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Abstract: While beach erosion and sand loss are typically of great concern to the tourism industry,
managing rapid morphological changes linked to large amounts of moving sediments is the challenge
facing Grado, an important seaside resort in the northern Adriatic, Italy. The cause of the unusual
management conflict is the presence of the Mula di Muggia Bank, a nearshore depositional system
made up of relict and active migrating sandbanks extending up to 2 km seawards from the touristic
beachfront. A reconstruction of the morpho-sedimentary evolution of the coastal system over a
200-year period was done using a large dataset which includes historical cartography, topographic
maps, aerial photos and topo-bathymetric surveys. The results show the growth of a significant
urban development aimed at creating a tourist destination by occupying the waterfront along fetch-
limited coastal tracts with very shallow water and scarce hydrodynamics. Furthermore, a number
of sandy dynamic landforms (longshore migrating bars, a bypass corridor, an ebb-tidal delta) and
accumulation zones attest to a sediment excess which can be mostly attributed to the eastern river
supplies. The progressive constant migration rate of 12.6 my−1 allowed the bank to induce the
expansion of the low-energy silty backbarrier environment, characterised by abundant seagrass
meadows a short distance directly in front of the tourist beaches of Grado. As a result of historical
analysis and more current observations, areas with diverse morphosedimentary features and with
varying tourist/recreational, ecological, and conservation values have been identified. These can
be considered as basic units for future accurate planning and re-evaluation of coastal management
choices to balance environmental protection and tourist use. A soft coastal defence approach is
proposed which includes either the preservation of specific environments or the proper use of excess
sand for beach nourishment via periodic dredging or sediment bypassing.

Keywords: sandbank; migration; barrier; backbarrier; shoreline analysis; historical evolution; coastal
zone management

1. Introduction

Coastal systems are the most densely populated locations on the planet, as well as
the most vulnerable to sea-level rise (SLR) caused by global warming. Continued acceler-
ated global SLR, along with potential increases in the frequency and intensity of extreme
sea-level events [1,2], will cause rapid coastal changes in many parts of the world. Even
currently, erosion, drowning and increased vulnerability involve sedimentary bodies such
as beaches, coastal dunes, barrier island systems and deltas. The transgressive trend is
exacerbated by the simultaneous severe anthropogenic influence on sediment supply and
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transport, as well as on coastal dynamics and subsidence [3–13]. In light of the environmen-
tal, socioeconomic, and cultural values of coastal areas, the coastal response and adaptation
capability to relative SLR are not uniform and assume considerable local variation, making
comprehension and prediction one of the most important and debated topics in scien-
tific literature, i.e., [14,15]. The definition of the temporal scale is critical for assessing
coastal evolution and distinguishing coastal change caused by episodic, seasonal, or long-
term processes [16,17]. A multidecadal analysis of the shoreline is a basic requirement
for coastal management and one of the classic geomorphological methodologies [18–23].
Shoreline analysis is typically performed using historical databases, aerial photos, and
maps, which are then supplemented with GPS surveys and high-resolution remote sens-
ing methodologies [17,19–21]. Long-term series are not always available due to the lack
of historical institutional databases for coastal monitoring, such as those in the United
States [19,24], Belgium [25], or the Netherlands [26]. At the same time, the integration of
heterogeneous databases poses problems due to differing levels of accuracy and precision
of survey measurements and is heavily dependent on the correct choice of a shoreline
proxy indicator [27].

Even more complex is the issue that arises when dealing with bathymetric data, which
typically represents the basis for a more complete morphological analysis and sediment-
budget approach [22,28–34]. The qualitative-quantitative analysis of historical and recent
data should also include a more thorough examination of the morphological elements and
their evolution [18,35,36] completed by the analysis of territorial development [23,36,37],
which will allow both to have a pertinent geomorphological framework and assess the
anthropogenic influence on coastal evolution.

In this work we analyse the Mula di Muggia Bank (hereinafter MMB), a nearshore
depositional system made up of active and relict sandbanks that extends up to 2 km
seawards from the touristic beachfront of Grado (northern Adriatic, Italy). While erosion
and sand loss are always key issues for the tourism business [38–43], managing rapid
morphological changes linked to large quantities of moving sediments is the challenge
here. The reconstruction of the morphological evolution over a 200-year period, combined
with an overview of the most significant anthropogenic changes, addresses the need to
develop an adequate knowledge base for effective future planning and re-evaluation of
coastal management decisions to balance environmental protection and tourist use.

2. Study Area
2.1. Geographic Setting

The study area, entirely included in the Municipality of Grado, is located between the
Grado inlet and the mouth of the Isonzo River, in the Gulf of Trieste, northern Adriatic,
Italy (Figure 1). It represents the easternmost part of the system of barrier islands bordering
the Grado Lagoon and is nearly entirely devoted to tourism and agriculture. Grado is
a tourist town with approximately 8000 inhabitants, which more than triples during the
summer season; the number of nights spent in tourist accommodation is ca. 1.4 million per
year [44].

Seaward, a wide system of intertidal and subtidal sand bars extends until a depth
of 3 m. Their morphology was first mapped and described by [45] and, more recently,
by [46–49]. From the planimetric view, the belt of multiple sandy bars forms two arcuate
triangular shapes (the MMB and the delta complex of the Isonzo River), which extend up
to 2 km seawards, and converge towards a landward central point, ideally represented by
the tidal inlet of Primero. Overall, these morphological systems represent an anomaly in
the regular bathymetric trend of the northern Adriatic and the Gulf of Trieste, with a strong
extroflection of the nearshore contour lines, corresponding to high sediment thicknesses
(up to 8 m) deposited during the Holocene, following the Last Glacial Maximum [50].
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A large part of the MMB, as well as the mouth of the Isonzo River, are currently part
of the Natura 2000 network (Special Areas of Conservation and Special Protection Area IT
3330006 and IT 3330005). The Autonomous Region of Friuli-Venezia Giulia has added both
sites to its list of regional geosites.

The Isonzo River is the principal sediment source in the area. The drainage basin of
the Isonzo has a total extension of 3452 km2, with major tributaries (the Natisone—Torre
and Vipacco Rivers). The average annual flow rate at the river mouth is 196.8 m3 s−1,
ranging monthly from 43.1 to 665.9 m3 s−1 [52]. The 18–19 November 1940 flood reached
4400 m3 s−1, flooding 350 hectares of crops on Isola Morosini, not far from the river
mouth [53]. Despite the lack of data, the torrential regime of the river, which collects and
discharges the waters from the southern slope of the Julian Alps, and the extremely high
rainfall of its Prealps catchment (mean yearly rainfall between 2700 and 3200 mm) support
the hypothesis of the significant potentiality of solid river discharge. Instead, extensive
anthropogenic modification (afforestation, river damming, and river-bed sand mining)
has been blamed for a significant decrease in fluvial sediment load over the last century,
according to some authors [54,55]. The decline is not directly measured but is confirmed
by the evidence of morphological changes to the river bed [55].

2.2. Oceanographic and Meteoclimatic Forcing

The wind climate of the northern Adriatic is characterised by the predominance of
winds from the first quadrant, primarily from the ENE direction (the Bora) either in terms of
frequency or strength [51,56]. South-easterly winds (the Scirocco) with a longer geographic
fetch (more than 800 km) are also significant. Tides in the Gulf of Trieste are semi-diurnal
with a mean range of 76 cm [57], a mean spring-tide range of 105 cm, and a mean neap
tide of 22 cm [58]. The combination of spring tides, seiches, south-easterly winds, and low
atmospheric pressure can result in an exceptional rise in sea level (known as “acqua alta”),
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which reached 194 cm over the Venice benchmark on 4 November 1966. Due to the Bora and
the Scirocco winds, the wave regime is typically bimodal. According to data recorded at
the wave buoy OGS-DWRG1 (located at the coordinates 13.24◦ E, 45.56◦ N, −16 m depth),
the mean significant wave height (Hs) is less than 0.5 m. Events with Hs greater than 0.5 m
account for 25% of the overall record, with prevailing waves from the SE (10.7%) and ENE
(10.5%). The Scirocco has the highest recorded waves, with Hs = 4.4 m [51]. The yearly
wave energy for the northern Adriatic area is 15.61 m2 s2 [59]. Forced by the prevailing
Bora winds, short waves act along the coastal area of Grado inducing a longshore drift
directed westward from the Isonzo River to Grado.

3. Materials and Methods

To conduct this study, a large dataset was collected, analysed and critically selected,
including data of various origins. Historical cartography (from 1798 to 1830), topographic
maps (from 1869 to 2003), aerial photos (from 1954 to 2019) and nautical map ((1927)
or topo-bathymetric surveys (from 1968 to 2019) were used to recognize the landforms,
identify anthropogenic changes, and interpret the morpho-sedimentary processes. A part
of the collected data was used to map the landform changes over time, to identify some
geomorphological indicators and to support the quali-quantitative analysis.

According to the quality and reliability of the sources, we followed two different
approaches. The first approach involved historical cartography: earlier depictions of the
area were frequently inaccurate, and in some cases completely fictitious. After careful
comparison between them, the chosen maps had to represent plausible morphological
elements that were recognisable over time. The second approach concerned the correlation
of recent data. The availability of different types of information over a long period of time
raises the question of how the data should be associated. For this reason, the available
materials we chose had to be relative to the same year (for example, aerial photos and
topo-bathymetric surveys from 2007), or could be comparable in a very limited time span
(for example, aerial photos from 1978 and topo-bathymetric surveys from 1985), or were of
the same type (for example, photointerpretation data).

To evaluate the morphological changes of the MMB, a topo-bathymetric survey was
carried out in 2019. A double sampling approach was chosen: we replicated the profiles
placed at the same points in 1968 to have the best-matched data possible, while for the
most dynamic areas such as bars, troughs, and channels, a higher density acquisition
was performed for better reconstruction. All the specific information about the survey
methodology and detailed results are reported in [60]. Table 1 summarises the entire
dataset, including the cartographic databases consulted on the internet [61,62].

Table 1. Summary of the entire dataset used for elaboration. A, B, C, D refer to the use of the data or the type of results
obtained: (A) basemap, also consulted for information on anthropogenic changes; (B) consulted for the morphological
and sedimentological interpretation; (C) cartographic restitution of the interpreted morphologies and sedimentology; (D)
reference period of the multidecadal evolution (see Section 4.2).

Survey Year Type of Source Data References
Type of Resulting Data

A B C D

1798–1805 historical map Kriegskarte von Zach •

1822–1824 historical map Carta di cabotaggio del mare Adriatico, Istituto Geografico
Militare di Milano • • I

1830 historical map Franziszeische Landesaufnahme [61] • • I

1869–1887 topographic map Franzisco—Josephinische Landesaufnahme [61] • II
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Table 1. Cont.

Survey Year Type of Source Data References
Type of Resulting Data

A B C D

1894 topographic map Topographische Karte, Militärgeographisches Institut • • II

1915–1917 topographic map

Grado, F. 40II.S.E. della Carta d’Italia, Istituto Geografico
Militare, 1917

Punta Sdobba, F. 40III.S.O. della Carta d’Italia, Istituto
Geografico Militare, 1915

• III

1927 nautical map Marina di Grado, Istituto Idrografico della Marina, 1928
(survey 1927) • III

1938 topographic map

Grado, F. 40II.S.E. della Carta d’Italia, Istituto Geografico
Militare

Punta Sdobba, F. 40III.S.O. della Carta d’Italia, Istituto
Geografico Militare

• • III

1949 topographic map

Grado, F. 40II.S.E. della Carta d’Italia, Istituto Geografico
Militare

Foce dell’Isonzo, F. 40III.S.O. della Carta d’Italia, Istituto
Geografico Militare

• • IV

1954 aerial photos GAI (Gruppo Aereo Italiano) • IV

1959 topographic map Foce dell’Isonzo, F. 40III.S.O. della Carta d’Italia, Istituto
Geografico Militare • • V

1968 topo-bathymetric
survey

Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche (CNR) Project “Studio
del regime dei litorali” • V

1972–1973 sedimentological
survey

Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche (CNR)
Project “Regime e Conservazione dei litorali italiani”,

1970–1975 [54]
• V

1974 topographic map
Carta Tecnica Regionale (CTR)—Regione Autonoma Friuli

Venezia Giulia,
flight 1974, published in 1978

• • V

1978 aerial photos Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche (CNR)—Project
“Dinamica dei litorali”, 1975–1980 • V

1985 topo-bathymetric
survey Regione Autonoma Friuli Venezia Giulia, 1985 [54] • VI

1985 sedimentological
survey Regione Autonoma Friuli Venezia Giulia, 1985 [54] • VI

1990 topographic map
Carta Tecnica Numerica Regionale (CTNR)—Regione

Autonoma Friuli Venezia Giulia, flight 1990, published
in 1993

• • VI

2003 topographic map
Carta Tecnica Numerica Regionale (CTNR)—Regione

Autonoma Friuli Venezia Giulia—aggiornamento generale
anno 2003

• • VI

2007 digital orthophoto Available on Geoportale Nazionale [62] • VI

2007 topo-bathymetric
survey

MIUR FISR—Project “Vector” (coordinated by
CoNISMa—Consorzio Nazionale Interuniversitario per le

Scienze del Mare), 2006–2009
• VI

2018 digital ortophotos Lidar surveys—true orthophoto of the Regione Autonoma
Friuli Venezia Giulia, 2017–2020 • • VII

2019 topo-bathymetric
survey

University of Trieste, Interreg Project Italy-Croatia
“Change We Care” [60] • VII

2019 digital orthophotos
(UAV survey)

University of Trieste, Interreg Project Italy-Croatia
“Change We Care” [60] • VII
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4. Results
4.1. Morpho-Sedimentary Configuration

Thanks to the most recent topo-bathymetric surveys (2019) and photo interpretation
(2018), a detailed geomorphological map was created (Figure 2). The map depicts four
distinct zones of environmental and morphological homogeneity: (a) the Grado sector (G
sector), which consists of the coastal area facing Grado and is characterised by bathing
areas and a medium-gradient seabed (between 0.3 and 0.9%); (b) the Mula di Muggia
shoal complex (MMB sector), which has a strongly asymmetric shape and can be identified
by the −5 m contour line, and is about 1810 m from the shoreline in the western sector
to a maximum of 2705 m in the eastern sector. The bank’s apex is defined by barely
emerging bars (0.57 m), whereas another emerging bank can be found near the tourist
beach; (c) the Primero Inlet area (PI sector), representing the Primero tidal inlet system,
which is characterised by the main ebb channel separating the MMB from (d) the Isonzo
Delta (ID sector), the river’s deltaic complex. Beaches vary in width along the entire coast:
the central portion of sectors G and MMB, as well as the entire sector ID, have no or narrow
beaches (average value of about 14 m), while the remnant areas have an average value of
about 75 m. Behind the beaches, in sector ID, there is a large reclamation agricultural area.

A low-energy silty backbarrier environment with abundant seagrass meadows and
microbial mats front the tourism beaches of G, MMB, and the western edge of ID. The
shallow seabed is affected by numerous little canals used by small boats, some swimming
“pools” and a small marina.

A barrier—upper shoreface system confines the backbarrier system to the sea between
300 and 1300 m from the shoreline. This is shown by an intertidal sandbank and a barred
shoreface which indicate the sandy masses currently being transported longshore to the
southwest. (Figure 3). The barrier system includes the emerging bars of the apex of
the MMB that partially obstruct the marina’s access canal in front of the Grado Pineta
promontory. The bathymetric surveys were used to estimate the outer limit of this very
dynamic zone, corresponding to a mean depth value of 2.7 m. A series of crests and
throughs may be seen offshore, overstepping the limit of the bank in a relatively flat area
that morphologically resembles a terrace (see section A–A1 in Figure 2). These forms can be
identified in the MMB zone between −4 m and −6 m and have been recognised as finger
bars [63–66] after both an aerial photo and topo-bathymetric examination. Other elongated
sandy relict bodies of unknown origin (the external bars in Figure 2) lie within a depth of
9 m, as also indicated by [49,50,67].

The PI sector has a distinct main ebb channel and a marginal channel, as well as
evidence of a sediment bypass corridor connecting the updrift and downdrift flanks,
following the main longshore drift.

The easternmost sector is the active sedimentary lobe of the Isonzo delta, nourished by
the sediment supplied by the river at Punta Sdobba. The topographic profile (section B–B1
in Figure 2) is represented by the flat depositional delta front and the concave featureless
transition from the delta front to the prodelta.
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A sedimentological map, derived from the available sedimentological data, is pro-
posed to complete the morpho-sedimentary frame (Figure 4; after [54]). The sedimentologi-
cal evidence mirrors the morphological evidence and can be summarised as follows:

• Fine sand (2 < Mz < 3 phi) is the most common sediment type of the beaches as a
result of natural wave dynamics along this fetch-limited and protected shoreline.

• Very fine sand (3 < Mz < 4 phi) occurs on the artificial beach between Grado and
Grado Pineta, as well as on the barred shoreface in front of it, replaced by coarse silt
from −3 m seawards.

• An inversion of the normal coast-to-sea transition (seaward fining) occurs in the
coastal tract, which is seaward limited by the sandbanks (MMB and ID). Here, the
finest sediments (>3.5 phi, but mostly medium and fine silt) dominate the intertidal flat
facing the shoreline, confirming the backbarrier characteristics of the area. Seaward,
the sediments with the coarsest Mz (<2.5 phi) follow the bar and trough zone close
to the outer limit of the bank and upper shoreface, identifying this zone as the most
dynamic and exposed to wave action. Here the western longshore is active, and
longshore elongated bars are the dominant landforms.
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• The seaward limit of the littoral sand prism can be identified between −5 and −6 m
in the ID zone, while on the seabed of the MMB a vast zone of pure, fine sand extends
up to −7/−8 m, corresponding to east-oriented sand bars, the origin of which is still
unknown.
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canal is the sole route for small boats to traverse the shallow silty zone toward the coastline (A) and the Grado Pineta marina.
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longshore moving sand corridor (Mz < 2.5 phi) from the Isonzo River to the Mula di Muggia Bank.
Compiled after [54].

4.2. Multi-Decadal Evolution

The analysis of the historical cartography allows for the definition of the evolution
of the coastal landforms between Grado and the mouth of the Isonzo River since 1800. It
was possible to identify and describe the main characteristics of the MMB such as shape,
specific elements, and position, as well as those of the Primero inlet and the Isonzo delta,
using cartography available from 1822 to 1949. The first aerial photos and topo-bathymetric
surveys, however, did not arrive until 1954, providing greater precision to the identified
forms and their evolution, both qualitatively and quantitatively.

According to the available data, the entire period was divided into seven-time in-
tervals, and a summary of the most significant morphological changes and territorial
transformations is presented below and in Figures 5 and 6.

4.2.1. First Period (1822–1830)

The first two historical maps are very similar in appearance with regard to the coastline
which is mostly natural. Apart from Grado, which was portrayed as a small port settlement,
the coast was undeveloped, consisting of a series of barrier islands separated by inlets
(Porto di Grado, Rotta dei Moreri and Primero inlets) and characterised by well-developed
coastal dunes.
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Figure 5. Evolution of the coastal tract in the period from 1822 to 1938, according to historical documents and maps.
The main ebb channel of Primero and the barrier—upper shoreface system of the Mula di Muggia Bank are depicted for
progressive comparison. Numbers in the oldest map refer to the following locations: 1—Porto di Grado, 2—Rotta dei
Moreri, 3—Porto Primero, 4—Porto Secco, mouth of the Isonzo Vecchio.

The MMB was depicted as a northeast–southwest elongated sandy shoal in continuity
with the eastern sand shoals extending up to the mouth of the Isonzo (Sdobba). Parallel to
the coastline and seaward limited by the bank, the Primero channel (named Porto Primero)
was lengthened by 5 km with a seaward decreasing depth from 5.8 m to 1.3 m.

The morphological configuration of the area suggested a longshore transport from
east to west, fed by the Isonzo River. The narrow channel of the old Isonzo (Isonzo Vecchio)
that served as the river’s main branch until the first half of the 1600s [68] is clearly evident
between the Primero channel and the mouth of the Isonzo. The mouth of the Isonzo Vecchio
is referred to as the Porto Secco in the oldest map.

4.2.2. Second Period (1830–1894)

Since 1830 a significant erosion phase of the coast has begun, affecting various sectors
of the study area including the Grado beaches and the area around the Primero inlet. As
a result of the retreating shoreline, a new breach of the Primero channel formed, leading
directly into the sea in a north-south direction. Meanwhile, the MMB has migrated land-
ward and westward. During this time, the coast began to be artificially stabilised by inlet
closures (e.g., Rotta dei Moreri) and fish farm embankments in the Grado lagoon. The first
beach resort in Grado is marked on the 1894 map.
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main ebb channel of Primero, the canals and barrier—upper shoreface system of the Mula di Muggia Bank are depicted for
progressive comparison.

4.2.3. Third Period (1894–1938)

The MMB continued to migrate landward and westward, apparently reducing its
extent. However, we assumed that this modification is due to a different interpretation
compared to the previous cartography, i.e., only the most emerged part of the bank has
been mapped. The most notable coastal engineering works have been carried out since
1927 with the construction of the Bocca di Grado jetties (between 1927 and 1934) and the
first phase of the tourist-seaside development of the city with the creation, from Grado
toward the east of an artificial beach protected by groins. The necessary sand was extracted
from coastal dunes on the barrier island between the current Grado Pineta and the mouth
of Primero [45]. Concurrently, reclamation works on the lagoon lands behind the littoral up
to Fossalon commenced with landfilling, mechanical drainage, and seaward embankments.
According to the 1927 nautical map, the newly breached Primero channel became the
main channel of the inlet, while the old one lost its hydraulic efficiency and began to
silt up. Following a flood breach in 1896, a new mouth branch of the Isonzo (known
as the Quarantia mouth) opened to the north [45], which grew in importance over time,
quickly becoming the most important branch [68] until 1937, when it was artificially and
definitively closed [45]. The 1927 nautical chart provides the first detailed bathymetry of
the western side of the bank, allowing for the description of the submerged morphology of
the area.



Water 2021, 13, 3416 12 of 20

4.2.4. Fourth Period (1938–1954)

Because of the interception of longshore sedimentary transport caused by the jetties
built to stabilise the Grado inlet, a new beach developed in front of the historic centre
of Grado, while the eastern beach was artificially completed with sand (around 90,000
m3) mined from the fronting sandy shoals. The first aerial photos (1954) and the first
morphological analysis [45] enable us to observe in greater detail the MMB landforms by
distinguishing the wide strip of active parallel sandy bars that migrate westward following
the longshore transport. During this time, extensive reclamation between the Grado Pineta
promontory and the mouth of the Isonzo was completed, with the direct result of reducing
the extent of the Primero lagoon basin.

4.2.5. Fifth Period (1954–1978)

The availability of aerial photos (1978) and the 1968 topo-bathymetric survey allowed
for a more accurate description of the MMB morphology, with evidence of a terrace-like
bare flat with a series of sand bars on a seaward slope. During this time, the outer limit
(−2.7 m) remained almost unchanged in the eastern sectors and at the apex of the bank,
but the western sections continued to migrate westward. A low energy, silty backbarrier
environment with large seagrass meadows may be seen behind the active barred area.
Along the coast, urban and tourism development continued: the new coastal town of Grado
Pineta was created, along with a groin, a small marina, little canals and a few “swimming
pools” on the shallow seabed. The development of the latter resulted in a significant change
in the hydraulic circulation of the backbarrier area.

4.2.6. Sixth Period (1978–2007)

The apex and eastern limit of the MMB remained almost unchanged, while the growth
and migration of additional sand bars proceeded on the western margin. The topmost
partially emerging bar assumed a nearly N-S direction, resulting in partial occlusion of the
newly dug channel in front of the Grado Pineta promontory. This canal was constructed
in the 1980s to improve water circulation in the backbarrier. Grado’s eastern beach began
to be directly influenced by the migration of the MMB with the extension of submerged
sandbanks, which isolated 800 m of beach from wave action, favouring the sedimentation
of fine sediments. At the Primero inlet, a clear ebb-tidal delta structure is recognisable,
with evidence of a sediment bypass corridor connecting the updrift and downdrift flanks,
following the main longshore drift. Seagrasses colonised vast stretches of the backbarrier,
indicating a newly stabilised, low-energy environment. An increase in seagrass extension
also occurred between the Primero inlet and the mouth of the Isonzo, occupying the calm
runnels and troughs of the depositional multi-barred upper shoreface which is constantly
nourished by the river sediments.

4.2.7. Seventh Period (2007–2019)

The Costa Azzurra beach accretion, which had mostly occurred throughout the fourth
period, slowed during this time. The eastern boundary of the MMB, as well as the apical
part, remained fairly unchanged but the sandbanks continued to spread to the west. The
emergent bar from the previous time period expanded, moving to the northwest and
isolating a new section of the tourist beach. Bars and troughs between Primero and the
mouth of the Isonzo River were preserved, showing evidence of migration towards the
west in the direction of the prevailing longshore currents.

4.3. The Bank Migration

According to the available historical and modern documentation, the MMB system
has been preserved for more than a century, albeit with a significant migration to the west
due to longshore drift.

Data from photointerpretation and historical cartography from 1830 to 2019, in par-
ticular, allowed us to recognize the bank’s external limit planimetrically and detail the
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progressive migration westward of the sandy bars that form it (Figure 7). The limit of the
bank was already mapped in the cartographic documents, while in aerial photographs
it was recognisable by easily distinguished morphological elements such as sand bars or
wave breaking lines (see Section 4.1). The numbered vectors in the map of Figure 7 depict
the maximum shift of the western limit of the MMB between succeeding data, indicating
a constant trend over time with a rate of around 12.6 my−1. Landward, the progressive
western migration and extension of the intertidal sandy bars take place in front of the
beach, creating a progressively wider shallow nearshore zone.
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Bathymetric data, on the other hand, have provided a cross-sectional view of the
migration process (Figure 7), revealing a progradation involving the shoreface until the
−8m depth. The upper part of the profile envelope depicts an aggradation process that
leads to an elevation near the emersion at the top of the bank, as well as a recent proclivity
to rollover.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions
5.1. The Sedimentary Surplus Anomaly and the Role of the Isonzo River

The gathered and analysed data allowed for two major outcomes: on the one hand, the
multidecadal analysis highlighted the evolution of the MMB and adjacent coasts over time,
beginning with the earliest and most likely cartographic representations and progressing
to modern high-resolution surveys; on the other hand, it was possible to describe the
evolution of coastal landforms in relation to contemporary anthropogenic and tourist
development.

Our work emphasises the importance of data obtained from historical maps, docu-
ments and orthophotos, in supporting proper coastal planning. The research has revealed
the presence of a unique coastline system, a mosaic of natural and human-made land-
scapes, each with its own dynamism and physical characteristics. The MMB represents
a morphological oddity if compared to the rest of the Adriatic: the presence of a vast
system of submerged sandy shoals that created a wave dissipative domain has resulted in
the beaches along the coast taking on the characteristics of “fetch limited beaches” (low
wave energy) and having an anomalous appearance (very low elevation and slope, flat
morphology, reduced carrying capacity).

Despite forcing factors such as the SLR and anthropogenic effect, the sandbank system
has been documented in its overall shape since the early 1800s and has been preserved
over time, conserving its overall structure, although with significant dynamism. The role
of the Isonzo sedimentary depocenter in the constructive processes is supported by locally
documented evolution: until 1950, the erosive phase of the barrier islands coincided with
the shift of the mouth of the Isonzo to the eastern Gulf of Trieste, and since the mouth was
brought back to Sdobba, the erosive effects on the coast appear to have been reduced.

The preservation of this system is in opposition to the prevalence of erosive be-
haviours on Italian beaches [69–71], erosion that appears to make exceptions where
the coastline benefits from active riverine sedimentation or cannibalisation by deltaic
dismantling [34,37,72–75]. The sedimentary budget will require future investigation but
the geomorphological signals are unmistakably indicative of a notable sediment contribu-
tion by the Isonzo River, as follows:

• the current presence of vast sandy shoals at the mouth of the Isonzo;
• the wide area of sandy accumulation with emerging banks in front of the Grado beach.
• the ebb-tidal delta with a volume between 600,000 and 850,000 m3 at the Primero

inlet which can be considered in equilibrium with its hydraulic cross-section and
tidal prism [59]. The full development of the ebb-tidal delta, which can be temporally
placed between 1949 [58] and 1995 [59], indicates a very rapid growth which can be
attributed to a sediment flux from east to west greater than 60,000 m3 y−1, calculated
according to the Tidal Inlet Reservoir Model [76].

Furthermore, the reduction in sediment mining on the Isonzo riverbed, as well as an
increase in the frequency of flood events can play in favour of a recent increase in the river
sediment supply to the coast. Finally, artificial basins can change their function over time,
and after a specific filling threshold has been reached, they can become “permeable” to
solid transport. This is the case with the Crosis dam on the Torre torrent, a tributary of the
Isonzo, which was rapidly filled thanks to a solid annual supply of 40,000–50,000 m3 [77]
and no longer serves as a barrier to river sediment transport to the mouth.

5.2. The Conflict between Natural Dynamics and Poor Urban Planning

The vast majority of the coastal territory between Grado and the Primero inlet was
rapidly urbanised in two phases, the first towards the end of the 19th century and the
second in the 1960s, to promote the growth of tourism. According to historical archives, new
beaches were artificially formed using replenishment sands obtained from the neighbouring
seabed [45]. The rest of the area, from Primero to Isonzo, was largely utilised for agricultural
purposes. As a result of this rapid coastal development, a strong backshore defence
policy (“keep the line”) has been adopted, leading to a rigid system with no degrees of
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freedom in terms of possible beach migration to the hinterland. Despite the touristic
development, many of the coastal area’s natural elements have been preserved, leading
to the implementation of a conservation program that includes the creation of the Natura
2000 protected areas. Consequently, the Grado coastline needs to be maintained for multi-
purpose use [78], balancing recreation and environmental conservation.

As a result of the historical analysis and more recent data collection, areas with varied
morphosedimentary characteristics and with distinct tourist/recreational, ecological, and
conservation values have been identified on a map (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Zoning map with the different morphosedimentary areas and the most important tourist/recreational, ecological,
and conservation values, relevant for multi-purpose coastal planning.

The zoning aims to synthesise natural dynamics, uses and conflicts and create a
baseline for future management guidelines. The map emphasises how coastal areas have
been developed without considering their inherent characteristics. In the absence of
Integrated Coastal Zone Management or coordinated coastline management guidelines,
the building of beach resorts and facilities occurred even in unsuitable areas located on
fetch-limited beaches faced by very shallow waters and a silty seabed (backbarrier area).
Despite the sheltered position during heavy storms and “acqua alta”, some of these beaches
are being eroded, and in the absence of post-storm natural constructive processes, they
require periodic sand replenishment. Local coastal tourism is primarily focused on beaches
that are managed as private properties under state concession and are fully equipped with
numerous facilities (walkways, beach umbrellas, toilets, showers, and kiosks), leaving
little space for free and natural areas. This model implies a lack of acceptance of the
specific characteristics of the sites (particularly the backbarrier area) among stakeholders
and fosters conflict. At the same time, a variety of touristic uses (small boat docks and



Water 2021, 13, 3416 16 of 20

kitesurfing, for example) can conflict with the need for nature conservation needs (silty
seabed with seagrass meadows, tidal flats used as roosts by birds).

However, in certain locations, the large size and dynamism of natural landforms have
grown prominent in relation to the needs of seaside tourism, raising serious concerns for
the future of these areas. The westernmost part of the migrating bars, in particular, is
viewed as a threat to touristic activities due to the ongoing rapid extension toward the west
of the shallow water with silty deposition in the nearshore and the current infilling of the
navigation canal. At the same time, longshore migrating sandy bars are being frequented
by unorganized but intense tourist use (bathing, recreational fishing of edible bivalves and
kitesurfing).

5.3. Perspectives of Proper Coastal Management

Our analysis, as well as the zoning scheme shown in Figure 8, can be used as a basis to
guide future planning of the Grado coastal area, to reduce SLR impact and minimise or elim-
inate the major conflict that exists between coastal morphodynamics, tourist/recreational
beach use, and conservation needs.

The backbarrier area and the longshore migrating sandbars have the natural potential
to safeguard human settlements and infrastructures while also providing a variety of natu-
ral co-benefits such as habitat conservation, carbon sequestration, tourism opportunities,
education, and research [79]. This area can be vulnerable to medium and long-term forcing
(SLR), which can cause the sandbanks to rollover the stable silty backbarrier, a natural
ramp for the accommodation of future transgressive bodies.

For this reason, the primary concerns are the preservation of the sediment source (the
Isonzo River) and the natural ability of the longshore transport to distribute the sand along
the littoral toward the west. Proper control of hydraulic interventions in the drainage basin
and monitoring of the river’s sediment supply, will be required. Simultaneously, hard
defence structures should be avoided unless they are limited to reinforcing those already
in place to defend the hinterland.

The presence of consistent sandy accumulation areas would favour soft shore pro-
tection solutions [80] that aim to manage sediments within the coastal system to balance
deposition and erosion in adjacent cells [31–33,59]. Once sediment compatibility is estab-
lished, overabundant sediments in accumulation areas can be managed as a temporary
reservoir for beach re-nourishment. The use of small periodic, scheduled dredging and
nourishment is preferable, with a source-to-sink approach that mimics the natural by-pass
corridor between the barred shoreface updrift and downdrift to the Primero inlet. This
approach is favoured here as deficit areas are of modest size and are mainly fetch-limited
beaches, thus highly conservative.

As a final remark, correct monitoring of the morphodynamics of the coastal banks
needs to be ensured to possibly re-direct the actions and planned management.

The abundance of sediments represents a source of great wealth as well as a concrete
possibility to counter the SLR threat. While erosion and loss of sand are serious global
issues for the tourism industry, the rapid morphological changes and the management of
large quantities of moving sediments here represent a challenge as well as an opportunity.
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