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Campania has always offered suitable climatic and physiographic conditions for human settlements since
prehistoric times. In particular, many Graeco-Roman towns developed along its coasts starting from the 7th-6th
cent. BC. In the last decade, geoarchaelogical surveys have been carried out in the archaeological excavations of
Neapolis, Paestum and Elea-Velia allowing the main steps of the landscape evolution around these towns to be
defined in detail.

The greek town of Neapolis rose in the late 6th cent. BC [1] on a terrace overlooking a low-relief rocky coast
surrounded by volcanic hills. Port activities developed in a protected bay facing the town from the 4th-2nd cent.
BC up to the 4th cent. AD, as testified by the discovery of structures and shipwrecks [2, 3, 4]. Starting from the
3rd cent. AD a spit bar formed at the bay entrance causing the progressive establishment of a lagoon which was
gradually filled up by alluvial inputs and completely closed in the 5th cent. AD. During the same period, episodes
of increased alluvial inputs were also recorded further west along the coast, where a narrow sandy beach formed
at the cliff toe.

The greek town of Poseidonia, renamed Paestum by the Romans, was founded in the 540 BC on a travertine
terrace facing the sandy littoral of a prograding coastal plain [5]. In front of the main town door, a coastal
lagoon developed thanks to the growth of a dune ridge and was probably used for harbor activities [5]. After this
period the shoreline shifted seawards, another dune ridge formed and the back-ridge depression was filled with
fluvial-marshy deposits, slowly drying up. Phases of travertine deposition, which characterized the SE sector of
the plain all along the Holocene, were recorded in the northern and southern quarters of the town in historical
times and were connected to the abandonment of the town in the early Medieval times.

The greek colony of Elea-Velia was located on top of a siliciclastic promontory where the ruins of the first archaic
settlement (late 6th cent. BC) was unearthed. The Graecco-Roman town expanded downhill, exploiting the growth
of a coastal plain, where occasional phases of flooding coexisted with the life of the citizens [6]. The onset of the
3rd cent. AD was characterized by phases of extreme floods which also occurred during the 4th and 5th cent. AD
leading to several meters of ground-level aggradation and the burial of buildings [6, 7].

Although the three investigated sites are located in rather different morphological context, they show the evidence
of a disequilibrium in the morphodynamics which started in the 3rd-4th cent. AD. The vast amount of collected
data strongly suggest that this disequilibrium is a clear sign of a socio-economic decline which affected the
Roman Empire during this period rather than the consequence of a climatic deterioration towards dryer conditions,
for which no detailed data are available in the Mediterranean area [8]. The abandonment of the towns and their
surroundings triggered increased soil erosion on the slopes suffering deforestation and in the farmlands for reduced
maintenance, enhancing accumulation rates at the foothills and along coastal areas.
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