality of life (Çalişkan & Şevik, 2022).

Quality of life issues are actively researched in urban environments. Researchers note that en-
suring quality of life becomes especially relevant in the context of global urbanisation as the num-
ber of urbanised areas increases (Mouratidis, 2021). Findings emphasise that the urban environ-
ment in which a person lives daily is one of the most important aspects that affect a person’s 
well-being - this concept is closely related to the quality of life in general (Winston & Eastway, 
2008; Streimikiene, 2015).

Individual cases of ‘densification’ of places and neighbourhoods are studied often. Several re-
searchers collected individual examples of transformation projects that focus on changes in func-
tion and physical form (Tachieva, 2010; Dunham-Jones & Williamson, 2011). Urban environment 
quality indicators – accessibility, connectivity, density, diversity, and nodality for determining 
potential transformation sites on city or neighbourhood scale are offered (Tsenkova, 2006; Rice, 
2010; Talen, 2011; Wilson et al., 2011; Dinić & Mitković, 2016; Uribe et al., 2017; Muminovic & Ca-
ton, 2018; Mantey & Pokojski, 2020; Mantey, 2021). Research is conducted on residents’ neigh-
bourhood satisfaction (Mantey, 2021).

Researchers state that planners should understand the relationship between the built envi-
ronment and the indicators of the quality of human life (Mulliner & Maliene, 2011). Some argue 
that this can influence the planning approach (Mouratidis, 2021). Others explain that planners 
should be aware of the characteristics of the built environment that contribute to residents’ satis-
faction, because improvements in the physical parameters of the suburban built environment will 
only be effective with knowing the demands and wishes of residents (Mantey, 2021).

It is noted that the neighbourhood scale is the most appropriate for studying residents’ sat-
isfaction with the built environment, later using the results in suburban transformation (Mantey, 
2021; Šavraka, 2023). It is emphasised that such projects should be linked with the expectations 
of the neighbourhood itself and its development vision (Vall-Cassas et al., 2016).

While research, new planning concepts and approaches to sprawl repair appear globally, no such 
specific studies of suburban transformation processes have been elaborated in Latvia, especially 
those that can create a base for future planning. The setting of this article is to alleviate this deficiency.  

Urban sprawl processes in Pierīga 

In Latvia the Rīga metropolitan area is considered as a well-connected economic and social move-
ment area of the capital. It includes Rīga with the neighbouring towns and the municipalities, 
forming Rīga metropolitan ‘core’ – an area where the urban sprawl processes are more intensive 
compared to the other four regions of Latvia and characterised by high daily commuting intensity 
(Fig. 1-2). Urban expansion processes can be observed around some other Latvian cities as well, 
but in terms of intensity, they are not comparable to the developments around the capital.
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Pierīga – part of Rīga metropolitan ‘core’ – territory directly surrounding the capital 
up to and around the ring road (Fig. 2) is an area where the urban sprawl processes have been 
the sharpest. Šķiņķis and Cimdiņš (2015) see it as connected teritory of transition, where emerging 
settlement patterns demonstrate aspects of both – urban and rural – ways of life. From a planning 
documents perspective, Pierīga is characterised as the space of direct influence of the capital city 
with typical for suburbia urbanised population, traffic and economic structure, where the territory 
adjacent to the capital city forms a unified urban ‘fabric’ with Rīga (RPR, 2023, p. 27).

Various internal and external factors – previous and current policies, regulations and inter-
ests are influencing and shapping urban sprawl processes in Pierīga. The economic growth of Rīga 
and Pierīga, as well as the ongoing demand for housing and, therefore – for new construction 
areas – creates suburbanisation pressure on the municipalities of Pierīga (Narbuts, 2018). As 
a result of urban expansion, various suburban spatial units have been formed in Pierīga, on both 
sides of the Rīga ring road (Fig. 2). Most parts of Rīga and Pierīga suburbs have already merged, 
and there is a vast potential for future development in planned urban growth areas till and on both 
sides of the ring road. An increase in population and the formation of new villages have created 
a demand for infrastructure, services and mobility solutions. There are different social structures, 
community relationships and collaboration.

To explore these spatial and social transformation processes in Pierīga, three suburban re-
search territories (Fig. 2) with diverse localisations were chosen as cases: Ķekava municipality, 
Katlakalns/Rāmava villages – 3964 inhab., Mārupe municipality, Spilve/Mežāres villages – 3195 
inhab., Ādaži municipality, Stapriņi village – 573 inhab. (PMLP, 2024). 

They are Pierīga urban expansion conglomerates and represent the results of the urban 
sprawl process – spatial transformation and the first indications of social structuration. Such al-
ready existing changes make it necessary to evaluate not only the physical structures of suburbia 
but also the existence and performance of local communities - social potential as a significant 
cooperation and communicative aspect in the quality of life and overall development processes 
of localities (Cimdiņš, 2013). 

Figure 1. The capital of Latvia Rīga in the Baltic Sea Region 
Source: elaborated by authors.
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Figure 2. Urban development areas around Rīga City and research case areas
Source: elaborated by authors.

Therefore, the article aims to clarify the local government’s efforts concerning spatial and so-
cial transformation in suburbia and residents’ opinions of quality of life there by exploring three 
urban expansion areas of Pierīga.

There are several tasks for the study:
• Find out local governments’ perspectives on suburban development, planning and transforma-

tion.
• Conduct morphological spatial analysis by evaluating suburban built environment qualities of se-

lected villages in three municipalities.
• Explore the residents’ satisfaction with the urban and social environment and their opinions 

about the necessity of transformations.

Research methods and design

The research is based on qualitative research methodologies, including social geographical 
and spatial planning document analysis, interviews and surveys in three Pierīga local municipal-
ities: Mārupe, Ķekava and Ādaži, taking their five villages – Spilve/Mežāres, Katlakalns/Rāmava 
and Stapriņi – as cases. 
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All three research cases were chosen from the urban sprawl conglomerate areas where several 
villages bordering with neighbouring ones form broad continuous urban growth areas with dom-
inated type of land use – private house building (both in plans and fact). In two places (Spilve/
Mežāres, Katlakalns/Rāmava) an urban pattern is denser already due to active residential develop-
ment which started around 2000. In one case – Stapriņi village – for urbanisation planned wide ar-
eas just been a little built-up in several places, but more rapid urban sprawl processes as observed, 
are starting currently. 

For the purposes of this research – analysis, interviews and survey – the authors based 
on the previously discussed quality criteria of the suburban built environment in the scientific lit-
erature (Tsenkova, 2006; Rice, 2010; Talen, 2011; Wilson et. al., 2011; Dinić & Mitković, 2016; Uribe 
et. al., 2017; Muminovic & Caton, 2018; Mantey & Pokojski, 2020; Mantey, 2021) elaborated a set 
of qualities which characterise the morphological form of it – accessibility, connectivity, density, 
diversity, and nodality: 
• Availability. Avaibility to access services. Availability of public transport. A built environment 

where the interests of pedestrians and cyclists dominate. Characteristics of the space – street 
connectivity, proximity to shops, and presence of greenery, pedestrian infrastructure and light-
ing – promote walking and ensure its safety.

• Connectivity. The spatial density of streets and the number of street intersections. The presence 
of a street grid, small blocks, the absence of dead ends, a network of activities and services.

• Density. Density as a part of a compact urban form, which provides vibrancy, social interac-
tion, and walkability. Critical population mass for service delivery. Desired state – higher density 
in the local center and around the public transport hub, lower in the periphery of the neigh-
bourhood.

• Diversity. A social diversity of a neighbourhood, offering different types of housing. Diversi-
ty of land use and functions. Public outdoor space as one of the functions. Shorter distances 
from housing to functions.

• Nodality. Concentration of various activities. A node as a destination.  
Additionally, indications of social structuration were observed. Previous studies have identified 

the neighbourhood approach and the role of communities as a significant quality to characterise 
inclusiveness and participatory aspects of the territory. The existence and action of local, territo-
rial communities, horizontal links of local society, collaboration with community members, partic-
ipation in neighbourhood life and involvement in the planning processes are seen as important 
qualities of territories’ liveability and social attractiveness (Putnam & Goss, 2000; Chazdon & Lott, 
2010; Mandell, 2010).

At the first stage of the study, spatial development planning documents of all levels –national, 
regional and local sustainable development strategies as well as local government spatial plans 
concerning urban sprawl issues – were evaluated.  

Secondly, field studies, spatial and morphological analysis were performed using an assess-
ment scale: lacking - very week - week - moderate - good - very good. Thirdly, semi-structured in-
depth interviews with the representatives of the municipality development departments – heads 
of departments, planners, lawyers, GIS specialists – were carried out. Interviewees were asked 
to answer 11 open-ended questions about local spatial planning policies and real situation con-
cerning suburban growth and built-up area quality criteria compliance in the target areas. The 
questions focused on topics such as problems of the previous planning periods, changes in local 
planning practice, tasks to repair sprawl, communities, etc. The interviewees revised the written 
summary of the interviews to ensure the accuracy of the data. 
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Last of all, an online survey of residents assessing the quality of the suburban built environment 
and satisfaction with the life in villages were carried out. It was conducted using the Google Docs 
platform. The invitation to participate in the survey was posted on village community Facebook 
groups from 28.10.2023 to 21.11.2023, the survey was distributed through active persons within 
the communities as well. 

The survey targeted residents who had begun to live in case areas since 2000 as their choice 
has affected the urban sprawl process. It included 33 questions divided into five sections. Firstly 
it was asked about the length of residency in a village, place of origin, and the reasons behind 
this new choice. The second part included questions about ways of daily mobility, common des-
tinations, micromobility and public transport availability. The third part consisted of questions 
about services, public functions, local centers and public spaces. The fourth part – questions about 
the types of social interactions between residents themselves and with the municipality. Final-
ly, participants evaluated the overall satisfaction with life in the village, missing social functions 
and desired future development.

The time and channel used to perform the survey resulted in limitations – the sample size was 
too small to achieve statistical significance. Fifty-six responses were received from Katlakalsns/
Rāmava villages, 77 – from Spilve/Mežāres villages, and 22 – from Stapriņi village. Mainly work-
ing-age residents (25-55 years old) participated. The survey results were analysed both qualita-
tively and quantitatively and the findings were interpreted with caution. Nevertheless, the survey 
results vividly highlight the challenges and distinctive needs of communities. 

Comparative Analysis. Results 

Planning and urban sprawl

In Latvia, the spatial development planning system covers three levels with two main instruments 
on each – a sustainable development strategy with its spatial development perspective and a de-
velopment program. On the local level, in addition to the strategy and program, there are local gov-
ernment spatial plan determining land use zones, local plans and detailed plans. Thematic plans 
can also be developed for special issues on all levels. 

The Sustainable Development Strategy of Latvia until 2030 is the hierarchically highest long-
term development planning document on the national level. It defines the country’s development 
priorities and spatial development perspective, and advocates the prevention of urban sprawl 
trends. The document states that it is necessary to transform the monocentric structure of the Rīga 
metropolitan area into a polycentric settlement structure. At the same time pointing out that Rīga 
should not lose its role as a metropolis (Saeima, 2010). 

In accordance with the Rīga Planning Region Sustainable Development Strategy 2030, which 
is hierarchically the highest official long-term development planning document on the regional 
level (RPR, 2023), the research areas are located in the ‘urbanised space of Pierīga’. The Strat-
egy recognises that the practice of the previous decades has not appropriately implemented 
the Guidelines set in the Strategy, and now it is essential to ensure the integration of adminis-
tratively and economically fragmented, but functionally unified spaces Rīga – Pierīga through 
coordinated development planning and cooperation (RPR, 2023, p. 28). It includes the require-
ment for local governments to review mono-functional zoning in villages and reserve territories 
for future development needs, setting two current priorities for Pierīga: limiting suburbanisation 
by balancing spatial settlement structures and developing a network of public outdoor spaces. The 
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Strategy emphasises that planning techniques and measures to limit the merging of continuous 
urban structures should be used at the local level (RPR, 2023, p. 28). 

After the administrative territorial reform (ATR) in 2021 during it former counties were merged, 
all case area municipalities renewed strategies and started working on their spatial plans. 

Ķekava County. The Sustainable Development Strategy of Ķekava County 2030 (MoKC, 2022) 
defines five spaces of the spatial structure. Katlakalns/Rāmava villages belong to the defined 
Urban space (MoKC, 2022). Strategy concludes that the urban sprawl villages are unimpressive, 
without amenities, public outdoor space and identity and calls for the creation of an overall struc-
ture that includes a publicly accessible center, functioning green areas and micro-mobility options. 
It encourages the development of alternative solutions for temporary land use, aiming to establish 
recreational functions, public spaces and greenery on unused territories. The Strategy does not 
foresee rapid population growth and states that development should occur in already planned 
areas, accumulating possible population growth there (MoKC, 2022). 

Ķekava municipality adopted the new spatial plan in 2023 (MoKC, 2023b). Its solutions 
for the Katlakalns/Rāmava villages are not significantly different from the previous one, predom-
inantly with mono-functional zoning for private houses (MoKC, 2013). However, some positive 
changes can be seen - two new places with public and mixed-use zoning are planned. Unfortu-
nately, they are located detached from the historical centers of the villages with existing public 
objects. Overall, it should be noted that anti-sprawl and compact development policies included 
in the strategies are not appropriately reflected in the municipality’s spatial plan. 

The same year (2023) municipality adopted a renewed Public space plan of Kekava County 
(MoKC, 2023a), which includes specific proposals for public space development as well as propos-
als for county division into neighbourhoods. According to this plan, Katlakalns/Rāmava villages 
together with bordering Valdlauči village will form one neighbourhood with more than 6000 in-
habitants (MoKC, 2023a).

Mārupe County. The Sustainable Development Strategy of Mārupe County 2022–2034 (Ence 
et al., 2022) defines that the number of residents in the county will continue to grow steadily 
from 37 000 in 2021, exceeding 45 000 inhabitants in 2040. Strategy determines two functional 
spaces of settlements – Urban and Rural – and states that Spilve/Mežāres villages belong to the Ur-
ban space. It strongly supports the community approach and foresees that Spilve/Mežāres villages 
together will form one neighbourhood with basic social and cultural services. The Strategy requires 
concentration of development in already planned areas (Ence et al., 2022). 

Currently (2024) the municipality, following Strategy and its guidelines, is developing a new 
spatial plan, including proposals that the creation of gated communities, as it has occurred 
in Mežāres village, is not supported in the long term and that each of the territories should have 
several public green areas.

Ādaži  County. The Sustainable Development Strategy of Ādaži County 2013-2037 (MoAC, 
2021) defines that the accessibility and diversity of housing as well as the development of commu-
nities and modern county governance involving residents will contribute to the gradual population 
growth with the majority of the population residing in the towns of Ādaži and Carnikava. The Strat-
egy and its Guidelines support concentrated development in villages around existing infrastructure 
and restrict scattered development. Stapriņi village is seen as a small rural village with very few 
social services. At the same time dense residential areas could be developed by the Via Baltica, 
Riga – Tallinn highway, opposite Ādažu town (MoAC, 2021). 
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Stapriņi village functional zoning, defined in the current spatial plan (MoAC, 2018), consists 
of industrial and mixed-used territories along the Via Baltica and extensive areas for private house 
building as well as agricultural land within the vast remaining territories of the village. The private-
ly owned forest is also planned for construction (MoAC, 2018).

In all three counties, local government spatial plans having wide zoning areas for single-family 
residential dwellings, continue to be implemented by developing separate detailed plans. In many 
cases, these plans are being developed within the framework of one single property. The municipal-
ity’s requirements, including public outdoor space and infrastructure, are not implemented by de-
velopers, who impose their solutions. Usually, there is no greenery, narrow private streets and local 
private decentralised sewerage systems created with socio-economic justification, proving that it 
is not economical to install centralised sewerage systems or provide a place for public purposes. 

Case area characteristics. Qualities of their suburban built environment

During field studies three case areas from village conglomerates were assessed: Katlakalns/Rāma-
va, Spilve/Mežāres and Stapriņi villages.

Katlakalns/Rāmava villages are located on the left bank of the Daugava River, 8 km from Rīga 
centre (cf. Fig. 3) and 6.5 km from Ķekava County administrative centre – Ķekava town. They 
are bordering Krustkalni, Valdlauču, Lapenieki villages and Baloži town. Basically all territory 
of both villages is zoned into built-up land use, mainly residential. Separate detailed plans are ac-
tively implemented and villages are gradually filled with private houses. The Katlakalns/Rāmava 
case illustrates an example of urban sprawl around existing historical centers. The primary trans-
portation arteries consists of a state road and two main streets running through the villages. The 
built-up areas are connected to the main roads, but at the same time creating separate zones 
with a less dense pattern in the recently developed areas and a denser pattern in the historical 
parts, concentrating several public functions there. 

Spilve/Mežāres  villages are located in an urban space as defined in Strategy. They are far 
away from the administrative center of the county Mārupe town (19 km), bordering Babīte village, 
the cities of Rīga and Jūrmala (Fig. 4), are surrounded by urban forests. Spilve/Mežāres village case 
illustrates an example of urban sprawl occurring far away from the administrative center closer 
to other city – Rīga. There is one main road running through the area from North to the South. 
All territories of both villages are planned to be built up, apart from the forest areas. Gradually 
separate detailed plans are being implemented and the construction of private houses is being 
performed. Residential construction continues also in polder areas. In the previous planning peri-
ods gated communities were planned and built one after another, raising the issue of their man-
agement today. A few public functions are observed in some places.

Stapriņi village is located 23 km from Rīga center on the left side of the Via Baltica, Rīga – Tal-
linn highway, which separates it from Ādaži town (Fig. 5). Stapriņi borders with two other villages 
on the Northwest and a forest area on the South. It consists of three separate smaller residen-
tial built-up areas without a connected street network. Most of the undeveloped land is planned 
for residential purposes, allowing construction in the polder areas as well. Despite the develop-
ment of many detailed plans there, they have not been implemented or have been implemented 
chaotically in different locations of the village, leading to its uneven development.
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Figure 3. Katlakalns/Rāmava village location and characterisation
Source: elaborated by authors.

Figure 4. Spilve/Mežāres village location and characterisation
Source: elaborated by authors.
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Case areas were assessed using a set of qualities of a suburbian built environment – accessibili-
ty, availability, density, diversity and nodality. They, despite being chosen from different municipal-
ities and locations, all received more or less similar weak built environment quality evaluation, only 
two of them – moderate. Overall, accessibility to services and public transport availability is mod-
erate in one case area (Katlakalns/Rāmava village), weak and very weak in two others. The street 
network, partially consisting of private streets, is fragmented in all cases, leading to weak or very 
weak connectivity. The population density is low or very low, with plot sizes on average around 
1200m2 (till 3500m2 in the Stapriņi village). Diversity is moderate (Katlakalns/Rāmava village) 
or lacking at all (Stapriņi village) – the sprawled areas lack diversity of housing types and public 
green space. Nodality is either lacking (Spilve/Mežāres and Stapriņi villages) or weakly expressed 
in the historical parts of the Katlakalns/Rāmava villages (Table 1). 

Figure 5. Stapriņi village location and characterisation
Source: elaborated by authors.
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Table 1. Qualities of the suburban built environment in the case areas

Katlakalns/Rāmava villages Spilve/Mežāres villages Stapriņi village

Av
ai
la
bi
lit
y

Moderate:
Limited access to services. 
Public functions are in Rīga 
and neighbouring towns.
Available public transport (5 
routes).
Some micro-mobility 
infrastructure.
Paved main streets, a lot 
of unpaved private streets. 

Weak:
Very poor access to services 
at place.
Public functions 
are in the neighbouring Rīga city.
Public transport limited to 1 route.
Some micro-mobility infrastructure 
in one part of the village.
Paved main road and private 
streets in the gated communities.

Very weak:
No services in the village. 
Public functions 
in the neighbouring Ādaži town.
Public transport limited to 1 route 
in one part of the village.
Lacking micro-mobility 
infrastructure.
Fragmented paved private streets 
and unpaved roads.

Co
nn

ec
tiv

ity

Weak:
Built-up areas planned with street 
dead ends. 
Rare or wide street grid.

Very weak:
Street grid only inside the gated 
communities. 
Lack of internal connections 
between gated communities.
Weak connections between gated 
communities and other areas.

Very weak:
No connection between the three 
built-up parts.
Very weak connectivity to Ādaži 
town (two pedestrian crossings far 
from service objects).
Street grid in some built-up parts.

De
ns
ity

Weak (low):
Mainly 1200 m2 large plots 
for private single-family 
dwellings. 
3964 inhabitants, population 
density 465 inh/km2

Weak (low):
Mainly 1200m2 large plots 
for private single-family dwellings. 
3195 inhabitants, population 
density 388 inh/km2

Very weak (very low):
1200m2 – 3500 m2 large plots 
for private single-family dwellings. 
573 inhabitants, population 
density 112 inh/km2

Di
ve
rs
ity

Moderate:
Some variety of functions - 
a local shop, few public services, 
playgrounds and green space 
in the historic centers of both 
villages. 
Two private preschools in the new 
residential areas.
Similar housing types – mainly 
single- family dwellings, some 
two-family and row houses, 
and multi-story dwellings.
Lack of connections to public 
green spaces, point approaches 
to the river.

Weak: 
Weak variety of functions, 
some production facilities, two 
preschools, small shop.
Similar types of housing – mainly 
single-family dwellings, some two-
family houses differentiating in size 
in different gated communities.
Lack of public green space. Green 
areas in the gated communities – 
closed to a broader public. Some 
forest areas (belonging to Rīga) 
are rented out for private use.

Lacking:
No functions.
Similar types of housing – mainly 
single-family dwellings.
Lack of public green spaces.

N
od

al
ity

Weak:
Expressed only in the historical 
centers of the villages.

Lacking Lacking 

Source: elaborated by authors.

Results of the semi-structured, in-depth interviews 
with the municipality representatives

The interviewees of semi-structured in-depth interviews were representatives of the munici-
pality development departments. At first it is essential to mention that after the administrative 
territorial reform in 2021, new teams of planners have started to work in Ādaži and Mārupe munic-
ipalities, while Ķekava municipality mainly retained its previous planner’s team. Despite varying 
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working experiences in the municipality, all interviewees noted that issues from the past 
planning periods have affected current planning a lot. 

The land reform in the 1990s, executed before the development of local government 
spatial plans, resulted in numerous challenges. These include fragmented monofunctional 
development, lack of infrastructure, fragmented street networks, etc. Mārupe municipality 
interviewees also highlighted the specific case of Mežāres village with numerous gated 
communities. Finally, the problem of the development of detailed plans without adminis-
trative contracts has been a common issue.

According to the interviewees, in recent years, changes have occurred in views on ongo-
ing development patterns – an opinion that the prerequisites for the development include 
investments in infrastructure, and that the development is to be accepted in the areas 
with access to infrastructure and services. 

The responses indicate the differences in opinions regarding urban growth. In Ķekava 
municipality there is a joint view that urban sprawl has reached its peak. In Mārupe mu-
nicipality, as given by the interviewee answers, the opinions differ, some politicians still 
strongly support further urban growth. Ādaži municipality is seeking solutions to address 
the population increase.

The interviewees emphasise that the qualities of the urban environment, such as acces-
sibility, connectivity, density, diversity, and nodality, are considered. However, the planners 
alone cannot improve them. Nevertheless, there are positive trends. For instance, admin-
istrative contracts with developers for the implementation of detailed plans now ensure a better 
process of building public infrastructure. Developer practices have also improved, in some 
cases (Katlakalns village) providing a complete cycle from the detailed plan to the house 
keys. During the elaboration process of Ķekava County’s spatial plan, critical places of ac-
cessibility and connectivity were evaluated to prevent weak accessibility. The municipality 
is enhancing walking and cycling infrastructure, and exploring the possibilities of integrat-
ing small businesses and green connections in the case area.

Mārupe municipality plans to adopt a similar approach and is looking for solutions 
to avoid the development of gated communities. As one of the interviewees pointed out, it 
is necessary to recognise, that issues of quality of life will affect society in the future a lot. In the de-
velopment stage current landowners/developers are advocating for their requirements and rights, 
but they are only ‘temporary owners’ or ‘territory managers.’ 

Ādaži municipality will reconsider the residential zoning in the forest area in Stapriņi 
village. While two other municipalities do not currently focus on densification, Mārupe 
municipality will discuss the idea of reducing the plot size to 1000 m² for single-family 
dwellings during the development process of the new spatial plan, allowing larger plots 
in separate zones. Ādaži municipality is concerned about providing public functions due 
to a lack of municipal land, while Ķekava municipality has purchased a land plot designated 
for public purposes in Katlakalns village.

Responding to the question, what changes could be made to ensure that residents are satisfied 
with their living environment, the representatives of Ķekava municipality expressed confidence 
in their current approach – planning to improve public spaces. Interviewees of Ādaži municipality 
consider that the most pressing needs for Stapriņi village residents are the development of un-
derground utilities and a convenient connection to Ādaži town. Mārupe planners emphasised two 
priorities: the installation of a centralised sewage system and the improvement of accessibility 
by integrating private streets into municipal ownership and management.
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The interviewees from all municipalities consider that the existing spatial planning instruments, 
such as local government spatial plans and detailed plans, are not appropriate instruments for plan-
ning complete communities. They argue that there should be a national urban development policy 
and suggest several necessary changes to regulations. They are also seeking for more specific guide-
lines from the national level for the development in urban sprawl territories to ensure the provi-
sion of quality of life. They also request a real land exchange mechanism to address the outcomes 
of the 1990s land reform as well as more flexible procedures for making minor changes in spatial 
plans, propose the development of village plans and call for greater responsibility from the devel-
opers, suggesting that a business plan before detailed plan can better ensure their future plans.

Furthermore, the interviewees emphasise the role of a strong regional council as a mediator 
and moderator in resolving complex intermunicipality issues and playing a significant role in urban 
sprawl repair by providing a framework and identifying densification zones in its spatial plan. More 
detailed comparision of the situation concerning planning approaches and practises, social po-
tential and community perception is presented in Tables 2 and 3.

Table 2. Comparative overview of interview results. Planning approaches and practices

Questions
Answers 

Kekava County 
Katlakalns/Rāmava villages 

Mārupe County
Spilve/Mežāres villages

Ādaži County
Stapriņi village

Team 
of planners 
after reform 
(ATR)

The same team of planners A new team of planners A new team of planners 

Problems 
of the previous 
planning 
periods 

Land reform 
at the beginning of the 1990s 
before regulations in planning 
resulted in fragmented 
monofunctional development.
Lack of municipal land.
Detailed plans 
without implementation 
contracts.
‘Fragmented’ ownership 
of the street network. 
Lack of centralised sewerage 
and water supply systems. 

Gated communities. 
Planned residential zoning 
in polder areas.
Lack of a unified street 
network. Private streets.
Lack of centralised sewerage 
and water supply systems.

Planned huge village 
conglomerate – one village 
with another one having joint 
borders, mono-residential 
zoning.
Lack of municipal land.
Detailed plans 
without implementation 
contracts.
Scattered development.
Private streets.
Lack of centralised sewerage 
and water supply systems. 

Actualities 
in the case area

Positive:
New detailed plans 
with implementation 
contracts.
Implemented detailed plans 
from the start to the keys.
The municipality has bought 
land for public functions.
Implementation of the public 
space improvement plan has 
started.

Positive:
New gated communities 
are not allowed any more. 
Negative:
Continues fragmented 
development of the private 
house construction areas. 
The area 
in the local spatial plan 
foreseen for a mixed-used 
village centre is currently 
being built up by private 
houses.

Negative:
A lot of detailed plans have 
not been implemented.
Continues fragmented 
development. 
Need for the connections 
with the bordering Ādaži 
town.
The lack of municipality 
property prevents 
the creation of a mixed-use 
center.

Policies 
for the case 
area 

Policy – diversification 
and densification.

No specific policies. No specific policies.
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Questions
Answers 

Kekava County 
Katlakalns/Rāmava villages 

Mārupe County
Spilve/Mežāres villages

Ādaži County
Stapriņi village

Changes in  
views about 
urban growth 

Recognition that urban sprawl 
has reached its peak.
Investment in infrastructure 
as a prerequisite 
for the development. 

Different opinions. Some 
support to further urban 
growth.
Greater emphasis 
to be placed on infrastructure 
provision.

Support 
for urban growth, determining 
that development will 
be accepted in areas 
with access to infrastructure 
and services.

Changes 
in local planning 
practice 
since reform 
(ATR)  

In the currently adopted 
spatial plan, some land use 
changes from residential 
to agricultural or mixed-use; 
critical places of accessibility 
and connectivity 
are evaluated to prevent weak 
accessibility.

A new spatial plan 
is currently being developed 
with proposals to provide 
a common approach 
for all residential areas: 
mixed-use, green areas, 
an interconnected, publicly 
accessible street network.

Planners are seeking 
new practices during 
the elaboration process 
of the spatial plan. They will 
reconsider the residential 
zoning in the forest area. 

Five qualities 
of the built 
environment 
in practice

Considers all five qualities, 
but recognises limited 
capacity to improve them. 
Addressing accessibility 
and diversity in the spatial 
plan.

Considers all five qualities, 
but recognises limited 
capacity to improve them. 
Addressing accessibility, 
diversity, and density 
in the spatial plan.

Considers all five qualities, 
but recognises limited 
capacity to improve them. 
Addressing accessibility 
and diversity in the spatial 
plan.

Plans as tools 
for creation 
of complete NB

Neither local government 
spatial plan nor detailed plans 
are the right tools for creating 
complete neighbourhoods.

Neither spatial plans 
nor detailed plans 
are the right tools 
for the creation of complete 
neighbourhoods.

Neither spatial plans 
nor detailed plans 
are the right tools 
for the creation of complete 
neighbourhoods.

Changes 
needed 
in planning

A shorter spatial plan approval 
process. 
Development of village plans. 
Business plan development 
before starting detailed plan.
Integration of functions 
in the mono-residential zones.
Regulations which determine 
that more than 20% 
of the detailed plan territory 
must be provided for public 
needs.

Tools to insist 
on respecting public interests 
and the quality of the living 
environment.
Legislation forbidding gated 
communities.

Legislation: 
For the flexible procedures 
for changes in the local spatial 
plans.
For the development of local 
areas.
Preventing the creation 
of private streets. 
Clear land exchange 
mechanism. 

Tasks 
for the local 
government 
to repair sprawl

Implement existing county 
plans.
Improvements of the public 
space.

Provide infrastructure.
Management and connection 
of all streets, connections 
of gated communities.
Plan cross-border spaces. 

Provide infrastructure.
Good connections 
to the neighbouring Ādaži 
town.

Tasks 
for the regional 
level to repair 
sprawl 

Create a strong Rīga region 
Council.
Determine a unified approach 
for financial support 
in the region.
Identify densification zones.

Region as a mediator 
for cross-border issues.
Urban sprawl repair 
framework. 
Management of public 
transport.

Region as a moderator 
between local politicians 
and planners. 
A platform for addressing 
spatial issues collaboratively.
Develop a hierarchically 
higher spatial plan.

Tasks 
for the national 
level to repair 
sprawl 

An urban development policy 
with a regional perspective.

Clear urban development 
policy.

State plan against urban 
sprawl.
Quality criteria 
for the development 
of villages.

Source: elaborated by authors.
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Public participation and community activity are significant when identifying social potential. 
However, local community initiatives in the research territories are relatively limited (Table 3).

Organised communities are not observable in the case areas, except for the Katlakalns 
village. There are some informal social activities in other villages as well, but they oc-
cur locally between households or in the gated communities. Ādaži municipality stands 
out with community coordinator work.

It should be emphasised that all strategies of the case study municipalities prioritise the con-
cept of ‘active communities’. Significant attention is devoted to a community-oriented approach 
– the functioning of the resident’s advisory councils. Municipalities are adopting a top-down ap-
proach through participatory budgeting activities to initiate community engagement and foster 
a commitment to collaborative efforts within communities. 

Table 3. Comparative overview of interview results. Social potential and community perception 

Questions
Answers 

Ķekava County 
Katlakalns/Rāmava villages 

Mārupe County
Spilve/Mežāres villages

Ādaži County
Stapriņi village

Ways of public 
participation 
in the planning 
and development 
processes  

Workshops and discussions 
in various formats. 
Public participatory budget-
ing projects.
Annual meetings with poli-
ticians before budget adop-
tion.

Resident’s advisory 
board. Interactive 
surveys using the GIS 
tools.
Public participatory 
budgeting projects.

Meetings with village com-
munities at an early stage 
of the spatial plan develop-
ment process.
The strategy sets the com-
munity’s approach for public 
participatory budgeting 
and resident’s advisory 
board. 

Community 
activation 

No real activation activities.
No resident’s advisory board 
in the county.
During the elaboration 
process of the spatial plan 
residents were engaged 
in the determination 
of neighbourhoods.

No real activation ac-
tivities. 
Representatives 
from the case area 
are not among partici-
pants of the municipal-
ity’s resident’s advisory 
board.

A county community co-
ordinator recently started 
working.
No resident’s advisory board 
in the county.

Local community 
groups

One local community group. 
One NGO as mentor.

Micro community 
groups in the gated 
communities.

None. 

Source: elaborated by authors.

Survey of residents – results and comparison 

In November 2023 surveys of residents assessing the qualities of the suburban built environment, 
satisfaction level and indications of social structuration in study case areas were conducted. 

Across all villages, most survey participants (59-92%) had relocated from Rīga to their current 
residence. This trend is especially noticeable in Mežāres village (92%). In the case of Katlakalns/
Rāmava villages, the third part of the respondents moved to their current place from another 
location in Pierīga. The common specific features of the location were crucial for the respondents 
when selecting a place of residence. The most critical factors were proximity to nature, a country-
side atmosphere, and an area of private houses associated with greater peace. Real estate prices 
and available public transport were also critical criteria. On the other hand, in none of the cases did 
residents evaluate the quality of services, educational institutions or public outdoor space as a pri-
ority. These factors were considered as significant by only 10-20% of the respondents.
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The majority of village residents (45-68%) commute outside their village multiple times a day, 
including those, who commute once a day, the percentage goes up to 67-93%. Only 8-14% of re-
spondents cycle to work. Although public transport is generally available, only 5% of respondents 
regularly use it. The respondents indicated that pedestrian and other micro-mobility infrastruc-
ture must be more present or developed. This lack of infrastructure makes it difficult to access 
the nearest public transport stop safely and comfortably, potentially reducing the desire to use it. 
As a result, the car stays the primary means of transportation. In contrast, the evaluation of walka-
bility varies. A comparison of the pedestrian environment shows better results in Katlakalns/Rāma-
va villages. 59% of respondents from Rāmava/Katlakalns villages walk to the nearest destination, 
in Starpiņi village – 50%, and in Mežāres village – only 28%.  The lack of pedestrian infrastructure 
is strongly evident throughout all responses from Mežāres residents.

The residents of Mežāres and Stapriņi villages claim that there are no centers in their villag-
es. In Mežāres gated communities are seen as local centers, while in Katlakalns/Rāmava villages, 
historical sites are perceived as centers, although visits to these places are infrequent. Among all 
villages, 60% of respondents in Katlakalns/Rāmava villages indicated the presence of public out-
door space for leisure and socialising. Only 14% of Mežāres village residents reported having such 
spaces, while Stapriņi village does not have designated public outdoor spaces at all.

Regarding the future development of the villages, residents in all study areas favour 
having more private houses or semi-detached houses. However, the residents do not sup-
port the construction of multi-apartment dwellings, even if they are small. It’s worth noting 
that 58% of respondents from Katlakalns/Rāmava villages support the introduction of new 
public functions, as well as 50% of the residents of Mežāres village. On the other hand, 
the residents of Stapriņi strongly oppose such new functions.

In all three case areas, most respondents (50-67%) are familiar with their closest neigh-
bours within the block or street. Residents’ participation in the village life is limited to mu-
tual acquaintance and daily contact (72-78%). Only 14% of survey participants from Kat-
lakalns, 31% from Stapriņi, and 48% from Mežāres village are involved in local community 
activities. Additionally, only 1% of respondents from Katlakalns/Rāmava and Mežāres vil-
lages cooperate with the policymakers of their municipalities, while this level is a bit higher 
in Stapriņu village.

Looking at dissatisfaction factors, residents in Katlakalns/Rāmava villages are not sat-
isfied that there is no longer a rural idyll nor services and infrastructure corresponding 
to the current number of inhabitants, especially noting the absence of a school and prob-
lems related to the streets. In Stapriņi village, on the contrary, people are happy that no 
significant development is taking place, only stating that it is necessary to make a conven-
ient connection with Ādaži town, improve the quality of the access roads and provision 
of the school bus.  

The respondents of Mežāres village prefer to live in gated communities. While gat-
ed communities are considered a condition that increases the quality of life and unites 
the community, they admit common deficiencies in the area, which include a lack of con-
nections between gated communities, poor pedestrian and micro-mobility infrastructure, 
a lack of access to public transport and various local services such as grocery stores, health-
care facilities and recreational areas. 

Despite the various challenges and differences in their living environments, a significant 
majority of residents in all villages (57-72%) express satisfaction with their lives there. Half 
of the respondents are only partially satisfied with how the village’s development is contin-
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uing, while the amount of dissatisfaction ranges from 22% to 46%. It is important that 82-
92% of the residents who participated in the survey would choose to live in their village 
again, because currently the positive factors outweigh the negative ones. At the same time 
the survey revealed that for the new residents of Pierīga the qualities of the built environ-
ment become much more important with time living there and population growth.

Discussion and Conclusions

The case study explores selected suburban villages in three municipalities of Pierīga – Ķekava, 
Mārupe and Ādaži, clarifies opinions about spatial and social transformation, offers remarkable 
insights into planning limitations, highlights challenges, examines first urban sprawl repair efforts 
showing the challenge for Pierīga municipalities to transform (retrofit) the „non-places” created 
as a result of urban expansion.  

The urbanisation trends of the past two decades have made it challenging to implement sus-
tainable spatial development policies in various, both continuously and scattered built-up, mono-
functional areas. As a result, research municipalities need to address the mistakes of the previ-
ous planning periods, which are primarily recognised by the new teams of planners, who began 
to work after the administrative territorial reform in 2021. 

The research outcomes indicate both similarities and differences between the studied sub-
urban villages. During studies a lot of development shortcomings were observed and despite 
the case studies represent three different physical forms of urbanised Pierīga they share a com-
mon set of problems. All three areas are monofunctional, very distinctly private transport oriented 
and lacking public infrastructure. Other negative features are absence of village centers with ser-
vices and public space. As it is similarly reflected in the case area assessment and in residents’ 
surveys, the newly developed suburban areas do not meet essential built environment qualities 
– accessibility, availability, density, diversity and nodality, resulting in rather low satisfaction among 
the residents. But despite all identified disadvantages - loss of rural idyll, lack of infrastructure 
and services – residents, as given in their answers, will choose the same place for living again. The 
pressure on municipality’s services will increase. 

In previous planning periods, upon receiving the request of landowners who regained their 
properties in the course of land reform and with strong political support for urban growth, 
the zoning of single-family residential houses was widely expanded. This created several village 
conglomerates of continuous settlements available for future urban development, including for-
ests and polder areas, making it possible to develop any part of the village in a scattered manner, 
forming an unconnected network of streets, most of them – private, lacking public infrastruc-
ture and centralized water and sewage systems. The benefits of individual landowners/developers 
are resulting now in the municipality’s incapacity to take over the management of private infra-
structure or lacking municipality’s property to develop new public objects addressing the needs 
of a growing population. 

Planning instruments are intended to shape future spatial organisation of the place. Sustain-
able development strategies of national and regional level as well as the strategies of case area 
municipalities have determined policies to steer development in a sustainable direction. However, 
the study shows that unsustainable practices continue - urban sprawl is not effectively managed 
having numerous challenges as continuing monofunctionality, low density, lack of green spaces, 
etc. The analysis of the strategies indicates that they include appropriate policies and guidelines 
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for limiting urban sprawl, but they are not appropriately implemented in the local government 
spatial plans. 

All research cases represent a common issue - the village conglomerates are physically large, 
several times exceeding the size of nearby towns, but mentaly are still considered ‘rural’ despite 
location in ‘urban spaces’. Also planning of these areas as ‘rural’ continues by elaborating separate 
detailed plans without future visions to transform villages into complete urban neighbourhoods. 

The legislation’s weaknesses allow these unsustainable practices to continue. Municipalities 
struggle to approve new local government spatial plans due to the lengthy process and emerging 
new proposals during the repeated public consultations. They are concerned that even if a mixed-
use zone is intended in the spatial plan, the land use zoning can be changed by developing a local 
plan. Developers use this legislation shortage. In such a situation, the municipality tries to insist 
on a long-term vision, which leads to disagreements with developer. To be specific, planning more 
and more takes place under the guidance of lawyers through decisions in the court and it becomes 
difficult for the municipalities to support public interests.

Despite the identified problems, interviews with municipal representatives provide a sense 
of optimism – changes in planning practice can be observed. Two of the three research area munic-
ipalities – Ādaži and Mārupe – recognize the challenges and are developing their local government 
spatial plans mainly with their own capacity. They, as well as the experienced planners of Ķekava 
municipality, are working to improve them in the participatory processes. Notwithstanding the dif-
ferences in local governments’ perspectives on urban growth all municipalities consider that great-
er emphasis must be placed on infrastructure provision, are signing the administrative con-
tracts with developers for better implementation of detailed plans as well as have recognised 
their own tasks to improve the suburban built environment and activate communities.

The first examples of urban sprawl repair can already be seen in Ķekava County. In the new-
ly adopted local government spatial plan, the functional zoning in several villages was changed 
from the single-family residential to Mixed Center or Agricultural territory. These first success-
ful changes reduced some of the previously planned vast monofunctional residential areas. 
Also, the municipality has purchased land for public needs in the Katlakalns village and started 
the implementation of the Public space action plan. Its challenge now is to include private roads 
into a unified municipal street system, enhance micro-mobility, integrate green/blue infrastructure 
within the urban fabric and ensure that public services are provided in the most convenient man-
ner according to the population’s needs.

Ādaži municipality has the challenge of revising the monofunctional residential functional zon-
ing of almost entire area of the county in the process of developing the new spatial plan and to de-
velop, as outlined in the strategy, village plans in parallel with the spatial plan. This also includes 
planning the street structure, determining centres or ‘nodes’ and ensuring that forests are pre-
served. 

The challenge for Mārupe municipality is to engage residents in discussions about including 
gated communities into the overall urban fabric, creating a well-connected public street structure 
and opening the recreational zones of gated communities for public accessibility. 

Successful planning processes, community participation in neighbourhood life and local col-
laboration in the development processes are qualities that significantly impact territories’ liveabil-
ity and social attractiveness. Research shows slightly positive trends in growing social potential 
from both bottom-up and top-down perspectives in case areas. All three strategies of the case 
area municipalities stress the role of communities. During the development of Mārupe and Ķekava 
County strategies communities were involved in the process of defining neighbourhoods. 
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The neighbourhood advisory council has begun its operations in Mārupe municipality, a social 
worker with special community work tasks has started working in Ādaži municipality and Katlakalns 
village has created their community group. Self-organisation tendencies can be observed among 
local inhabitants’ which are supported by the municipalities in the form of participatory budgeting 
activities and more active involvement of residents in the development planning processes. 

The study contributes to the planning and research of suburbs in metropolitan areas. Its results 
highlight the scale and scope of challenges that need to be addressed for sprawl repair. In terms 
of future interventions, it can contribute to a reevaluation of national and regional policy and local 
planning approaches, and help develop proposals for future research, planning and actions. 

For that purpose it is necessary to highlight the earlier scientific findings. It is indicated that cur-
rent suburban transformation efforts, in most cases, are fragmented (Talen, 2011, Vall-Casas et al., 
2016), emphasising that such a transformation process will not be able to address the sustaina-
bility issues of complex territories and their inhabitants. Therefore, individual interventions must 
be part of a broader vision (Vall-Casas et al., 2016) and integrated planning approaches (OECD, 
2018). Scholars also advocate for a stronger role of regional policy, especially in the Baltic States 
(Lang et al., 2022).

For such a broader vision for Pierīga, a more precise national urban development policy 
with a regional perspective, appropriate legislative changes and stronger coordination of spatial 
planning on all levels are needed so that the anti-sprawl, sustainable and compact development 
policies included in the higher-level and local government strategies are appropriately reflected 
in the spatial plans. 

As research has revealed, every municipality has already started to introduce changes in plan-
ning practice and their own solutions for urban sprawl repair. Nevertheless, competition for new 
inhabitants exists among municipalities, and the regional level must play a more significant role 
in this situation. A set of goals can be formulated at the regional level, and a spatial framework 
for planning activities at lower levels can be proposed (Nuissl & Couch, 2007). 

Consequently, the role of Rīga Planning Region must be much stronger. The Region should 
more actively facilitate communication between suburban municipalities and serve as a platform 
for addressing common issues. A strategic spatial plan for Pierīga should be developed in collabora-
tion with Rīga and Pierīga local municipalities, agreeing on a common vision and goals. Such a plan 
should include priority areas for sprawl repair, guidelines for planning new urban spaces, quality 
criteria of suburban built environment and the quality of life.   

At the municipal level improvements of spatial planning practices are crucial. At first de-
velopment of the new local government spatial plans with changes in functional zoning will 
be a challenge. Secondly, as it is recognized by the authors of the study and the representatives 
from all three municipalities, the existing spatial planning instruments, such as the local 
government spatial plan and detailed plan, are not appropriate tools for planning and re-
pair of suburban areas. New ways must be sought. The fact that there is a need to plan closer 
to the population is recognized by the New Leipzig Charter, which indicates that citizens often 
interact at different spatial scales in their everyday lives, and therefore, measures focusing on local 
developments should be designed at the appropriate spatial scale, and the neighbourhood level 
needs to be enforced (EC, 2020). Also Sharifi (2016) points out that planning at the neighbourhood 
scale is essential for achieving sustainable development. 

For that municipalities should closely cooperate with local communities, study the needs 
of residents’ at the most appropriate scale and develop strategic spatial plans on a neighbourhood 
level and for village conglomerates through participatory bottom-up processes. Also the develop-
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ment and implementation of the thematic plans for public space or infrastructure should be put 
into practice, planning public space and infrastructure on a larger scale than in the separate de-
tailed plans of one property or unit of land.

Suburban transformation processes have been studied in Latvia, but more specific research 
is needed on Pierīga and local levels, which would create a base for future planning and trans-
formations. For Pierīga – Rīga metropolitan ‘core’ area – where the urban sprawl processes have 
been the sharpest compared to the other four regions of Latvia – the main tasks are to examine 
the current situation, latest trends in suburbian planning, efforts of local governments of sprawl 
repair and related spatial and social transformation processes. 

At the local and neighbourhood level, research on the qualities of the suburban built envi-
ronment, residents’ satisfaction with it and the quality of life that emerged as a result of subur-
banisation, and on social potencial and community development are needed. As social context 
in the urban sprawl processes is crucial, further research should focus on identifying the active part 
of population, identification of leaders and sense of belonging to a community, which have a visible 
significance in the formation of societal interconnections. 

Since minor signs of urban sprawl processes can be found in other regions of Latvia as well, 
for example in the surroundings of Jelgava city, Zemgale region, and Valmiera city, Vidzeme region, 
their suburban areas should also be the focus of future studies.  

In conclusion. Based on global experiences and approaches, a harmonised coordination 
of measures – research, planning and synergic actions at all official planning levels and at the neigh-
bourhood level – is necessary for the urban sprawl repair and sustainable future of the village con-
glomerates of Pierīga. 
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