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Abstract: The objectives of this paper are to analyze the urban growth and urbanization phenom-

enon in Algeria. Two processes that originated respectively by the expansion of existing urban ar-

eas and the process of urbanization that took place between 1954 and 2008, a period marked by 

significant economic, social and political changes in Algerian society. Our analysis was mainly 

based on the Algerian general census of population and habitat (2008) and on the application of 

rank-size distribution of cities according to Zipf’s rule. This study revealed that in Algeria, the ur-

ban system is particularly marked by the dramatic expansion of small cities. Indeed, the develop-

ment of small towns, through the transition from rural to urban and the residential loosening of 

large cities have influenced the trend towards the balance of the urban system in Algeria. Results 

revealed also how the "primatial" city is undergoing profound economic and social changes at the 

national level. These changes are most often imposed from the top as part of land-use planning 

policy. This study provides some insights into the demographic dynamics of cities and the evolu-

tion of urban hierarchies in Algeria, through the comparison of the different rank-size distributions 

of Algerian cities in space and time. Our results suggest that land-use planning strategies are the 

only policies capable of influencing the future of the Algerian urban system.  

Keywords: urbanization; urban growth urban hierarchy; urban system.  

 

1. Introduction 

The economic and social transformations that Algeria has experienced in recent 

decades have led to significant changes in the geographical distribution of its populations 

[1]. The demographic transition from a traditional rural to a modern urban society is 

considered as the most striking fact. The urbanization movement has significantly 

strengthened in conjunction with administrative promotions and industrial settlements 

throughout the country. Overall, the outlines of the regional urban framework have been 

drawn since independence; they perfectly fit the structure of the colonial spatial organi-

zation. The French relied on port cities to facilitate exports to the Metropolis. The coastline 

represents fundamentally different characters from that of other regions in both the 

composition and the prioritization of the urban centers. It is dominated by the develop-

ment of the biggest city of Algiers and other coastal big cities such as Oran (Western Me-

tropolis), Annaba (Eastern Metropolis) and Constantine (Inland Metropolis). From 1966 to 

2008, the urban structure was enriched by several centers, nevertheless it presents the 
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same spatial disparities and opposes well-urbanized and organized regions against de-

layed and poorly urbanized ones. 

      The phenomenon of urbanization in Algeria is relatively recent and is character-

ized by its very rapid growth and deep disparities in its spatial arrangement. Algeria, has 

an ancient urban tradition and is experiencing an accelerated urbanization process, with 

a scale unsurpassed for several decades. 

As Marc Côte [2] pointed out "Although very old by its roots, urbanization in Al-

geria appears to be very recent in its magnitude" and adds that, for several decades, this 

process has taken the form of an urban explosion that has upset landscapes, mentalities 

and the society itself. Every time, the urbanization process was depending on the eco-

nomic context and was often triggered by historical or economic events and it took place 

on different spatial-temporal sequences [3]. Thus, the history of urbanization in Algeria 

has been made up of a series of successions and ruptures corresponding to the multiple 

occupations of the country from antiquity to the present day [4]. Today, the urbanization 

movement is marked mainly by the extraordinary rise of micro-urbanization (i.e., small 

towns).  

      In this study we analyze the urban growth and the phenomenon of urbanization 

which is originated by the expansion of the stratum of the existing urban centers or by the 

switching from rural to urban between 1962 and 2008, a period marked by significant 

economic, social and political changes. Our analysis is mainly based on the general cen-

sus of population and housing of Algeria and the application of city rang-size distribu-

tion criterion according to Zipf’s low. The study of urban hierarchies and their evolution 

occupies an important place in contemporary regional planning. In this context, the ob-

jective of this paper is to analyze the demographic evolutions of the Algerian cities dur-

ing a time sequence long enough to describe the characteristics of Algeria's city system 

and the evolution of urban hierarchies. Finally, we will summarize the results achieved 

and discuss the lessons that can be learned in terms of land use policies. 

2. Materials and Methods 

      The rang-size distribution of cities is used for the study of cities or population 

centers in a geographical area according to a Cartesian diagram with ranks on the x-axis 

and sizes on the y-axis [5]. The units considered are generally arranged according to a 

more or less extended or concave curve [6]. The size of cities, measured by their popula-

tion is an indicator of their importance, which must however be supplemented by other 

measures when extending the comparison to cities in countries of unequal economic 

development. Measuring the population of a city is tricky because of the difficulties of 

delimiting urban entities, which expand spatially at the same time as their number of 

inhabitants increases [6]. While administrative, industrial, commercial and service func-

tions are highly representative of the attractive powers of cities, the urban population 

remains one of the most synthetic parameters of the measurement of urban fact [7]. 

      The harmonized statistics of the GEOPOLIS global database also give a very high 

primacy index in the vast majority of countries. By looking more closely at statistics, it 

appears that when two countries have a comparable urban population, the demographic 

size of their capital is often also very close [8]. 

      Zipf's law, known as the rank-size law, allows for a synthesis of the distribution of 

cities according to their demographic sizes [9-11]. This law is "one of the most striking 

facts in the social sciences in general [12]. Urban hierarchy has often been analyzed on the 

basis of the Rang-Size low, often known by Zipf's Law, which has shown that the forces 
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of spatial organization of concentration-dispersal act in such a way that the size of cities 

(P) is distributed regularly according to their rank (r) according to the relationship [13]: 

P = b x ra  

where a and b are parameters that vary depending on spaces and periods 

For Thouez [14]  when the angular coefficient of the linear fit is equal to 1, it leads to a 

very simple expression of Zipf's law. 

Pn = P1/Rn 

Where P and R area population size and rank, respectively. 

According to the latter formula, it is enough to know the population of the first city to 

immediately deduce the size of all other cities and the total urban population. The pop-

ulation of n cities with more than 1000 inhabitants is by definition: 

                PT = P1 + P2 + P3 + ... + Pn 

Or:          PT = P 1 + P1/2 + P1/3 + ... + P1/n 

Or even: PT = P1 (1+1/2+ 1/3 + ... + 1/n) 

To visualize Zipf's law, cities are ranked by population number and a graph of the loga-

rithm of the ranks on the x-axis and the logarithm of the populations on the y-axis which 

generates a straight line whose slope is close to (-1). The rank one city will have a popu-

lation (size) twice that of the rank two city. The observation is first empirical and the in-

terpretation of the observed regularity has been proposed in hindsight, intuitively  [15] 

as emanating from a balance between agglomeration and dispersal forces [16] The city is 

a node in a hierarchical network of relationships, it is then defined by its relative position 

in a complex hierarchy of productive, social and territorial functions operating at re-

gional or national levels [17]. 

      Numerous indices can be used to measure primacy, ranging from the ratio to the 

second city (Jefferson index), to the next three cities (Stewart index), or even several other 

cities [18,19]. In this context and to assess the degree of urban concentration in Algeria, 

we used the following indicators: the part of the largest city of the frame in the urban 

population (Prim), the share of the first city in the total population or the ratio of the 

largest city to the second city (Jefferson index), or to the next three cities (Stewart index), 

or to several other cities (Rosen and Resnick index). The first city is often taken as the 

basic reference for analyzing the theoretical distribution of city size or for plotting the 

theoretical straight line. According to [20], all other cities are determined according to 

this primatial city, while the straight line originates from P1. It turns out that the first city 

is itself, the product of the urban system and the central paradigm of the Zipf’s law is this 

distribution of cities within the urban system and the hierarchical relationship that con-

nects the different urban centers. He adds that often the gap between the first city and the 

other cities is so large and tenacious that it contributes to completely distorting the entire 

urban system. This gap is not only demographic, it is also economic, political, social, 

cultural and spatial.  

The share of the first city in the urban population is a good indicator of primacy. This 

simple indicator has the merit of expressing the weight of the primatial city in relation to 

the entire urban system: p1= P1/ΣP. 

The ratio between the real population (P1) and the theoretical population (b) of the first 

city: p2 = P1/b 
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This ratio is all the more high since primacy is pronounced. The unit means regularity 

while values greater and lower than 1 indicate primacy and compacting summit, respec-

tively. 

The ratio of the difference between the observed (P1) and theoretical (b) sizes to the the-

oretical size of the first city: p3 = (P1 - b)/b or p3 = P1/b - 1 = p2 - 1. 

This index is null when the theoretical size is equal to the real size. It is negative when the 

real size is smaller than the theoretical size. The extreme value is reached when all cities 

are equal. It is positive when all cities are equal, and the maximum value is reached when 

most of the urban population is concentrated in the first city. The primacy index is the 

ratio between the two largest cities. This primacy index can be equal to the macrocephaly 

index when the highest ratio between two successive cities in the hierarchy is between 

the 1st and 2nd city. In this case, the higher the value of the index, the more it corre-

sponds to that of hierarchical organizations of polarized systems of cities. A low primacy 

index, lower than the macrocephaly index, may indicate bipolar, multipolar or even 

homogeneous organizations. 

3. Results 

3.1. Urban growth and transition from rural to urban in Algeria 

 The urbanization rate increased modestly during the colonial period (between 

1886-1954) rising from 13.9% to 25% in 1954 (an increase of 11.1 percent in 68 years). After 

independence, the rate increased from 31.4% in 1966 to 65.94% in 2008 (an increase of 34.5 

percent in 42 years). In other words, Algeria was a 75 % rural society in 1954 and has 

undergone a demographic transition by gradually moving to a predominantly urban so-

ciety with an urbanization rate of 65.9 % in 2008 [21] (Figure 1). This figure highlights 

1987 as a year during which rural and urban populations became balanced, with 11.5 

million inhabitants each.  

The originality of this urbanization lies in the sprawling of the existing urban cities 

or is due to the process of urbanization [22]. This urbanization movement is mainly 

marked by the extraordinary growth of small towns [23]. The effort to modernize the 

country (i.e., vigorous industrialization process, expansion of the role of the state and 

densification of the administrative framework, regional planning policy and actions) has 

mainly benefited the small and medium-sized cities located in the inner country with a 

view to reducing the strong polarization on the coastline and establishing socio-spatial 

justice. Since then, these agglomerations have experienced rapid growth due to the ac-

cumulation of industrial, service and investments. Figure 1 shows that the rural popula-

tion continues to grow despite the assertion of their desertion. 

 

 

Figure 1. Evolution of urban and rural population in Algeria from 1886 to 2008 as well as the pro-

gression of the urbanization rates in that period  
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3.2. The uneven spatial spread of urban reality 

In Algeria the urban structure often shows a disparity over the territory which is 

related on one hand to the diversity of physical environments and on the other hand to 

the legacies of French colonization and the development policy implemented since the 

independence. Indeed, urbanization in Algeria is far from being a homogeneous process, 

its history is made up of sequences of successions and breaks corresponding to various 

occupations of the country from antiquity to the present day [4]. 

       Colonial urbanization was completely oriented towards the metropolis, rein-

forced by roads network and the totally extroverted activities which led to the emergence 

of the very accentuated littoralization profile (i.e., coastal overdevelopment effect that is 

the process of population and activities being concentrated on the coasts) of the Algerian 

space. Indeed, the data in Table 2 clearly illustrate the unequal distribution of popula-

tions and confirm the phenomenon of littoralization in Algeria. 

Table 1. Changes in population and density across the three major sets of Algerian physical space 

Physical space Surface 

area 

(km2) 

  Population (thousands)   Density inhabitants/km2 
 

1987 1998 2008 

 

1987 1998 2008 

Coastal strip 45000 

(1.9%) 

 8904 

(38.6%) 

11000 

(37.8%) 

12342 

(36.2%) 

 

197.8 244.4 274   

Tell and 

steppe 
255000 

(10.7%) 

 12145 

(52.7%) 

15300 

(52.6%) 

18010 

(52.9%) 

 
47.6 60 70.6 

 
  

Sahara 2081000 

(87.3%) 

 2002 

(8.7%) 

2801 

(9.6%) 

3728 

(10.9%) 

 

0.96 1.35 1.8  
  

Whole country 
2 381 741 

 

23 051 29 113 34 080 

 

9.7 12.2 14.3 
    

 

After independence, the concentration of activities and population on the coastal 

fringe reinforced the phenomenon of littoralization especially during the 1970s following 

the policy of the “industrial industry” initiated by the authorities of that time. Several 

factors explain this phenomenon of littoralization including the devaluation of agricul-

ture which has caused a massive exodus of rural population to the literal on the one 

hand, and on the other hand, the development of the coastal zone has encouraged the 

concentration of urban sprawl on limited areas and thus creating the conditions for the 

emergence of cities with a linear corridor on the coastal strip. Which has led to a regional 

imbalance between the North and the rest of the country? In line with this, Rahmani [4] 

pointed out that in the Maghreb; it is essentially the regional differences and disparities 

which are becoming pathological in the most deprived regions where they are perceived 

as such. In these conditions, it is real antinomies in lifestyles in a heterogeneous and dis-

articulated Maghreb space [4]. These territorial distortions were then the main concern of 

the land-use planning policy. The preponderance of the big coastal cities has been fol-

lowed by a rebalancing in favour of small and medium-sized cities in the inner country. 

The diversity of regional situations and geographical constraints explain the heterogene-

ity of urban structure. 
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3.3. Evolution of the urban structure in Algeria 

      The study of urban structure remains a good mean of empirical analysis and allows 

the distribution of localities in a region or country within preconceived demographic 

thresholds, is at this level that the field of threshold research is truncated. A threshold is a 

break between two systems; it characterizes the transition from one structure to another. 

Nevertheless, this threshold can change direction depending on the evolution of space. It 

is at this level that we need to orient ourselves using deductive means to determine or 

search for boundaries between the different strata[3].   

 

Figure 2. Evolution of the number of agglomerations by size classes (i.e., number of inhabitants) in 

Algeria from 1954 to 2008 

Figure 2 shows that the evolution of urban units has been gradual since 1954. But the 

most significant fact is the overwhelming weight of the number of small towns with 88% 

of the total, while large and medium-sized cities; they represented consecutively 5.08 % 

and 6.28% in 2008. 

3.4. The intensification of the urban frame through the transition from rural to urban 

      Our analysis of a sufficiently long period shows that significant changes have oc-

curred in the urban population in Algeria (Figure 2). Among the 748 urban cities regis-

tered in 2008, 674 were rural settlements in 1954 which represent more than 90% of the 

total. In detail, the transition from rural to urban has been done in the following way 

(Figure 3): (1) Algeria had 74 urban settlements in 1954, (2) 62 rural settlements in 1954 

became urban in 1966, (3) 75 rural settlements in 1966 became urban in 1977, (4) 236 rural 

settlements in 1977 became urban in1987, (5) 132 rural settlements in 1987 became urban 

in 1998, and (6)169 rural settlements in 1998 became urban in 2008. 
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Figure 3. The number of rural settlements switched to urban cities in each decade during the period 

1954-2008 in Algeria 

The Algerian urban structure has been enriched by 35 large cities (≥100 thousand 

inhabitants), 42 medium-sized towns (between 50,000 and 100,000 inhabitants), 121 small 

towns (between 20,000 and 50,000 inhabitants) and 464 urban settlements (between 5,000 

and 50,000 inhabitants). These data confirm that the originality of the Algerian urban 

network lies in the predominant place occupied by small towns. In 2008, small towns 

accounted for more than 80% of the urban frame compared with 72.93% in 1987 and 

70.61% in 1977. Thus, the emergence of small towns (by transition from rural to urban) is 

an important component of urban growth in Algeria. 

 

Figure 4. Repartition of the total population by category of urban cities (urban cities were classified 

based on their size)  
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According to Figure 4, the contribution of large cities to the total population has 

gradually decreased from 44% in 1977 to 41.8% in 1998, then it started to rise slightly 

(42.74%) again in the last census of 2008. However, the number of inhabitants that live in 

large cities boosted sharply, it increased from 2,935,461 in 1977 to 9,604,736 in 2008 which 

means a gain of 6,669,275. The weight of medium-sized cities has sat around 16%. Nev-

ertheless, the number of inhabitants that live in this city-class raised from 1,071,270 in-

habitants in 1977 to 3,151,727 inhabitants in 2008 (a gain of 2,080,457 inhabitants). The 

weight of small towns increased sharply from 40% in 1977 to 47.6 in 1998 and then de-

clined slightly to 43.23% in 2008. The number of inhabitants living in small towns rose 

from 2,680,054 in 1977 to 9,714,716 in 2008, a gain of 7,034,662. Thus, small cities, by their 

number and demographic weight, constitute an important component of urban growth 

in Algeria. 

Figure 5. Evolution of the urban population by category of cities from 1977 to 2008 

In terms of population, all intercensal periods have indicated an increase in the ur-

ban population, notably through the transition from rural settlements to urban areas. In 

this context, as the results confirm, rapid urbanization is a recent phenomenon, despite 

the very old urban phenomenon, marked by the transition of a large number of rural 

settlements to the rank of urban areas and the shift of several urban centers to the higher 
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tion". This urbanization is marked by the passage of a significant number of rural set-

tlements into the category of urban agglomerations and is also due to the change in 

qualification and administrative rank of some localities following the administrative re-

forms of 1974 and 1984 and the process of industrialization. Thus, the originality of this 

urbanization, as Prenant [22] pointed out, lies in the expansion of the stratum of the ex-

isting urban centers or in the process of urbanization. The role of the state has been deci-

sive in the emergence and affirmation of these cities [25]. The main form of urban growth 
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town in 2008 (i.e., the number of urban centers increased tenfold between 1954 and 2008). 

Nevertheless, the existence of a seedling of small towns is one of the most striking fea-

tures of urbanization in Algeria. The emergence of small towns (by switching from rural 

to urban) is an important component of urban growth in Algeria. The context in which 

urbanization and urban growth have taken place strongly marks the urban system in its 

configuration, hierarchy and spatial distribution of its elements. 

3.5. Rank-size distribution of Algerian cities according to Zipf's law 

The Jefferson Index increased from 2.23 in 1998 to 2.94 in 2008. The population of the 

city of Algiers was 2364230 in 2008, while that of Oran was only 803329, making it almost 

three times more populated than the second largest city in the urban system. As for the 

Stewart index, it indicates a clear drop in the cities that are directly behind Algiers in the 

urban structure (Oran, Constantine and Annaba). The empirical results of a rank-size 

analysis depend in the first place on the nature of the entities that are observed, the set 

that is considered, and the way in which the respective sizes of the entities are measured. 

Table 2. Evolution of Primacy indices (calculated for Algeria) from 1954 to 2008 

Indicator 1954 1966 1977 1987 1998 2008 

Urban population ΣPU 2 157 938 3 778 482 6 686 785 11 444 249 16 966 937 22 471 179 

Total population ΣPT 8 614 704 12 022 000 16 948 000 23 038 942 29 100 863 34 080 030 

Prim (%)                                                 

p1= P1/ΣPU 27.6 24.97 20.25 13.17 9.25 10.61 
 

Algiers' share of the total 

population (%)  

P1/ ΣPTx100 6.91 7.85 7.99 6.54 5.39 6.53 

 

 

The weight of the 4 largest 

cities in relation to the total 

urban population (%)                      

Prim 4 = P1+P2+P3+P4/ ΣP 51.45 44.44 36.55 25.18 21.4 17.61 

 

 

Jefferson Index (Ij)                                      

j = P1/P2 2.1 2.88 2.73 2.4 2.23 2.94 

 

 

Stewart Index (Is)                                       

s = P1/(P2 + P3 + P4) 1.16 1.28 1.24 1.1 1.03 1.48 

 

 

       

4. Discussion 

In Algeria, the portion of the first city in the urban population is a good index to 

measure primacy. This simple indicator expresses the weight of the primatial city in re-

lation to the entire urban system: p1 = P1/ P. It is equal to 0.10 for Algiers, i.e., 10.61% of 

the urban population resided in Algiers in 2008. According to the data in Table 2, the 

primacy indicators tend to increase, indicating a widening gap between the capital and 

other cities, which can be explained by the following factors: The expansion of the ag-

glomeration of Algiers has extended to include a certain number of adjoining agglomer-

ations, the second city, Oran, has continued to grow at a low average annual rate and the 

third and fourth cities (Constantine and Annaba) have recorded negative or low growth 
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rates respectively, with in particular the transfer of population surpluses to other ag-

glomerations or even to new cities such as Ali Mendjelli  in the case of Constantine [26]. 

Moreover, not only the first city is concerned by primatiality but also those cities with 

sizes deviate too far from the cities that succeed them, as is the case of the regional me-

tropolises Oran, Constantine and Annaba This is also the case when studying regional 

urban systems where some cities benefit from indisputable primacies often overwhelm-

ing other cities in the region. Most of main towns of the wilayas (provinces) take over the 

entire command and territorial control apparatus of the wilaya, replicating the national 

model of the capital. 

 The analysis of the Algerian urban system since independence on the basis of the 

Zipf’s law allowed us to measure its various parameters. The results show that the capital 

Algiers has been a primatial city since 1954, despite the emergence of medium-sized cities 

and a proliferation of small towns. The Capital Algiers stands out from the rest of the 

cities and presents itself as a primatial city whose weight is predominant in the whole 

urban system. This situation can be explained by the strong polarization of the Algerian 

space 

   The macrocephaly index is the highest population ratio between two successive 

cities in population arrangement. It is necessary to know not only the value of this ratio 

but also the ranks of the two successive cities producing this ratio. 

- When a high ratio is measured between the two largest cities in the distribution, 

the system is primatial.  

- When this high ratio is measured between the 2nd and 3rd cities, the system is 

bicephalous.  

- When a high ratio is measured further down the distribution, the system is mul-

tipolar or polycentric.  

- When the ratio is relatively low and the cities used for its measurement are far 

apart in the arrangement, the system is homogeneous or hierarchical. 

   The cities at the top of the hierarchy show a deficit with the exception of Algiers. 

The gaps between cities in this stratum and the fitted line are increasing, their observed 

population is lower than the theoretical population required by the model. Thus, the 

large cities with a population of over 150000 inhabitants, and comprising 21 agglomera-

tions (from the 2nd to the 22nd rank) are under-represented in relation to the overall 

distribution. On the other hand, cities with a population between 10000 and 150000 in-

habitants, their real population is higher than the theoretical population. Small urban 

agglomerations with a population between 5000 and 10000 also show convexity, with 

agglomerations belonging to this size category being under the fitted line. This situation 

means that the urban system is being reinforced by small and medium-sized cities. It can 

be said also that small and medium-sized towns (10000-15000 inhabitants) are an essen-

tial part of the Algerian urban frame, they are considered as basic cogs and play a fun-

damental role in the regional balance. 

  The hierarchical curve of Algerian cities shows a convexity at the level of small 

towns. This convexity expresses the inflammation of the small towns whose number is 

relatively high compared to the whole urban system, as we have shown previously. The 

importance of small towns is linked to a process of urban growth that is largely achieved 

from the bottom. It is the small cities that are experiencing the highest rates of growth. 

   The study of the city system according to the two fundamental principles of hi-

erarchical organization: the so-called "market principle" and the principle of administra-
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tive hierarchy. They determine hierarchical city networks. The models of hierarchical 

organization known as "a-spatial", according to Kaddouri [27]  are then always spatial-

ized by the integration of neighborhood or proximity constraints (spatial constraints). 

   The Algerian urban system corresponds to a macrocephalic system because there 

is a very pronounced gap between the first city (Algiers) and directly lower hierarchical 

levels. For several decades, urban development actions have been characterized by the 

implementation of programs related to the reconstruction of the country and the satis-

faction of the people’s essential needs in terms of housing, equipment and infrastructure. 

These actions have fostered urban dynamics and more particularly the multiplication of 

urban units. The change in the number of urban units depends on the reclassification 

process that requires a long time to reach the top ranks of the hierarchy. With this new 

form of distribution, it is clear that the Algerian urban system has a wide range of small 

urban units that could contain, in the long run, more populations than large urban units 

[26]. Despite legislation promoting the protection and preservation of agricultural land, 

urban and peri-urban agriculture seems to be little taken into account in the implemen-

tation of urban planning tools in our case study. Even though the development policies 

are struggling to influence the consumption of peri-urban agricultural spaces, coastal 

agricultural land is the most affected, as it is the site of multiple socio-spatial transfor-

mations [28]. 

Figure 6. Hierarchical distribution of cities with more than 5000 inhabitants in Algeria during 

1987, 1989 and 2008 

5. Conclusions 

   The results of this study show that Algeria's urban primacy rate, i.e., the weight 

of the population of the country's largest city relative to the population of other cities, 

increased until the 1990s and then declined systematically, meaning that Algiers' demo-

graphic dynamism is fading to the benefit of other cities. Algiers remains a real hub for 

Algeria's external trade. However, it should be stressed that it is first of all the idea of 

permanence that emerges: permanence of the hypertrophy of the agglomeration of Al-

giers and permanence of imbalances between regions where urban reality remains mar-

ginal and whose triggering factors are historical (i.e., the legacies of colonization), natural 

(i.e., diversity of the physical environment and spatial duality plains/mountains), or po-

litical (i.e., unequal distribution of public investments). The application of Zipf's law 

showed the imbalance of the Algerian urban system. The primatial city (Algiers) is un-
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questionably hegemonic in the national territory which it commands as a capital. The 

urban growth model in Algeria is akin to a stochastic process that depends in particular 

on randomly distributed exogenous factors. In this model, the sizes of cities tend, in a 

stationary state, towards a distribution that follows Zipf's law, i.e., a distribution of Pa-

reto with a hierarchical coefficient equal to 1. 

   The strengthening of dominating and draining powers of the coastal urban axis 

and the proliferation of small cities mark the limits of regional integration policy and in-

cludes the social and spatial imbalances of national construction. The observation of the 

demography of Algerian cities and a more elaborate analysis of the evolutions of urban 

hierarchies over the last three decades encourages us to challenge this overly strict view 

of urban dynamics and at the same time to shift the "cursor" to the priorities for better 

urban planning. The future of urban structure in Algeria is conditioned by the adopted 

territory planning policy. 
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