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Introduction
The importance of a “Spatial” lens

As the political geographer Edward Soja points out for us in his essay “Why 
Spatial? Why Justice? Why L.A? Why Now?”, social justice is a practical 
struggle over geography.1 Planning then ought to operate through a more 
comprehensive process of  critical engagement with the spatial, a challenge 
which he designates as the “spatial turn”.2 Similarly, Henri Lefebvre, in The 
Production of  Space, argues that the meaning of  space is socially constructed.3 
Given this, Lefebvre argues that a shift in focus is needed, away from space 
alone and toward the processes (social, political, economic etc.) through which 
meaningful space is produced.4 This unique socio-spatial lens developed by 
Lefebvre shifts us toward a practice-oriented way of  conceiving the spatial 
and thus allows planners, designers, and geographers alike to see that space 
is produced through a rich array of  social processes, thereby revealing the 
political nature of  the processes constitutive of  our lived environments. In 
addition to this, in the late 1960’s, Lefebvre developed the concept of  “The 
Right to The City”, suggesting that social groups reclaim the “city” as a space 
for the co-creation of  social life, in contrast to an understanding of  the “city” 
as a space governed by the market forces of  capitalism.5 With respect to 
the latter understanding, everyday life is reduced to a mere commodity, with 
social interactions becoming less and less important, thereby turning urban 
space into a politically adversarial environment.

If  we extend this commodified form of  everyday communal life to the realm 
of  tourism, we can start to see how it is that touristic consumption tends to 
interfere with the built environment by way of  outsiders intruding into the 
social life of  the local groups that give a particular place its character. The 
tourist industry, with its enormous economic benefits, is increasingly claiming 
land for the production of  all sorts of  services and experiences prioritizing 
leisure activities for non-locals. Thus, tourist-oriented development 
fundamentally competes for the very spaces wherein the everyday lives of  
local people are to be carried out. Such contested spaces are a clear example 
of  Soja’s understanding of  social justice as a struggle over geography itself. 
Tourism not only claims land for tourist-oriented facilities, it also claims 
natural resources as well, creating tension around how space should be 
allocated and for whose benefit. 

On a similar note, the very geography of  the Greek archipelago not only 
increases the potential of  tourism but it also generates tension over ambiguous 
zones of  property sovereignty on a national and international scale. The 
border conflict between Greece and Turkey represents the opposite of  
resource exhaustion (due to tourism), i.e. that of  resource underutilization 
in the form of  a geopolitical fear over tenure rights. The nation of  Greece 
illustrates this tension well, experiencing extreme spatial pressures driven by 
a number of  interrelated phenomena. First is the power of  the neoliberal 
modes of  production, which have made tourism an enormous commodity 
worldwide, and especially-so for Greece. This is in turn due to Greece’s lack of  
internationally competitive forms of  national industry and the simultaneous 

1 Soja, Edward W. “Why Spatial? Why Justice? Why L.A.? Why Now?” in Seeking Spatial Justice, 2010:1
2 Ibid
3 Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of  Space. Malden: Blackwell, 2016: 68-168
4 Ibid.110
5 Lefebvre, Henri. The Urban Revolution. Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 2003: 151

difficulty of  recovering from a 10-year economic recession. Furthermore, 
Greece’s tension with adjacent Turkey over property ownership within the 
Aegean Archipelago further prolongs any potential for resource extraction 
along its maritime borders. Thus Greece has been forced to prioritize the 
tourist industry as its the sole source of  revenue, resulting (at times) in an 
unregulated form of  spatial growth which privileges touristic development. 
Of  the geographies most affected are Greece’s coastal and insular territories, 
which are the epicenter of  this development-phenomenon, with a number 
of  land-use policies being challenged in order to negotiate the tension 
between private property rights and publicly shared spaces. In other words, 
the mechanisms of  property ownership have become extremely important 
for understanding, on the one hand, how tourism is challenging the very 
notion of  “the right to the city” (or in a more focused sense, the “right to the 
beach”), while on the other, understanding how border conflicts can stagnate 
the economic potential of  a maritime territory by asking who has the right to 
navigate its waters?

One of  the primary strategies through which this difficult political battle 
is fought is through “[t]he right to exclude others [which] has often been 
cited as the most important characteristic of  private property” as Carol Rose 
notes in her essay “The Comedy of  the Commons: Commerce, Custom and 
Inherently Public Property”.6 In other words, private property rights provide 
individuals with the power to generate value from their land holdings by 
denying others the right to access their spaces. Using their land rights, land 
owners encourage further investment into territories surrounding their own, 
thereby further enhancing the value of  their property and increasing their 
overall share of  community resources. According to Rose, this ideology of  
individual profiteering is deeply embedded in the Western conception of  
private property ownership7. Exclusive control of  land gives owners the 
ability to ally with others of  similar means, and through a common labor 
input into their property, increase the value of  their holdings.8 This concept is 
characterized strongly in John Locke’s theory of  land-value, which contends 
that land obtains value when labor is exercised upon it, thereby giving it the 
ability to be become a source of  revenue. On this view, land is almost solely 
conceived in terms of  its capacity for productivity, assigning property rights 
to the laborer of  the land.9 

As many have argued, though, many have observed that the Lockean 
understanding of  land-value tends toward what is known as the “tragedy 
of  the commons”—a concept initially developed by Garrett Hardin who 
describes it as a “symptom” inherent in the system of  private property 
ownership.10 The lack of  concern for the cultivation and well-being of  spaces 
common to all is, according to Hardin, driven by the fact that in a system of  
private ownership, individuals act according to their own self-interests and 
therefore have no impetus to contribute to a common good for all users 
of  shared resource environment, thereby ignoring collective action and 

6 Rose, Carol. “The Comedy of  the Commons: Custom, Commerce, and Inherently Public 
Property.” The University of  Chicago Law Review, 1986: 711
7 Ibid
8 Ibid. 711-712
9 Giwaldi, Vinay Krishin. ““Waste” and the Permanent Settlement in Bengal.” Economic and Political 
Weekly, 1992: PE 41
10 Hardin, Garrett. “The Tragedy of  the Commons”. American Association for the Advancement of  Science, 
1968: 1244
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“collective good”.11 In line with this critique, Rose adds that public property is 
thus an “‘oxymoron’: things left open to the public are not property at all, but 
rather its antithesis.”12 And this critique of  the effects of  our current system 
of  private property ownership on publicly owned spaces can be directly 
transposed onto our ever-expanding tourist economies, the navigation of  
maritime resources, and the pressures they both place upon the shared, social 
aspects of  our built environments. 

This question of  how to address issues resulting from the “tragedy of  the 
commons” — whether in the specific case of  tourist geographies, maritime 
border conflicts or collectively-owned spaces in general — has historically 
been quite difficult to address. However, more recently the approach of  “Legal 
Geography” has attempted to make headway on this issue by challenging our 
conventional narratives surrounding property rights by studying how our legal 
frameworks are directly implicated in our everyday activities which produce 
our spaces.13 What legal geography tries to do is understand how our legal 
systems facilitate the creation of  national, regional, and local spaces of  public 
and private significance as well as how our socio-spatial settings can better 
inform legislation that will foster more socially and environmentally “just” 
spaces.14 Applying the framework of  Legal Geography to the case of  the 
Greek islands is particularly relevant in illustrating the problem then, as there 
seems to exist various disjuncts between planning policy, urban growth, and 
resource allocation among tourists and locals. Likewise, there are also many 
disjunctions between international law, economic development, and resource 
extraction between Greek national interests and international disagreements 
with Turkey.15

Given all of  this, my aim here is to unpack the significance of  property 
ownership in two crucial instances specific to the Greek geography: (1) the 
case of  coastal tourism and the right of  individuals to access the beach, and 
(2) the case of  the maritime border conflict between Greece and Turkey 
and its consequences for the rights of  Greek citizens to access the water’s 
resources (oil, natural gas, fishing). In what follows, I illustrate how two quite 
different maritime-coastal property tensions can be re-evaluated through a 
consideration of  the gaps between the law and geography.

The Spatial Politics of Coastal Tourism
The conflict over the right to access the beach

In order to comprehend the current state of  affairs concerning landed 
property rights, a brief  historical analysis of  the Greek State’s property 
regime and ideology is necessary. Greek law has three categories of  built 
property ownership: (1) “planned construction,” (“entos schediou” literally 

11 Hardin, Garrett. “The Tragedy of  the Commons”. American Association for the Advancement of  Science, 
1968: 1244
12 Rose, Carol. “The Comedy of  the Commons: Custom, Commerce, and Inherently Public 
Property.” The University of  Chicago Law Review, 1986: 712
13 Blomley, Nicholas. “Introduction” in The Legal Geographies Reader: Law, Power, and Space. Edt. by 
Blomley, Nicholas K., David Delaney, and Richard T. Ford. Oxford: Blackwell, 2001:3-5 
14 Delaney, David. “Introduction” in The Legal Geographies Reader: Law, Power, and Space. Edt. by 
Blomley, Nicholas K., David Delaney, and Richard T. Ford. Oxford: Blackwell, 2001: 218-220
15 A study recently conducted by the Greek Government suggests that 77% percent of  housing 
construction in the hinterland is unregulated; an impressive statistic demonstrating the urgency for 
what Nicholas Blomley terms as “splice” – a spatio-legal integration.

“within planned construction”), (2) “unplanned construction” (“ektos schediou” 
literally “outside the master plan”), and (3) illegal construction (“aphthereti 
domisi”).16 While the third category is self-explanatory the other two need 
some clarification. In 1923, Law: Ν.Δ/17-07-23 Unplanned Construction was 
established in the context of  Greece’s emerging housing shortage due to the 
“Population exchange between Greece and Turkey,” a treaty signed by the 
two rivaling countries in 1923. The law then allowed the expansion of  the 
urban center in regions that were not “within” the planned boundaries of  the 
Athenian center with the hope that the nation, which was lacking the means, 
could accommodate the incoming waves of  new Athenian citizens along the 
periphery. A second wave of  migration occurred between 1946-1967, due to 
the migration of  the young from the hinterland to urban centers.17 Law of  
Exchange 3741/29 [“Antiparohi”] prescribed that land-owners were granted 
the right to offer contractors their land, previously occupied only by a single 
home, for the construction of  an apartment building.18 This was done as 
a way to rezone low density land into more dense and spatially ergonomic 
urbanized zones. By demolishing single family homes, land-owners gained 
as their property some of  the newly built apartments for their use, rental, 
or future sale, while the contractor was given a portion of  the property too 
(usually a few apartments for their own use, rental, or future sale) in exchange 
for the cost of  construction. In that way, contractors and private land owners 
soon transformed the cities into densely urbanized and “modern” centers. 

16 “Εγγραφή.” Home. Accessed December 15, 2018. http://www.insete.gr/el-gr/Dashboard/
Μελέτες-IΝΣΕΤΕ/Χωροταξία-και-Περιβάλλον. All translations from Greek are my own
17 Ibid
18 Νόμος 3741/1929 – ΦΕΚ Α-4/A/9-1-1929: Περί της ιδιοκτησίας κατ’ορόφους: 1889
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http://www.insete.gr/el-gr/Dashboard/ÃÂÎ›ÙÂÚ-IÕ”≈‘≈/◊˘ÒÔÙ·Óﬂ·-Í·È-–ÂÒÈ‚‹ÎÎÔÌ
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URBAN COTROL ZONES OF MYKONOS - AREAS OUT OF TOWN AND ZONE PLANNING 
Category Uses Buildable Greek Official Gazette Marketbility 

2.
1.

a1
  

(2
-5

)  

Residencies, tourist accommodations 
developments, food & beverage uses, 
retail etc. 

- 4 acres 
- 10 acres for tourist 
accommodations 
developments 

GG 270D’/1985 
GG 308A’/2003 Very High 

2.
1.

d 
(1

-2
)  

Public utility buildings PPC (Public Power 
Corporation)/HTO (Hellenic 
Telocommunications Organization), 
logistics, retail, food & beverage uses 
etc. 

- 6 acres  GG270D’/1985 
GG308A’/2003 Moderate 

2.
2.

b 
(1

-3
)  Agriculture houses and warehouses, 

agriculture logistics, industrial uses etc 

- 10 acres  
- deviation 4 acres for plots 
existing before 8/3/2005 
- 80m  agriculture house 
- 50m  agriculture 
warehouse 
- 300m  maximum 
construction 

GG336D’/1976 
GG538D’/1978 
Άνευ παρεκκλίσεων 
GG270D’/1985 

Low 

2.
2s

t2
 

 Agriculture houses and warehouses etc 

- 10 acres  
- 200m minimum distance 
from water reservoir 
- 80m  agricaltute house 
without basement, using 
only by retired farmer 
- 50m  agriculture 
warehouses 

GG 270D’/1985 
GG308A’/2003 Very Low 

2.
3a

1.
a 

(1
-1

4)
 

 Agriculture use, apiculture use etc No building is allowed _ Very Low 
2.

3α
1.
β 

 
Land uses only after the approval of the 
Urban Planning and Arcitectural 
Commitee and the Ephorate of 
Antiquities 
 - No basements are allowed 
- Only ground floor buildngs 
- 120 m  maximum construction 

Land uses only after the 
approval of the Urban 
Planning and Arcitectural 
Commitee and the Ephorate 
of Antiquities 

_ Very Low 

2.
3a

.6
 

(1
-9

,1
1,

15
-2

1)
 

 Agriculture use, apiculture use, 
repairing of traditional buildings etc No building is allowed _ Very Low 

2.
3a

.7
 

(1
-2

1)
 

 

 
In distance of 100m από from the 
beach: residencies, food & beverage 
uses, agricalture warehouses etc 

- 10 acres  
- deviation 4 acres for plots 
existing before 8/3/2005 
- 120m  maximum 
construction excluding 
agriculture warehouses 
- 50m  maximum 
construction for agriculture 
warehouses 

GG 270D’/1985 
GG 308A’/2003 
without deviations 

High 

2.
3a

.8
 

(1
-1

3 
&

15
-4

6)
 

 

 
Agriculture warehouses, residences of 
80m  maximum for buildable plots etc. 

- 10 acres  
- deviation 4 acres for plots 
existing before 8/3/2005 
- 50m  maximum 
construction for agriculture 
warehouses 
- Ground floor stone 
buildings 

GG 270D’/1985 
without deviations Moderate 

2.
3a

.9
 

(1
,4

,5
) 

 

Residencies, tourist accommodation 
residencies, retail, schools/hospitals, gas 
stations, agriculture warehouses etc. 

- 4 acres  
- 50m  maximum 
construction for agriculture 
warehouses 
- Ground floor stone 
buildings 

GG 270D’/1985 High 

2.
3a

.1
1 

(1
-4

)  

Residencies, tourist accommodation 
residencies schools/hospitals, gas 
stations, agriculture warehouses etc. 

- 4 acres  
- 50m  maximum 
construction for agriculture 
warehouses 

GG 270D’/1985 
GG 538D’/1978 Very High 

Free Zone: 
less than 
75m

1997

2003

2009

fig. 2: ZOE Mykonos

fig. 3c: Mykonos Urbanization 2009

fig. 3b: Mykonos Urbanization 2003

fig. 3a: Mykonos Urbanization 1997 fig. 4a: Psarou Beach

fig. 4b: Psarou Beach

fig. 4c: Free Zone
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Third, and most important for the purposes of  this analysis, Greece, starting 
in the early 1990’s and continuing up through today (despite the fiscal crisis), 
has undergone another form of  intensive urban development, which involves 
the construction of  second homes for purposes of  leisure and vacationing.19 
This resulted in the extensive urbanization of  the beachfront. This wave of  
construction has occurred both in the unplanned construction zone as well 
as near the beach and along the coast in the form of  illegal construction, 
adding pressure on the natural landscape as well as the right of  the public 
to access the beach. As is evident by now, for the past century the Greek 
State has reinforced, through its legislation and legal system, the privatization 
of  land. This has allowed individual land-owners to become key players 
in the country’s urban growth and spatial configuration, usually with very 
individualistic objectives (inevitably leading to the tragedy of  the commons). 

The UN’s World Tourism Organization defines sustainable tourism as: 
“Tourism that takes full account of  its current and future economic, social 
and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of  visitors, the industry, 
the environment and host communities.”20 Greece is currently experiencing 
an unprecedented growth of  touristic development with increasing spatial 
pressures upon its built and natural environment. More precisely, in August 
of  2018 Greece hosted 3.6 million tourists. In 1998, the country welcomed 
6.2 million visitors while 2018 is estimated to end with a total arrival of  32 
million visitors.21 In 2018, Mykonos island for instance, with approximately 
10,000 locals, received 1,388,262 visitors to its airport, 887,105 of  which 
were international.22 This dramatic increase is the biggest change experienced 
in European-wide major destinations in the past decade, intensifying the 
question of  land-use allocation. While tourism’s enormous economic impact 
is somewhat obvious, the spatial impact of  its rapid development is often 
overshadowed and neglected by the appeal of  enormous real estate profits 
often at the expense of  natural and cultural heritage. Furthermore, the beach 
is a highly congested territory generating competition over services. Thus 
touristic resorts and beachfront developments raise concerns regarding 
property ownership rights, land use policies, spatial manifestation, and 
ultimately, raises the following questions: Who owns the beach? Who can claim 
the right to access the beach? And, how are spatial and social circumstances permitting or 
prohibiting beachfront access? 

The island of  Mykonos (the case study of  this investigation) is an island that 
until 2005, did not have a zoning plan (see fig. 2). Land-use was, and still is, 
unregulated, leading to extensive construction of  tourist oriented development 
in zones that are agricultural lands, natural reserves, or beachfronts (see fig. 
3). Today, Law no.2971/2001 Foreshore, Beach and other Regulations (“Aigialos, 
Paralia kai alles Diatakseis”), which was updated in early 2017, defines foreshore 
as: the region inscribed by the water’s edge to the maximum extend of  a 
wave.23 The beach is the region defined by the edge of  the foreshore and 

19 “Εγγραφή.” Home. Accessed December 15, 2018. http://www.insete.gr/el-gr/Dashboard/
Μελέτες-IΝΣΕΤΕ/Χωροταξία-και-Περιβάλλον
20  “Sustainable Development of  Tourism.” Definition | Sustainable Development of  Tourism. 
Accessed December 15, 2018. http://sdt.unwto.org/content/about-us-5
21 Smith, Oliver. “Overwhelmed: Greece the Latest Country to Be Overrun by Tourists.” Traveller. 
June 06, 2018. Accessed December 15, 2018. http://www.traveller.com.au/greece-tourism-numbers-
europes-latest-victim-of-overtourism-h110v6
22 Hellenic Civil Aviation Authority - Home. Accessed December 08, 2018. http://www.ypa.gr/en/
23 Νόμος 2971/2001 – ΦΕΚ Α-285/19-12-2001: Αιγιαλός, παραλία και άλλες διατάξεις, Article 1: 
3985

extends fifty meters away from the coastline.24 Both the foreshore and the 
beach are state owned properties and belong to the general public for its use. 
By use of  the mechanisms of  eminent domain, the state (and without just 
compensation) can demolish any permanent structures along the forefront 
and the beach, if  they jeopardize public welfare and/or the fragile ecosystem 
of  wetlands.25 

However, the state can privatize the operation of  the beach via auction 
contracts of  a three-year duration. In other words, the beach, while being 
a publicly shared space, indirectly turns into a privately operated business. 
Furthermore, any business operation should not, and cannot, block access 
to the beach; and any development along the beach must be of  a temporary 
nature and cannot and must not prohibit free access to the water.26 The 
law only exempts hotels that are located in front of  a beach from auction 
participation, but it asks hotel businesses to ensure swimmers access even 
if  only through the gates of  their hotels.27 This raises two questions: Is that 
sufficiently just? Is this regulation really safeguarding public welfare by providing beach 
access to its citizens?

Additionally, Article 13 of  the Law (no.2971/2001) known as “The right of 
Simple Use of  the Foreshore and the Beach” (“Parahorisi Aplis Hrisis Aigialou kai 
Paralias”) provides a rather vague definition concerning what is considered 
“simple use” or “beneficial” for the welfare of  the general public. “Simple 
use” might include any of  the following: “the law allows the concession of  
the foreshore for the execution of  works that facilitate commercial, industrial, 
transportation, port development, or works for means of  the public welfare or 
the protection of  the environment or for environmental research or for water 
related athletics or for hotel and tourist related facilities etc.”28 The above list is too 
broad and leaves it up to the authority in charge to allow or deny a permit. 
In addition, the law specifically states that 50% of  the beach has to be left 
unoccupied by sunbeds and umbrellas, while a 75m free zone is necessary 
between operations as a buffer space for free use.29 But here we might ask: 
Is a restaurant on the water’s edge a necessity? How are beach resorts crucial for public 
welfare? While entertainment along the beach is necessary for the welfare of  
the public, it is not essential for hotel resorts, beach clubs, or private homes 
to prohibit access to the beach, whether directly, through fences, or indirectly, 
through social exclusion.

The unique geography of  Greece, with its more than 15,000 kilometers of  coastline, 
makes it extremely challenging to monitor and regulate the proper use of  
coastline and beaches.30 Furthermore, the coast is the selling product of  many 
tourist businesses making them highly susceptible to abuse, especially since 
tourism is the most lucrative economy in Greece. As such, several beach clubs of  

24 Νόμος 2971/2001 – ΦΕΚ Α-285/19-12-2001: Αιγιαλός, παραλία και άλλες διατάξεις, Article 1: 
3985
25 Ιbid. 3988
26 Νόμος 2971/2001 – ΦΕΚ Α-285/19-12-2001: Αιγιαλός, παραλία και άλλες διατάξεις: 3988
27 “Τι πρέπει να ξέρω πηγαίνοντας προς την παραλία, του Γιώργου Λιάλιου | Kathimerini.” 
ΚΑΘΗΜΕΡΙΝΕΣ ΕΚΔΟΣΕΙΣ Α.Ε. Εθν.Μακαρίου & Φαληρέως 2. Accessed December 15, 2018. 
http://www.kathimerini.gr/863443/article/epikairothta/ellada/ti-prepei-na-3erw-phgainontas-pros-
thn-paralia
28 Νόμος 2971/2001 – ΦΕΚ Α-285/19-12-2001: Αιγιαλός, παραλία και άλλες διατάξεις, Article 13: 
3989
29 Ibid. 3991
30 “Πόσα χιλιόμετρα είναι η ακτογραμμή της Ελλάδας;.” Bimag.gr. June 05, 2018. Accessed 
December 15, 2018. https://bimag.gr/posa-xiliometra-einai-h-aktogrammh-ths-elladas/

http://www.insete.gr/el-gr/Dashboard/ÃÂÎ›ÙÂÚ-IÕ”≈‘≈/◊˘ÒÔÙ·Óﬂ·-Í·È-–ÂÒÈ‚‹ÎÎÔÌ
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fig. 5: Spatial Configuration along Psarou Beach in relation to the foreshore
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international reputation have developed along the Mykonian coasts, which 
are all in violation of  state legislation, in one way or another. In fact, in the 
winter of  2016, Nammos Village (a business on Psarou beach) built a number 
of  new bungalows less than a meter from the edge of  the foreshore (see 
fig. X). Thus, Nammos Village has monopolized the spatial configuration of  
this beach. Now, a set of  two sunbeds not only costs 120 euros, but also 
cover every square inch of  the beach’s sandy surface (see fig. 4b). The rest 
of  the beachfront, which is operated by another company, doesn’t follow the 
regulation of  a 75meter buffer/free zone between operations, which ensures 
free use of  the space by any individual (see fig. 4c). Furthermore, the only way 
an individual can access Psarou beach is through the entrance of  the beach 
club, or the hotel adjacent to Nammos Village. While variety in services should 
be encouraged, and tycoons certainly have the right to charge 120 euros per 
sunbed if  they manage to profit from it (while paying the taxes imposed by 
the state), a monopolization of  a public resource is clearly beyond the scope 
of  what the legislation permits. The spatial distribution of  the economy of  
tourism along Psarou beach, then, clearly prevents equal access to the beach 
(see fig. 5). But this phenomenon is not only present in publicly owned 
beaches which are privately operated. For instance, north of  Psarou beach, at 
Myrsini beach, we observe how a private land owner has blocked access to the 
beach through physical barriers (see fig. 6-8).

As is clear from just these two examples, a gap exists between the letter of  the 
law, and the actual spatial implementation of  the law. In his book The Social-
Obligation Norm in American Property Law, Gregory Alexander unpacks the 
concept of  a social-obligation norm, which he defines as the promotion of  
human flourishing, which “enables individuals to live lives worthy of  human 
dignity.”31 This theory of  social-obligation developed by Alexander “holds that 
all individuals have an obligation to others in their respective communities to 
promote the capabilities that are essential to human flourishing (e.g. freedom, 
practical reasoning).”32 Here, Alexander raises an important point about the 
ideology of  property ownership and the need for an emphasis on individual 
rights with “social obligations” to the community. The principle of  private 
ownership thus encourages and reinforces an attitude of  the right to exclude 
others from an “owner’s” land, with no obligation to those excluded.33 The 
case of  the Mykonian beach is a paradoxical one, then, due to the fact that 
while it is public property, it also houses a private business which follows 
the ideological norms of  private ownership. Clear proof  of  this is a private 
house in Myrsini beach that has excluded everyone and anyone from accessing 
the beach, aside from the property owner and the privileged friends of  that 
property owner. In essence, in the history of  Greek property ownership, the 
individual right has always been privileged to the expense of  the collective 
good. Therefore, the right to access of  the beach is not only a matter of  class 
and income, but more importantly, a social and spatial issue where “access to 
recreation is limited or simply unavailable,” resulting, as Alexander would say, 
in social exclusion.34 

But while it may be argued that there are other beaches on the island that can 
serve swimmers, this does not permit the violation of  the principle legislative 

31 Alexander, Gregory S. “The social-obligation norm in American property law.” Cornell L. Rev. 94 
(2008): 745
32 Ibid
33 Ibid
34 Ibid



fig. 7-8: Myrsini Beach, Private Property Spatial Configuration

fig. 6: Myrsini Beach
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spatial arrangement. Just because there are other options does not prevent 
socio-cultural exclusion currently tolerated. As long as the government of  
Greece relies on tourism to safeguard its future as a neoliberal economic 
state, access to the beach will remain only a right in name, and not in practice. 
One has to consider the fact that on a single summer night in 2017, Nammos 
Village generated a gross revenue of  €1.6 million, with a total tax increment 
of  €385,000 for the public sector.35 Additionally, just four out of  the largest 
beach resorts in Mykonos generated €12 million in taxes for the public 
domain during the 2017 season.36 

Given all of  this, we might ask: how can the Greek government balance between 
the revenues generated by the tourist industry while at the same time ensuring a “social-
obligation norm” among property owners and citizens, especially when private ownership 
has been privileged over collective needs for more than a century now? It seems to me that 
only through the lens of  a new legal framework that is more in tune with the 
peculiarities of  Greece’s coastal geography (especially in an era of  intensive 
touristic development) can we begin to address the problems stemming from 
the ideology of  property ownership. What is needed is a new legal framework 
which ensures a more just distribution and allocation of  space corresponding 
to the spatial needs of  its citizens as well as its tourist economy.

The Spatial Politics of Maritime Borders
The conflict over the right to access Maritime resources

Turkish-Greek differences over the Aegean Sea region are related to the 
Aegean status quo established by the 1923 Lausanne Peace Treaty. The 
Lausanne Treaty (distinct from the “Population Exchange between Greece 
and Turkey” theoretically) established a political balance between Greece 
and Turkey by harmonizing the vital interests of  both countries including 
those in the Aegean.37 As mentioned in the previous section, Greece’s 
unique geography not only becomes a source of  revenue (because of  its 
superabundant beachfronts and unique coasts that make tourism a very 
profitable economy with extensive pressures on the right to access the beach) 
but simultaneously, creates geopolitical tension with adjacent and bordering 
country, Turkey, regarding property rights over the Aegean Sea (see fig. 9). 
In light of  this, the question of  property ownership takes a different turn in 
this section. Instead of  looking at the social and spatial implications attached 
to beachfront access along the coast, here I investigate the right of  Greek 
citizens to access public resources along its multifaceted coasts. 

The United Nations Convention on the Law of  the Sea (1973-1982) 
(UNCLOS) defines “the rights and responsibilities of  nations with respect 
to their use of  the world’s oceans, establishing guidelines for businesses, the 
environment, and the management of  marine natural resources.”38 Treaties 

35 Lifoteam. “Οι ιλιγγιώδεις τζίροι στην Μύκονο - Nammos, Scorpios και Beach Bar με εισπράξεις 
εκατομμυρίων σε μια σεζόν.” LiFO. June 17, 2018. Accessed December 15, 2018. https://www.lifo.
gr/now/greece/197082/oi-iliggiodeis-tziroi-stin-mykono-nammos-scorpios-kai-beach-bar-me-
eisprakseis-ekatommyrion-se-mia-sezon
36 Ibid
37 Σταυρίδου, Μαρία. “Η Αποκλειστική Οικονομική Ζώνη στην περίπτωση της Ελλάδας.” 2016.
38 Overview - Convention & Related Agreements.” United Nations. Accessed December 15, 2018. http://www.
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like the UNCLOS are indicative of  the complicated universal concern 
surrounding property ownership when subdividing the “water” and its 
respective resources. Historically, the “Aegean Dispute” refers to a set of  
interrelated controversies between Greece and Turkey over the sovereignty 
and respective property rights of  the Aegean Sea.39 The dispute has been 
ongoing since the 1970’s and hostilities have almost led to war twice: once 
in 1987 and once in 1996.40 Some of  the issues addressed involve: (1) the 
border definition of  the national territorial waters; (2) the limits of  airspace; 
(3) the establishment of  exclusive economic zones (EEZ) and the use of  the 
continental shelf; (4) the issuing of  the demilitarization in some of  the Greek 
islands in the grey area; and (5) the dispute over certain islets of  undetermined 
sovereignty the most famous one being the Imia/Kardak case.41

While UNCLOS is an internationally recognized treaty that allows among 
other functions, nations to expand their territorial maritime boundaries to 
12 nautical miles offshore, as of  June 2016, 167 countries and the European 
Union have joined the Convention.42 However, UNCLOS is a treaty that 
Greece has been unable to adopt since 1982. This is due to the fact that 
Turkey finds the increase of  Greece’s territorial sea boundaries from 6nm to 
12nm a reason for war (known as Casus Belli).43 As a result, Greece’s national 
territorial extend reaches out only 6nm to this date. Τhis form of  foreign 
policy on behalf  of  Turkey, has led to a dispute over the “continental shelf ” 
of  Greece’s Aegean islands. More precisely, the continental shelf  refers to 
the “natural prolongation” of  the land territory to the continental margin’s 
outer edge, or 200 nautical miles (370 km) from the coastal state’s baseline, 
whichever is greater. A state’s continental shelf  may exceed 200 nautical 
miles (370 km) until the natural prolongation ends.44 Thus, coastal states 
have the right to exploit mineral and non-living material in the subsoil of  
their continental shelf, to the exclusion of  others. Coastal states also have 
exclusive control over living resources “attached” to the continental shelf  
(see fig.13).45 Meanwhile, Turkey, does not recognize the way the continental 
shelf  is defined for the Aegean islands because it claims that the islands are 
representative of  a unique geomorphological condition that should not be 
susceptible to the standard definition of  what a continental shelf  ought to be 
(see fig. 10). Therefore, the country demands a different maritime subdivision 
scheme, even though the continental shelf  is approved under the international 
court of  Justice in Hague. 

Furthermore, the dispute over the continental shelf  interferes with Greece’s 
Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ). The EEZs provide a state with exclusive 
sovereign rights for the purpose of  exploring, conserving, and managing 
living and nonliving natural resources of  both the waters and the seabed and 

un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_overview_convention.htm
39 Leaders, Hellenic. “The Importance of  the Greek Exclusive Economic Zone.” Medium.com. 
November 28, 2017. Accessed December 15, 2018. https://medium.com/@HellenicLeaders/the-
importance-of-the-greek-exclusive-economic-zone-db4cc17c4669
40 Ibid
41 Ibid
42 Overview - Convention & Related Agreements.” United Nations. Accessed December 15, 2018. http://www.
un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_overview_convention.htm
43 “Turkey Repeats Casus Belli Threat | Kathimerini.” Greece, Europe and the Refugee Crisis | 
Comment. October 24, 2018. Accessed December 15, 2018. http://www.ekathimerini.com/233957/
article/ekathimerini/news/turkey-repeats-casus-belli-threat
44 Σταυρίδου, Μαρία. “Η Αποκλειστική Οικονομική Ζώνη στην περίπτωση της Ελλάδας.” 2016:
45 Leaders, Hellenic. “The Importance of  the Greek Exclusive Economic Zone.” Medium.com. 
November 28, 2017. Accessed December 15, 2018. https://medium.com/@HellenicLeaders/the-
importance-of-the-greek-exclusive-economic-zone-db4cc17c4669
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subsoil.46 The sovereign rights extend up to 200 meters from the coastline and, 
they provide the exclusive sovereign rights to control other activities such as 
the production of  energy from the water, currents, and winds or the right to 
control dumping of  wastes (see fig. 13).47 Given all of  this, a nation cannot have 
an EEZ unless it has the consent from its bordering EEZ countries. EEZs 
in the case of  Greece would safeguard the economic unity of  its continental 
and archipelagic space. While Greece, Cyprus, and Egypt have formed an 
alliance supporting each other’s EEZs, Turkey refuses to accept the boundary 
of  the Aegean EEZ for Greece despite the fact that Turkey – under the same 
legislation – has an Exclusive Economic Zone along the Black Sea (see fig. 
14). Meanwhile, Greece has a total of  3,100 islands, of  which 2,463 are in 
the Aegean. By comparison, Turkey has only three islands in the Aegean.48 
But what do all these very abstract measuring conventions of  geographic 
boundaries mean for the water as a space of  co-habitation and co-existence? 
Who can access the water? How can it be utilized? And, ultimately, who has a right to 
navigate the Aegean Sea?

The underlying force behind the dispute lies partly on the economic 
potential of  the rich subsoil full of  resources that are believed to exist in 
the continental shelf  of  the Aegean Sea, and Turkey wants a share. Such is 
known due to explorations that took place in the 1970’s near Thasos island, 

46 Leaders, Hellenic. “The Importance of  the Greek Exclusive Economic Zone.” Medium.com. 
November 28, 2017. Accessed December 15, 2018. https://medium.com/@HellenicLeaders/the-
importance-of-the-greek-exclusive-economic-zone-db4cc17c4669
47 Ibid
48 Ibid

which confirmed the existence of  oil and natural gas reserves in the Northern 
Aegean (see fig. 14).49 Additionally, Cyprus’ EEZ, which borders the Greek 
and Turkish EEZs respectively, recently started oil extractions. Kathimerini, a 
well-established Greek newspaper, reported on February 18th of  2018 that the 
Turkish navy illegally blocked the Cypriot Exclusive Economic Zone for 10 
days, obstructing the drilling process of  the off-shore oil rigs claiming that the 
Cypriot EEZ had no official permit.50 

In The Mystery of  Capital: Why Capitalism Triumphs in the West and Fails Everywhere 
Else, Hernando De Soto, suggests that “formal and more transparent property 
representation of  land allows for the coherent organization of  the invisible 
qualities of  property to produce active value.”51 In other words what De 
Soto advocates for is that assets, as they relate to property, should be used 
to increase the process of  production and the efficiency of  the division of  
labor. In view of  this, property acts as a fundamental mechanism allowing 
market economies to exist at all. As a result, the Aegean Sea has no value 
until it clears its tenure status as a property asset, it remains inert and thus 

49 “Το πετρέλαιο και η εθνική κυριαρχία, Του δρος Κωνσταντινου A. Νικολαου* | Kathimerini.” 
ΚΑΘΗΜΕΡΙΝΕΣ ΕΚΔΟΣΕΙΣ Α.Ε. Εθν.Μακαρίου & Φαληρέως 2. Accessed December 15, 2018. 
http://www.kathimerini.gr/386502/article/oikonomia/ellhnikh-oikonomia/to-petrelaio-kai-h-
e8nikh-kyriarxia
50 “Για δέκατη μέρα η Αγκυρα κρατά εγκλωβισμένο το γεωτρύπανο στην κυπριακή ΑΟΖ | 
Kathimerini.” ΚΑΘΗΜΕΡΙΝΕΣ ΕΚΔΟΣΕΙΣ Α.Ε. Εθν.Μακαρίου & Φαληρέως 2. Accessed 
December 15, 2018. http://www.kathimerini.gr/949433/article/epikairothta/kosmos/gia-dekath-
mera-h-agkyra-krata-egklwvismeno-to-gewtrypano-sthn-kypriakh-aoz.
51 De Soto, Hernando. The mystery of  capital: Why capitalism triumphs in the West and fails everywhere else. 
Basic Civitas Books, 2000: 49 
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geopolitically charged. Furthermore, while Aegean assets are invisible and 
intangible, and rather abstract, without what De Soto’s and most neoliberal 
advocates recommendations of  a property ownership attached to production 
and tenure, the Aegean dispute will unlikely become resolved. Similar to the 
way air rights in America and India become commodities handled by the state 
with spatial impact on the skyline of  cities, maritime property rights have no 
immediate effect on the built environment but far more important social and 
economic implications that relate to more existential rights of  citizens and 
nations.52 

Finally, in Petro-violence: Some Thoughts on Community, Extraction, and Political 
Ecology, Michael Watts, unpacks some of  the social and spatial consequences 
attached to resource extraction, and while the case of  Greece and Cyprus are 
no way comparable to the extreme externalities that Ecuador or Nigeria are 
experiencing,53 Michael Watts thoughts on “petro-violence” emphasize some 
of  the by-products attached to the processes of  extraction. In the case of  
Greece, fear, violence, and terror are affecting political and economic action 
along its borders. Greece is conducting resource drilling explorations in the 
Ionian Sea, a constellation of  islands on the West of  its mainland, near Italy. 
This results from the fear of  war if  any exploration occurs along the disputed 
property ownership of  the Aegean resources. 

52 Finn, Robin. “The Great Air Race.” The New York Times. February 22, 2013. Accessed 
December 15, 2018. https://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/24/realestate/the-great-race-for-
manhattan-air-rights.html
53 Watts, Michael. Petro-violence: Some Thoughts on Community, Extraction, and Political Ecology. Berkeley, 
CA: Institute of  International Studies, 1999
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Although resources like natural gas and oil are commodities that affect 
property rights in the region, the fishing economy is also a highly affected 
commodity, which in turn raises concerns about the rights of  fishermen 
to access their own waters to sustain their economy and ultimately survive 
(see fig. 11). Apart from prescribed territorial boundaries, international 
treaties in the Mediterranean have claimed fishing zone rights that might 
extend beyond their territorial boundaries (i.e. 6nm in the case of  Greece). 
Furthermore, the 200-mile Exclusive Economic Zones serve to counteract 
the over-exploitation of  their coastal fish stocks.54 A large part of  the Greek 
fishing fleet has traditionally operated in waters outside the Greek coasts and 
especially in the Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean. Now that many 
states are establishing an EEZ of  their own, Greek fishermen have lost access 
to traditional fishing grounds. A Greek EEZ, therefore, would be beneficial 
to the fishing sector of  the country, which, despite its small contribution 
(approximately 1%) to the GDP, has a substantial role in the nourishment 
of  the Greek population.55 The dispute between Greece and Turkey over 
property rights once again becomes apparent in their manifestation over 
fishing rights. Added pressure results from the fact that Turkey repeatedly 
violates territorial Greek boundaries since Turkish fishing vessels constantly 
enter the 6nm official boundary of  the Greek fishing zone. Furthermore, 
Greek fishing law B.Δ. 917/66 prohibits fishing activity for large professional 
boats between 6/1-9/30.56 The non-profit Institute of  Marine Conservation, 
however, reported on August 9th of  2018, that Turkish professional boats 
were not only within the 6nm of  the Greek territorial boundary but were 
fishing during a time that is not allowed for the Greek fishermen.57 As a result, 
when the Greek fishermen try to fish in September their catches are drastically 
reduced and their economy suffers greatly. 

Once again it becomes apparent that a gap exists between the law and the 
application of  the law on the territory in question. The unique geography of  
the Aegean Sea, the intangible dimension of  the water, and the ambiguity over 
property rights makes legal geography an appropriate lens for the evaluation 
of  the conflict. The question concerning the right to access the sea is ongoing 
and requires a concrete understanding of  the geography and the ecosystem 
of  the communities that depend on its resources. Ultimately, both touristic 
development and the controversies over maritime property emphasize the 
importance of  using a fungible spatial lens in legal decision making.

Conclusion
The spatial and the legal re-imagined

From these two case studies, we can see that legal geography can bridge the 
gap when thinking about tourism or border conflicts, as well as the kinds 

54 Leaders, Hellenic. “The Importance of  the Greek Exclusive Economic Zone.” Medium.com. 
November 28, 2017. Accessed December 15, 2018. https://medium.com/@HellenicLeaders/the-
importance-of-the-greek-exclusive-economic-zone-db4cc17c4669.
55 Σταυρίδου, Μαρία. “Η Αποκλειστική Οικονομική Ζώνη στην περίπτωση της Ελλάδας.” 2016
56 Ibid
57 Delaveri, Kleopatra. “Ongoing Illegal Fishing of  Turkish Trawlers in Greek Waters - Lack of  
Action from the Greek Authorities.” Archipelagos. August 14, 2018. Accessed December 15, 2018. 
http://archipelago.gr/en/ongoing-illegal-fishing-turkish-trawlers-greek-waters-lack-action-greek-
authorities/

of  property that should be held exclusively in private or state hands, and 
those which should be open to the public. Additionally, legal geography can 
bridge the gap when thinking about geopolitical interests and the kinds of  
property rights that can be assigned to nations with morphologically unique 
topologies and/or intangible assets like natural water. While traditional 
property ideology regards undeveloped land as inert, legal geography has 
come to challenge this view by recognizing the ecological value of  land. The 
result of  viewing land through the lens of  nature’s economy thus reduces 
the significance of  property ownership altogether.58 In other words, a spatial 
understanding of  property allows for a shift in the perception of  appropriate 
levels of  construction, development, and exploitation of  land space as well as 
new ideological formations concerning what “land” ownership should be.59 
Extending this consideration to tourism and maritime conflicts, it seems that 
the dominant ideology concerning property is no longer sufficient because 
it threatens the communal dimensions of  natural landscapes. This form of  
reimagining regulation in relation to territory thus helps to avert the tragedy 
of  the commons, whether in the case of  beach access or maritime navigation 
rights. 

In conclusion, a “law-space-nexus” serves as an active process that allows 
us to evaluate legal frameworks with an eye toward how and when they 
negatively impact decisions regarding land-use.60 It is not as simple as being 
“pro” or “anti-” private or state ownership. Rather, we need to understand 
how law shapes our spaces, as well as our governmental mechanisms. Only 
then can we begin to challenge the many historical-legal precedents which are 
currently at-odds with both our changing values toward the environmental 
and the social aspects of  our lived spaces. Returning to Lefebvre’s famous 
problematique concerning the “right to the city,” spatial inequality can only be 
fought through an understanding of  the concrete spatial configurations in 
which such inequality is manifest. 

58 Sax, L. Joseph. “Property Rights and the Economy of  Nature: Understanding Lucas v. South 
Carolina Coastal Council” in The Legal Geographies Reader: Law, Power, and Space. Edt. by Blomley, 
Nicholas K., David Delaney, and Richard T. Ford. Oxford: Blackwell, 2001: 227
59 Ibid. 229
60 Bennett, Luke, and Antonia Layard. “Legal Geography: Becoming Spatial Detectives.” Geography 
Compass 9, (2015): 418
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