
9 *ukdzfe#.-x,nc* 
ISBN 9783643902863

Lit

ERSTE Foundation Series
Volume 2

SEE! 
Urban Transformation  
in Southeastern Europe

E
R

STE
 Found

ation Series 
 V

olum
e 2

SEE! U
rban Transform

ation in Southeastern Europe
L
it

Archis SEE Network 

Can we, by drawing on the experience of different independent 
initiatives and associations in Southeastern Europe, draft and 
collate typical develop ment and qualification strategies for 
periods of urban transformation and post-conflict situations, 
and apply them to similar urban situations elsewhere? The 
publication presents different approaches to this topic and 
answers the question with yes! The publication on the Archis 
SEE Network specifically presents contributions from groups 
throughout the region and looks forward to enhancing 
debate and action, with both local and international impact. 
In cooperation with local initiatives launched by architects, 
planners, artists, urbanists, sociologists and other professionals 
engaged in the process of improving various political and social 
dimensions of the urban environment, Archis Interventions has 
established a network in Southeastern Europe. The network 
fosters the ex change of knowledge and best practices in order 
to integrate the issues discussed in international dis course on 
urbanism, and to support local initiatives. 

www.seenetwork.org

Edited by Kai Vöckler

ERSTE Foundation

In 2003, ERSTE Foundation evolved out of the Erste Oesterreichische Spar-Casse, the first 
Austrian savings bank. Currently, ERSTE Foundation is the main shareholder of Erste Group.  
The foundation invests part of its dividends in the development of societies in Austria and Central 
and Southeastern Europe. It supports social participation and civil-society engagement; it aims to 
bring people together and disseminate knowledge of the recent history of a region that has been 
undergoing dramatic changes since 1989. As an active foundation, it develops its own projects 
within the framework of three programmes: Social Development, Culture and Europe. 
www.erstestiftung.org 

ERSTE Foundation Series
Published Volumes

Volume 1
Gendering Post-Socialist Transition.
Studies of Changing Gender Perspectives

ERSTE Foundation supports social participation and civil-society engagement  
on different levels. A key aspect of contemporary social interaction is illustrated in 
the respective urban environment that each society offers to its members. Today 
the term “urban” represents a cosmos of extremely varied notions determined by 
geographical, cultural and strong individual preferences. If we want to get a better 
understanding of what is urban today, we have to capture it in all its disguises, 
gradations and transformations occurring simultaneously on a larger scale. 
Therefore, from the very beginning of our work we decided to initiate strong and 
continuous cooperation with renowned local and international experts from the 
fields of architecture and urban development. They play a crucial role in creating 
new perspectives and potential solutions in a region that has been shaped by 
turbulent changes over the past twenty years.

The second volume from our ERSTE Foundation Series demonstrates the many 
and often radically conflicting implications of urban development, which depend 
on various economic, social, geographic and cultural conditions. Over the last five 
years, ERSTE Foundation has supported different NGOs and experts who have 
dealt with these issues and reflected on them in their research and project work 
which is now presented here: the hyper-dense housing problems in post-conflict 
zones as a direct impact of turbo-urbanism trends which arise simultaneously with 
the informalisation of urban space; the hardware of socialist-era neighborhoods 
which becomes augmented by the software of new strategies and perspectives to 
improve harsh living conditions; the housing problems of Roma; and contemporary 
urban planning redefinitions of cities (such as Belgrade, Bucharest, Sofia, Skopje and 
others), which are seen as narratives of their difficult socio-economic development. 
The authors not only examined similarities and differences between various cities 
in Southeastern Europe, they also compared differing anthropological and social 
patterns in a historical context and the socialist legacies before and after 1989, 
offering potential solutions for the future. The impact of internal and external forces 
on the re-shaping of local environments and the paths of transformation over the 
last two decades demonstrated in this volume reflect the overall efforts within this 
region’s integration process to create a common European urban discourse.

Ljubljana

Bihač

Split
Sarajevo

Tirana

Prishtina

Novi Sad

Sofia

Bucharest

Skopje

Istanbul

Nicosia

Zagreb

Mostar

Kotor

Belgrade

Vlaadičin Han

Pula

Archis SEE Network

Can we, by drawing on the experience 
of different independent initiatives and 
associations in southeastern Europe, 
draft and collate typical development and 
qualification strategies for periods of 
urban transformation and post-conflict 
situations, and apply them to similar urban 
situations elsewhere? The publication 
presents different approaches to this topic 
and answers the question with yes! The 
publication on the Archis SEE Network 
specifically presents contributions from 
groups throughout the region and looks 
forward to enhancing debate and action, 
with both local and international impact. 
In cooperation with local initiatives launched 
by architects, planners, artists, urbanists, 
sociologists and other professionals en-
gaged in the process of improving various 
political and social dimensions of the 
urban environment, Archis Interventions has 
established a network in southeastern 
Europe. The network fosters the exchange 
of knowledge and best practices in order 
to integrate the issues discussed in inter -
national discourse on urbanism, and to 
support local initiatives.

www.seenetwork.org

ERSTE Foundation

In 2003, ERSTE Foundation evolved out 
of the Erste Oesterreichische Spar-Casse, 
the first Austrian savings bank. It holds 
25.3% of the shares of Erste Group. ERSTE 
Foundation invests its dividends in the 
development of societies in Austria and 
Central and South Eastern Europe. It 
supports social participation and civil-soci-
ety engagement; it aims to bring people 
together and disseminate knowledge of the 
recent history of a region that has been 
undergoing dramatic changes since 1989. 
As an active foundation, it develops its own 
projects within the framework of three 
programmes: Social Development, Culture 
and Europe.

In Austria, private savings banks foundations 
are committed to serving the common good, 
while also carrying a special responsibility 
as main shareholders of their bank. Therefore, 
a part of ERSTE Foundation’s dividends 
goes into maintaining and financing the shares 
in the Erste Group. On the other hand, the 
independence and growth of Erste Group 
safeguard the future of its major shareholder 
and its commitment to the common good.

www.erstestiftung.org
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Can we, by drawing on the experience of different independent 
initiatives and associations in Southeastern Europe, draft and 
collate typical develop ment and qualification strategies for 
periods of urban transformation and post-conflict situations, 
and apply them to similar urban situations elsewhere? The 
publication presents different approaches to this topic and 
answers the question with yes! The publication on the Archis 
SEE Network specifically presents contributions from groups 
throughout the region and looks forward to enhancing 
debate and action, with both local and international impact. 
In cooperation with local initiatives launched by architects, 
planners, artists, urbanists, sociologists and other professionals 
engaged in the process of improving various political and social 
dimensions of the urban environment, Archis Interventions has 
established a network in Southeastern Europe. The network 
fosters the ex change of knowledge and best practices in order 
to integrate the issues discussed in international dis course on 
urbanism, and to support local initiatives. 

www.seenetwork.org

Edited by Kai Vöckler

ERSTE Foundation

In 2003, ERSTE Foundation evolved out of the Erste Oesterreichische Spar-Casse, the first 
Austrian savings bank. Currently, ERSTE Foundation is the main shareholder of Erste Group.  
The foundation invests part of its dividends in the development of societies in Austria and Central 
and Southeastern Europe. It supports social participation and civil-society engagement; it aims to 
bring people together and disseminate knowledge of the recent history of a region that has been 
undergoing dramatic changes since 1989. As an active foundation, it develops its own projects 
within the framework of three programmes: Social Development, Culture and Europe. 
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ERSTE Foundation supports social participation and civil-society engagement  
on different levels. A key aspect of contemporary social interaction is illustrated in 
the respective urban environment that each society offers to its members. Today 
the term “urban” represents a cosmos of extremely varied notions determined by 
geographical, cultural and strong individual preferences. If we want to get a better 
understanding of what is urban today, we have to capture it in all its disguises, 
gradations and transformations occurring simultaneously on a larger scale. 
Therefore, from the very beginning of our work we decided to initiate strong and 
continuous cooperation with renowned local and international experts from the 
fields of architecture and urban development. They play a crucial role in creating 
new perspectives and potential solutions in a region that has been shaped by 
turbulent changes over the past twenty years.

The second volume from our ERSTE Foundation Series demonstrates the many 
and often radically conflicting implications of urban development, which depend 
on various economic, social, geographic and cultural conditions. Over the last five 
years, ERSTE Foundation has supported different NGOs and experts who have 
dealt with these issues and reflected on them in their research and project work 
which is now presented here: the hyper-dense housing problems in post-conflict 
zones as a direct impact of turbo-urbanism trends which arise simultaneously with 
the informalisation of urban space; the hardware of socialist-era neighborhoods 
which becomes augmented by the software of new strategies and perspectives to 
improve harsh living conditions; the housing problems of Roma; and contemporary 
urban planning redefinitions of cities (such as Belgrade, Bucharest, Sofia, Skopje and 
others), which are seen as narratives of their difficult socio-economic development. 
The authors not only examined similarities and differences between various cities 
in Southeastern Europe, they also compared differing anthropological and social 
patterns in a historical context and the socialist legacies before and after 1989, 
offering potential solutions for the future. The impact of internal and external forces 
on the re-shaping of local environments and the paths of transformation over the 
last two decades demonstrated in this volume reflect the overall efforts within this 
region’s integration process to create a common European urban discourse.
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Can we, by drawing on the experience 
of different independent initiatives and 
associations in southeastern Europe, 
draft and collate typical development and 
qualification strategies for periods of 
urban transformation and post-conflict 
situations, and apply them to similar urban 
situations elsewhere? The publication 
presents different approaches to this topic 
and answers the question with yes! The 
publication on the Archis SEE Network 
specifically presents contributions from 
groups throughout the region and looks 
forward to enhancing debate and action, 
with both local and international impact. 
In cooperation with local initiatives launched 
by architects, planners, artists, urbanists, 
sociologists and other professionals en-
gaged in the process of improving various 
political and social dimensions of the 
urban environment, Archis Interventions has 
established a network in southeastern 
Europe. The network fosters the exchange 
of knowledge and best practices in order 
to integrate the issues discussed in inter -
national discourse on urbanism, and to 
support local initiatives.

www.seenetwork.org
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ety engagement; it aims to bring people 
together and disseminate knowledge of the 
recent history of a region that has been 
undergoing dramatic changes since 1989. 
As an active foundation, it develops its own 
projects within the framework of three 
programmes: Social Development, Culture 
and Europe.

In Austria, private savings banks foundations 
are committed to serving the common good, 
while also carrying a special responsibility 
as main shareholders of their bank. Therefore, 
a part of ERSTE Foundation’s dividends 
goes into maintaining and financing the shares 
in the Erste Group. On the other hand, the 
independence and growth of Erste Group 
safeguard the future of its major shareholder 
and its commitment to the common good.
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Since the end of communism in southeastern 
Europe and the war that led to the breakup 
of Yugoslavia, a substantial amount of 
construction activity has taken root across the  
region, resulting in a completely new type  
of urbanization. This is a typical development  
in post-conflict states in transition, where 
the weakness or total lack of institutional 
structures makes regulating building activity 
problematic, as has happened in Prishtina, 
Belgrade, Tirana, and Famagusta/Gazimağusa. 
The erratic sprawl of makeshift buildings  
is a product of the urban crisis that has 
shaped the region since its post-socialist 
transformations and wars. At the same time 
these urban changes highlight a new 
typology that is completely independent of 
regional particularities. They are, in fact, an 
expression of the developments taking place 
across wide sections of society—develop-
ments that tie up investments to a large 
extent. Their specific forms are the result of 
an interdependence of spaces linked by  
a media-based world of images, migratory 
movements, and cash flow.

Turbo Urbanism

The original meaning of the word “turbo,”  
as the acceleration or increase of a motor’s 
performance, finds its counterpart in the 
concept of “turbo culture,” with its exagger-
ations, excesses, inordinateness, and 
random amalgamation of both local and 
global ornamentation. The symbolic 

significance of the irregular, the random, and 
the accidental particularly refers to the actual 
informal nature of this cultural expression. 
Informality and apparent randomness (the 
rules have not been canonized) are symboli-
cally related by the city and its architecture 
to the world. Its architectural language 
quietly implies a certain worldwide phenom-
enon: the “informalization” of urban space as 
a result of neoliberal capitalism. Summed up 
by the buzzword “turbo capitalism” (Edward 
Luttwak), this development is characterized 
by an economy focused purely on efficiency 
and the maximization of profit on a global 
scale, accompanied by the dismantling of 
national regulations, with the aim of eventually 
completely relinquishing state governance. 
The creation of “informality” is consistent with 
this deregulation, especially in the working 
sector, which struggles to adapt to the new 
circumstances.

One thing that all of these countries have in 
common is that, after the collapse of the 
socialist systems, they underwent a phase 
in which they transformed from planned 
economies to market economies. This phase 
took place under conditions dictated by a 
globalized economy and the financial capital 
coming from around the world. Of course,  
it had a dramatic effect on everyday life and 
development in the cities. Besides democ
ratization, the paradigm for this socio-political 
transformation involved the speediest 
possible privatization and liberalization of 
the market. In most cases, the result was a 

weakening of the state’s ability to regulate 
and oversee the market. In particular,  
an overly confident belief in market forces 
ignored the non-economic factors that are 
just as important to a functioning community. 
This led to “turbo urbanism,” the informal-
ization of urban space that results from 
unfettered neo-liberal capitalism and all of 
its concomitant phenomena. Cities were 
overwhelmed by new construction booms, 
ranging from questionable investment 
projects in downtown areas to large quantities 
of informal, private housing developments, 
generally on the urban periphery. Character-
istically, these booms occurred with  
weak city oversight, or even an outright lack 
of regulation. Community property was 
privatized — something that was happening 
everywhere in Eastern Europe — and  
the new owners were mostly left to fend  
for themselves. Governments quickly 
unburdened themselves of their social 
responsibilities. On top of this development 
came the European Union integration 
attempts, with some countries aiming to  
join, as Slovenia, Bulgaria, and Romania 
eventually did. At the core of the integration 
agreements is the unrestrained mobility  
of people, goods, capital, and services —  
a freedom that has led to completely new 
conditions for mobility and urban development. 

Do We Need a Publication  
on Urban Transformation in 
Southeastern Europe?

Preface, or

Kai Vöckler
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the example of project done in Mostar. A 
specific problem of post-conflict develop-
ment — the increase of population caused  
by the return of refugees to a city, and its 
aftermath, the unregulated and informal 
building boom — is shown in the example of 
Prishtina. Different strategies to influence  
the situation, e.g., doing media campaigns 
and public debates, developing a concept  
for the legalization of informal settlements, 
and implementing it to improve the future 
prospects of the city of Prishtina will be 
presented, accompanied by interviews about 
the situations in Mitrovica, Mostar, and 
Nicosia. A project focusing on the situation 
in rural sites, using the village of Dipkarpaz/
Risokarpaso in North Cyprus as an example, 
shows how villagers deal with the division  
in their everyday lives.

The fourth section shows how the breakdown 
of the socialist system and the implemen-
tation of a market economy affected urban 
development. The problem of maintaining 
privatized socialist housing estates, and the 
strategies developed to improve communi-
cation between homeowners and the local 
governmental administration are presented 
through economic concepts and urban and 
architectural strategies in Bucharest. Added 
to this are projects regarding urban transfor-
mation in Skopje. A specific problem affecting 
all of Europe is the so-called “integration”  
of Roma people, most of whom have lived  
in their respective cities for generations. 
Examples and different strategies are 
presented. Besides this, the breakdown of 
the socialist system also led to boom in 
constructing buildings for religious usages. 
In the case of the former Yugoslavia, this 
was also part of the creation of a “national 
identity,” as examples from Bosnia-Herze-
govina, Croatia, and Serbia will show.

Do We Need a Publication  
on Urban Transformation  
in Southeastern Europe?
A close reading of the book will show the 
reader that, beyond obvious differences, the 
cities in the region have common problems, 
from the necessary rehabilitation of the 
socialist housing sector, the integration of 
informal settlements, to the necessity  
of creating new spaces for communication, 
in cases of post-conflict development.  
Yet, first and foremost, it demonstrates the 
importance of local civic engagement, as 
governmental bodies are challenged beyond 
their capacity by these problems, regardless 

of cause. Some of the studies, interventions, 
and projects presented were initiated  
by Archis Interventions, while others were 
developed independently by local initiatives 
and activists. The aim of this publication  
is to give local activists — most of them 
architects and urbanists — greater visibility 
in the international urban discourse, by 
inviting them to present their activities and 
their ways of intervening in urban develop-
ment, in order to have a positive influence 
on the city’s future perspectives. They can 
teach us the lessons that need to be learned.

The article is based on previous publications: 
Balkanology - Neue Architektur und urbane Phänomene 
in Südosteuropa / Balkanology – New Architecture  
and Urban Phenomena in Southeastern Europe, 
Schweizerisches Architekturmuseum & Kai Vöckler, 
eds.; SAM no. 6, 2008; and Kai Vöckler, Prishtina is 
Everywhere, Turbo Urbanism: the Aftermath of a Crisis, 
Amsterdam: Archis, 2008 (published in German by 
Parthas, Berlin).

Interventions SEE network is to network 
regionally, develop international cooperation 
projects, share past experience, transfer 
relevant knowledge, and last, but not least, 
strengthen local initiatives by embedding 
them in supra-regional networks. By 2010  
the network had been extended to include 
the countries that emerged from the former 
Yugoslavia, as well as to Albania, Bulgaria, 
Romania, Turkey, and Cyprus. Professionals 
from all over the region have been involved  
in different local projects. And the initiatives’ 
work has been presented in international 
exhibitions (e.g., the Balkanology exhibition 
at the Swiss Architecture Museum (2008), 
the Architecture Center Vienna (2009), and 
the National Museum of Contemporary Art  
in Bucharest (2010) — as well as at conferenc-
es, and in local and international media.

Perspectives of Urbanism

Unquestionably, urban development has its 
own characteristics in each part of the 
region. Also, this selection deliberately refrains 
from attempting to communicate a presenta-
tion of urban development that is applicable 
to the region as a whole. Instead, selected 
examples from different locations reveal  
the new types of influences on architecture  
and urban development, while critically 
examining the potential for improvement 
through architectural and urbanist mea-
sures. Therefore, the publication begins 
with reflections on the perspectives of 
urbanism, followed by a second section, 
introducing selected initiatives and Civil 
Society Organizations from the region through 
interviews about the role of the architect  
in the conflict-ridden field of urban transfor-
mation. This will give the reader an under-
standing for the different approaches taken 
by these initiatives, as well as for their 
experiences and perspectives, with regard 
to the local urban developments in which 
they intervene.

The third section of the publication is about 
post-conflict development in cities that  
have experienced war, and how the conflict 
is spatially embedded in so-called divided 
cities, such as Mostar (Bosnia-Herzegovina), 
Mitrovica (Kosovo), Nicosia, Pyla, and Dip 
Karpaz (Cyprus). A comparative study about 
creating a new communication sphere in the 
form of community centers or public forums, 
in order to overcome the division of each 
city, reflects on their perspectives. Also, the 
importance of reinventing public space and 
collecting public memories is shown through 

by economic interests and communal 
planning within a highly formalized frame-
work, in southeastern Europe it is, to a large 
extent, led by family organizations and 
shaped by a patronage economy. In this 
respect, we are dealing with a distinctive 
type of urbanization — one that can be  
found progressing in its own, specific way  
in other places across the region, such as 
Athens. This is why it is necessary to come 
up with a combination of governmental  
and social controls, which could form the 
basis for successful regulation. This kind  
of negotiation needs to find its own form.  
A western European notion of planning 
cannot simply be transferred. Planning 
strategies are needed that do not aspire  
to autocratic or bureaucratic solutions, but 
instead address the population directly —  
a population that must collectively agree  
on the future of its own commonwealth.

Archis Interventions  
in Southeastern Europe

Here is where the Archis Interventions  
project begins. The aim of Archis Interven-
tions, a community-based, non-profit 
offshoot of Archis (also the publisher of Volume 
magazine), is to support cities by supplying 
ideas and concepts that will help to revitalize 
public space and renew faith in public 
dialogue. Local partners play the main roles 
in the process, since they are the ones 
requesting intervention in the development  
of their city.1 Archis Interventions’ activities  
in southeastern Europe began in 2005,  
when the author and his Kosovar colleagues 
founded a local branch in Prishtina  
(Archis Interventions/Prishtina). Against 
this backdrop, Archis Interventions began 
expanding its activities across southeastern 
Europe.2 A network of independent urban 
initiatives and organizations in southeastern 
Europe was launched in 2008 by Kai Vöckler, 
in cooperation with Srdjan Jovanović  
Weiss — and is still growing. In almost all larger 
cities in southeastern Europe there exist 
independent urban initiatives that use their 
expert knowledge and experience to defend 
the interests of civic stakeholders. Such 
initiatives often work in isolation from one 
another or have only limited opportunities  
to participate in international urban discourse 
on new urban development and planning 
methods and concepts. The aim of the Archis 

many building projects. In addition, there 
were large numbers of immigrants from rural 
areas, as well as working migrants returning 
from western countries, and refugees 
(practically the biggest group in the western 
Balkans). This resulted in a lack of housing, 
which was a big problem, even under 
socialism. It also meant that there were good 
prospects of profiting from this demand, 
despite the economically precarious situation.

At the same time the existing legal frame-
work was insufficient or inchoate. Also,  
weak, incipient governmental institutions 
were unable to adequately enforce laws 
and regulations. Sometimes they were 
incapable of enforcing them at all. Therefore,  
construction projects could only be “infor-
mal” — or, as we have mainly witnessed, 
planning policies were incapable of 
producing master plans. Planning was 
random, provisional, and haphazard. A  
lack of engagement on the part of responsible 
government agencies led to difficulties,  
as the different case studies show.

The Future of the  
European City?

To understand the current situation in 
southeastern Europe, it is essential to be 
aware of how to evaluate “formal” and 
“informal” structures. It cannot be denied 
that the many problems require that the 
state intervene, to protect the common 
welfare. Alarmists may be heard claiming 
that the situation in Tirana, Belgrade,  
and Sofia is simply a result of consistent 
deregulation, and they are warning that 
such developments could soon be seen 
throughout western European cities, in view 
of the increasing retreat of communal 
governance and the emergence of so-called 
public-private partnerships focused mainly 
on financial interests. All too hastily, the 
planning management’s position is adopted. 
Examples show that uncontrolled and 
unrestricted town planning is a result of 
political and social crisis, and its problems 
should not be attributed to the failures  
of local management and politicians alone. 
Urban development is a social process —  
its product is not only the result of the 
intentions of all participants, but also of  
the instruments of power that account  
for their influence and economic success.  
The situation in most cities in the Balkans 
cannot be compared to that of western 
European cities. While western European 
urban development is essentially structured 

The Impact of Migration  
and Remittances

In addition, the wars in the 1990s that came 
with the break-up of Yugoslavia unleashed 
political conflicts, some of which remain 
unresolved to this day. Another example is 
the almost total collapse of Albania after  
the implosion of the “pyramid schemes” in 
1997; the lack of government oversight  
had catastrophic financial consequences, 
mostly for small investors, and also led to 
mass emigration. The effects of this have not 
yet been sufficiently analyzed; for instance, 
high numbers of migrant workers — up to 
one-third of the population in some countries — 
invest in houses for their families, but do  
not themselves live there. And, as statistics 
also show, countless family budgets rely  
on remittances of money from relatives in 
the diaspora. In proportion to the entire 
economic development of each country, 
these remittances can make up a consider-
able percentage of a country’s gross 
domestic product (GDP). A good example  
is Kosovo: after the end of the war in 1999, 
about one hundred thousand Kosovar 
refugees were forced to return from the 
diaspora. However, it is estimated that  
about four hundred thousand Kosovars 
legally reside in OECD nations — more  
than one-fifth of the entire population of 
Kosovo. If we add the numerous illegal 
migrant workers from Kosovo, it becomes 
clear how closely Kosovo is connected to  
all of Europe. Since the unemployment rate 
in Kosovo is over forty percent and the 
country has the highest birth rate in Europe, 
as well as the worst economic statistics  
in the region, Kosovo is still dependent upon 
remittances from migrant workers. European 
Union policy is to close the borders to 
Kosovar migrants and to donate large sums 
for development. This policy seems highly 
questionable, since these sums could be 
earned by migrant workers. The IMF 
estimates that up until 2008 remittances 
amounted to approximately 2.4 billion  
euros, while international developmental  
aid totaled only 2 billion euros.

“Informal” Building

After the collapse of the socialist system, 
southeastern European architects and 
urbanists were confronted with a wave of 
building, most of it informal. “Informal” 
construction was essentially caused by  
the changed political situation. The new 
situation led inhabitants to begin a great 

Preface

1  Documented on www.archis.org. 
2  See www.seenetwork.org. The Archis Interventions 
project in southeastern Europe is supported by the 
ERSTE Foundation.
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mark on a post-conflict situation, but the 
construction of new buildings also has a 
significant effect. Political power vacuums 
at the national level, along with the absence  
of self-monitoring in the civilian population, 
generate uncontrolled forces, which can 
seriously damage these cities’ chances for 
recovery. For this reason, it is necessary  
to scrutinize the aid and planning strategies 
we have used, and intensify the search  
for possible alternatives.1 One fact that often 
goes unrecognized is that social and 
political structures are shaped to a great 
degree by the way a city is developed. 
This raises the question of how the expertise 
of architects and planners can be utilized,  
not only to overcome the consequences of  
a crisis, but also to avoid more conflict in  
the future. What would an “architecture of 
peace” look like?

Housing construction is strategically 
important. Housing is the basis for survival  
in war or other catastrophic situations,  
since it guarantees a minimum of safety  
and protection. And it is the key to urban 
development. It is not only of great economic 
significance, but it also helps to constitute 
new types of social interaction, which  
have the immediate ability to help institutions 
begin functioning again. It incorporates 
economic, social, and political capital. From 
the way a city is rebuilt, one can see how  
its inhabitants relate to their future prospects. 
Still — just like the process of rebuilding  
urban structures that have been destroyed 
during armed conflict — the construction  
of housing, the restoration of architectural 
legacies, or the expansion of industrial and 
commercial buildings are not merely 
questions of architecture or urban planning. 

Political and economic interdependencies 
are embedded in these issues. Architects 
and urban planners have to find their own 
positions in relation to this complicated 
association of intertwining forces.

In recent years, the importance of the 
international community in managing local 
conflicts has increased considerably. 
Banding together international aid organiza-
tions, the international community not only 
contributes a great deal to the regulation 
of conflicts, but also to the restoration of 
political, social, and cultural institutions. Even 
when the primary task is to provide basic 
necessities — such as water, electricity, 
streets, and public transportation — rebuilding 
a city’s infrastructure means that all of the 
decisions and steps taken in the process will 
profoundly influence the further develop-
ment of the city. Thus, the urban transfor-
mations initiated by global players in very 
diverse regions around the world often 
follow the same pattern. However, there are 
an increasing number of problems: first, it 
is becoming ever more difficult to discern 
who is involved, and second, large organiza-
tions such as the UN, the OECD, and the 
World Bank, along with countless NGOs, 
are unable to coordinate their efforts. In 
addition, these organizations are frequently 
in indirect competition with each other for 
political sway; their financial backing is 
opaque, there is no legal oversight of their 
actions, and, last, but not least, there are 
individuals employed in these organizations 
who are involved in outright criminal 
activities, and they often get away scot-free. 
It has become urgently necessary to 
subject the methods and procedures of the 
international aid community to critical scrutiny. 2

Global governance  
and NGO activities

In a post-conflict situation, the process  
of rebuilding a city and restoring acceptable 
living conditions must be adapted as soon 
as possible to a specific situation, which  
is marked by a great deal of ambiguity and 
insecurity. Most aid and development 
programs aim to establish new forms of 
good governance, which often simply imitate 
the political structures of the donor 
countries and usually try to apply generally 
unquestioned notions of a “civil society”  
to the situation at hand.3 Hence, normaliza-
tion strategies around the globe operate 
with images and concepts — from historical 
reconstruction to the idea of capacity 
building. However, despite all of the good 
intentions, these strategies disregard the 
realities of these cities. Ideas and concepts, 
such as “freedom and democracy,” are 
exported, even though most of the time, 
they are mere euphemisms, used to cover 
up the introduction of the same capitalist 
principles of property and market economies 
that dominate the donor nations. Even the 
term “human rights” is regarded as a political 
norm that should be valid everywhere, and 
the fact that human rights have a history,  
as well as a changeable definition, is 
overlooked. To spell it out, so as not to be 
misunderstood: of course, human rights are 
highly desirable and worth defending,  
but they do not represent a neutral system 
of values. Rather, they are always permeated 
by political claims and ought to be negotiat-
ed and adapted to suit local conditions. 
Briefly stated, too little consideration is given 
to the special circumstances of local 
political situations, and frequently, there is 
little knowledge of local culture and society.

The result is a kind of “donor speak,” whose 
goal is to align everything with the political 
aims of the donor; this language is spoken 
by all of the members of local initiatives, as 
well as by those working for international 
organizations. Unfortunately, this is not  
a phantasm, but a political reality, and every 
plan in the crisis situation has to adjust to  
it. Donors are accountable to their own 
countries, and have to consider the political 
situations there, too. Consequently, it is all 
the more necessary to create a context  
for planning in crisis situations, and make sure 
that the goals of the plan reflect the local 

situation and are suitably appropriate. It is 
imperative that local political, cultural, and 
social conditions be considered in the 
process. Through urban planning, overlapping 
problems in the development of the society 
as a whole can be dealt with, and models for 
solutions can be concocted. However, this 
means that the “architecture of peace” must 
have a clear understanding of the specific 
form of local political governance that arises 
in a post-conflict situation, and it also has to 
reflect upon its own position in relation to that.

Numerous recent global conferences — 
for example, the 1992 World Environmental 
Conference in Rio de Janeiro, the 1996 
HABITAT II in Istanbul, the 1999 URBAN 21  
in Berlin, and the 2010 World Urban Forum  
in Rio de Janeiro — have all rehabilitated 
planning, in terms of influencing and 
managing social processes. Widely imple-
mented by global players, such as the  
World Bank in the 1980s, the predominant 
neoliberal ideology and its efforts to 
minimize state influence has proved crisis-
prone and increased the drive to reconfigure 
state structures and develop new forms  
of planning. This strategy, christened “good 
governance,” directly addresses urban 
agglomeration as the focal point of social 
transformation, referring to a development 
that has become increasingly apparent  
over the last two decades: in conjunction 
with the significant expansion of cross-border 
exchange, new transnational structures  
have also arisen, and they express a new kind 
of relationship between the local and the global.

This is associated with profound alterations 
in the concept of statehood itself, as well as 
in planning, for it is no longer the hierarchic 
and centralistic state that comprises the 
center of politics and controls development, 
when it comes to comprehensive planning. 
Governmental action instead distinguishes 
itself in various areas. The state now tends to 
play the roles of moderator and coordinator 
between the international and local levels. 
Non-governmental players are increasingly 

involved in decision-making and implemen-
tation processes, this being the aim of the 
term “governance.” Governance is defined 
as the sum of all possible options, within 
which public and private institutions and 
organizations are constantly regulating  
their common affairs in order to coordinate 
their interests and facilitate cooperative 
action.4 Within this structure, there are 
active balances of power that are worthy  
of special attention.

Along with the cross-border expansion of 
communications, transportation, and 
information systems, the intensification  
of economic relationships in the global 
market, and the internationalization of 
production and labor conditions, new forms 
of political regulation have arisen on  
a global scale. First attempts at a kind of 
global governance have been carried out by 
NATO, the IMF, the OECD, and the United 
Nations, more or less successfully. They act 
on an international level, wherever there  
is a lack of formal democratic institutions. They 
are the protagonists in post-conflict 
situations, since they are the organs of the 
international community, which is supposed 
to guarantee reconstruction, as well as 
integration into the global market and the 
international community of nations. They 
frequently replace missing state institutions, 
or participate to a large degree in their 
formation (nation building). Here, the 
international NGOs are important correctives. 
Evidence of this is the almost dramatic 
increase in the numbers of international NGOs 
that have begun operating in post-conflict 
situations in recent decades. However, their 
role within the current form of political 
regulation (policy regime) is also problematic 
and ought to be critically examined. Are  
they simply one component of a dominant 
political and regulatory system, or do they 
represent the interests of local civil societies?

Non-governmental organizations are, 
according to the general definition, civil 
society organizations that do not represent 
the state. They are supposed to be financially 
and organizationally independent of state 
apparatuses and private business, and they 
should not be involved in the pursuit of 
commercial interests, but the interests of 

Social and political problems materialize in 
cities, but since every city’s population is 
confronted with these problems and must 
examine how they develop, there is also a 
chance to influence residents’ view of the 
future positively, in ways that go beyond the 
provision of basic necessities. The pivotal 
meaning of the city as an agent for political 
and social change becomes particularly 
obvious in a post-conflict situation. In this 
case, a city’s development takes place under 
mostly unsafe, unstable conditions, and it  
is essentially defenseless against the global 
mechanisms of political and economic 
events. This kind of city is scarred by conflicts; 
it is the expression of the crises in which  
the city finds itself.

Cities that have to regenerate themselves 
after a conflict always have a recurring, 
similar problem: the exchange of population 
segments that occurs when many residents 
flee a city during periods of armed conflict. 
Often, many of these people do not return  
to their homes, for a variety of reasons: they 
may have better prospects elsewhere, or 
the political situation in their homeland may 
have altered so much that they are not 
interested in returning. Often, the conflicts 
have not been solved, but have instead 
become embedded in the city itself — the 
numerous divided cities around the world — 
 from Belfast to Nicosia, Mostar to Beirut — 
 are evidence of this. In addition, many people 
migrate to cities from rural areas. The result 
is that existing communities dissolve, and 
new neighborhoods are rapidly assembled. 
The people in them did not know each 
other previously, and have little to do with the 
city and its history. And in the case of rural 
immigrants, they are often not familiar with city 
life, which requires people to live closely 
together with many other different types of 
people. Living conditions are precarious, 
production has to be set up again, business 
has to develop, and jobs are scarce. 
Government institutions have to be rebuilt 
and do not function well; the political 
situation is unstable; corruption is every-
where. Most crucial though, is the fact  
that, because of the rural immigrants and  
the return of refugees after a conflict, the 
population of a city will grow a great deal in  
a very short period of time. Cities like 
Prishtina or Kabul tripled or even quintupled 
their populations within a few years after 
military interventions. This results in an 
unregulated, informal boom in construction, 
since the demand for living space increases 
dramatically. Not only does the reconstruction 
of the city — the rebuilding of ruins — make its 
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the community, instead.5 Ideally, the work  
of NGOs should conform to the following 
description:

•	they represent interests that have no  
voice in existing political structures 
(political advocacy)

•	they identify problems and topics, and 
include them in political negotiations and 
decision-making processes on both the 
local and international level (agenda setting)

•	they mobilize factual expertise and 
knowledge in order to solve or debate 
topics in public

•	 they develop projects that are not under­
taken by state and supra-state players, or 
else carry them out when governments  
or the international community cannot do 
so for organizational or political reasons

Their potential lies in their scientific, technical, 
or even political expertise, as well as in  
the fact that they are very familiar with the 
problems in their field and the local 

structures. This assumes, of course, that an 
international NGO cooperates with local, 
civil society organizations, so that they can 
successfully adapt their strategies to the 
local political, social, and cultural context. 
One important component in the success of 
their work is their ability to mobilize the 
public on both international and local levels, 
in order to further the goals of the interests 
formulated. If they can do this, they can 
make essential contributions to the processes 
of reaching the compromises and consen-
sus necessary to political decision-making, 
and thus play an important role as mediators, 
since they are pursuing neither commercial 
nor wider political interests.

Reality, however, has a somewhat different 
appearance: very few NGOs can finance 
themselves through donations, and therefore, 
they are highly dependent upon the financial 
support of governments, international 
governmental organizations (such as the EU), 
and their semi-public organizations. For 
financial support, the only other alternative is 
to turn to private foundations, such as the 
Aga Kahn’s, or George Soros’, or foundations 
financed by international corporations.6 
Therefore, NGOs are forced to adapt their 
approaches, to accommodate the goals and 

programs set forth by their financial support-
ers. In addition, professionalizing their work 
force also means paying their employees, 
which leads to a factual constraint: they have 
to compromise their own programs, in order 
to conform to the donor’s agenda. Over 
time, NGO “companies” have arisen, which 
are frequently only guided by self-interest. 
And the staffs of international NGOs are 
also part of the elite corps of managers and 
functionaries whom Mary Kaldor calls the 
“cosmopolitans” — a community of like-
minded, well-educated experts, who work 
for the United Nations, one of the interna-
tional or non-governmental organizations, or 
for foreign investors (who also count local 
experts as part of their membership). This, 
too, is a new form of global domination, 
which Kaldor describes as the “new divide.” 
On one side are the generally impecunious 
local residents and migrants, who are 
seeking a place in the new urban communi-
ties, and on the other side are the global 
citizens and their allies — the local elite, most 
of whom have been educated abroad.7 Yet 
another difficulty is that NGOs specialize in 
specific topics, and this often prevents 
them from understanding an overarching 
complex of problems, which would require  
a correspondingly comprehensive policy.  
Last, but not least, is the NGO’s own, 
non-elected (and therefore undemocratic) 
position within the political negotiation 
process. In practice, all of this often results 
in a condescending, paternalistic way  
of working.

Accordingly, the policies of NGOs operating 
in post-conflict situations should be critically 
examined, but they should also be allowed  
to develop further. An important step toward 
reinforcing their position enough to resist 
donors, gain independence from them, and 
to find their own place within the political 
regulatory system, is to strengthen their 
contacts with each other and organize more 
among themselves, so that, ultimately, they 
can become institutionalized on an interna-
tional level and form a political counterweight. 
Independent, international collaborations 
and associations would then also help them 
to formulate comprehensive political goals. 
This also means, however, that they have to 

develop new forms of democratic politics. 
New, more transparent, and therefore more 
open ways must be found to select and 
represent topics and content, as well as to 
develop decision-making processes. It is 
always evident that an “intervention” from the 
outside is only successful when there is 
collaboration with local groups and support 
for political self-determination. This means 
that there must be more effort made to 
integrate non-governmental organizations 
and other civil society groups into the 
international system, and to increase their 
presence on the scene. The search for  
new ways must begin.

Architects and planners as  
“agents of change”

Architecture and urban planning only have 
disciplinary perspective when they consider 
themselves part of this overall political 
system — that is to say, of “governance.” They 
must also come up with a new planning 
strategy that can contextualize itself within 
various social situations and simultaneously 
prepare new contexts for participants in 
society.8 Should one employ the contextual-
ization necessary in order to plan (for that, 
too, can be considered a political project), 
fundamental principles consequently arise. 
This is strategic, in the sense that it must 
react to various social and cultural contexts, 
while mediating between the special needs 
of individual social groups and the interna-
tional power structure and its mechanisms. 
Yet it must also be cooperative, in as  
much as it provides, in its own turn, various 
participants with new contexts, in order  
to open up these spaces, whose effects go 
beyond local (and national) contexts. In  
this sense, planning must be communicative, 
because participants can only be mobilized 
through dialogue. This dialogue is not just 
local, however; it must also be conducted 
at an international level. 

Planners and architects have a seductive 
perspective of the city from above, which 
can block the view of how the city should 
be used, as well as the view of the social 
relationships and political power relations 
inscribed in its spaces. Space is not neutral. 
Accordingly, neither is the position of the 
architect or planner; there is no such thing 
as “architecture for architecture’s sake,”  
nor is there any such thing as a “neutral” plan. 
Every plan is the result of negotiation and 

power relations, and these things are 
expressed through the plan. When architects 
and planners regard themselves as “agents 
of change,” and try to intervene positively in 
city development, then they need to realize 
that they will need political “patronage.”  
This support, however, should not be based  
in opaque relationships and closed-door 
agreements; rather, it should be transparent 
and open. Only then would it also be 
possible to address the programs set forth 
by other political factions, and to include 
them in the negotiation process. This 
requires a delicate tightrope walk in the 
political arena, which has to be undertaken 
by all independent groups whenever they 
attempt to intervene in the urban space. On 
one hand, one of their essential tasks is to 
articulate the interests of excluded seg-
ments of the population and to scrutinize  
the process of developing the city by 
mobilizing the public. On the other hand, they 
have to position themselves within the 
negotiation process, and, accordingly, be 
ready to cooperate or compromise with 
other political forces. In short, they have to 
have the ability to criticize the predominant 
political situation, while being part of it at  
the same time. This is because critique and 
public debate alone are not enough, even 
though they are perquisites for a successful 
intervention — for if sustainable change is 
indeed going to come about, then it is 
always brought about by assertive action; 
hence, it is a question of power. The 
regulation of city development cannot be 
left up to society’s self-regulation and 
customary law, especially not in post-conflict 
situations. Accordingly, it is directly linked 
to the ability of state organs to act assertively, 
because they have a monopoly on the 
legitimate use of force. However, no plan, no 
regulation, no urban development strategy 
can be carried out if there is no consensus 
in the society itself about the meaning and 
purpose of the plan. Yet, even here, limita-
tions have to be set: when organs of the state 
(and the international institutions and 
organizations that support them) offer only 
repression and corruption, then they also 
have no legitimation. Even when they carry 
out measures through the threat of force, a 
critical distance must be maintained. But  
it is naïve to believe that an “architecture of 
peace” can exist independently of an 
“architecture of power.”

Non-governmental organizations in post- 
conflict situations must adapt their approach 
to the local context and thus, only limited 
generalizations can be made. However, it  

is possible to propose some fundamental 
principles for discussion:

•	reflect upon and communicate one’s  
own position

•	do not pursue any commercial interests

•	address different interest groups, in order 
to incorporate them over the long term

•	gather various interests together for 
projects that require groups to cooperate 
in order to carry them out

•	balance collaborations; advantages and 
profits must be shared equally

•	create transparency: goals and procedures 
should be openly discussed in public

•	create room for negotiation, open up 
perspectives, mobilize knowledge and 
place it at everyone’s disposal

•	plan and design the process; structure it 
through dialogue and keep it open

Correspondingly, the three fundamental 
pillars of the work are: (1) communication, 
(2) cooperation, and (3) shaping the process. 
What does this mean, specifically, for 
architects and planners who want to 
intervene in urban development? They 
should think less about a project, and more 
about the process of conceiving projects, 
especially at first. And, as an aside, they 
should not assume that their project will 
necessarily wind up in a plan or as a building. 
As the saying goes, “when you have a 
hammer, every problem looks like a nail.” 
From the standpoint of the architect, every 
problem becomes a construction project. 
Frequently, however, an urban problem can 
also be solved by other means: a space can 
be revitalized through public debate, by 
using it for something else, or else through 
an economic strategy or regulation, to name 
just a few examples. That means, when 
figuring out projects in a post-conflict 
situation, it always helps to ask a few basic 
questions:

•	Where: where is the space? Where are 
there spaces that are not disputed and 
controversial, but “neutral”?

•	What: is it possible to create a new space, 
which will open up new perspectives?
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Even though urban development has always 
been closely connected to the real estate 
industry, it would be an act of historical 
hypocrisy to claim that the recent economic 
crisis is the only reason for bad urban 
planning. The crisis of modern planning 
became apparent much earlier and it has 
been going for decades. Even during the 
most heroic times of modernism, the crisis 
was always somewhere around the corner. 
Maybe the intrinsic failure of planning  
was hidden; it evaded discussion, because  
it testified to the crisis of the modern project 
as such. For modernist governments, 
architectural plans were always a represen-
tational screen, but it became apparent by 
the end of the 1960s that they were only a 
blueprint masking the power and hegemony 
of the elites of modern society (regardless  
of whether the government’s program was 
socialist or capitalist). This inability of 
architects to see the development of their 
discipline from historical and political 
perspectives1 is probably the most important 
cause for present-day confusion about  
the architect’s role in society and (especially 
if he or she is practicing urban planning) his 
or her inability to understand the complex 
contingencies of today’s urban governance. 
In that sense, today’s economic crisis is 
pretty irrelevant.

In the post-socialist Balkans, the lack of 
memory has a long, uninterrupted tradition 
and is not just particular to architects).  
After socialism, the collective amnesia and 
the culture of (re)constructing the past —  
along with ethnic fundamentalism, which 
pushed the states of ex-Yugoslavia to go 
their separate ways — continued in the same 
fashion as before. If they have not been 
completely erased from language, written 
history, or cultural production, traces of  
the socialist past are constantly under assault. 
Ironically, now, when it has become obvious 
that reinventing national identities has failed 
to produce livable social conditions, the 
absence of memory has become a cognitive 
obstacle to understanding today’s  
social reality.

Instead of supporting a constructed and 
static notion of historical narratives, there 
should be a different approach. An active 
historiographical practice, a socially situated 
activity that is in dialogue and in discursive 

tension with both past and present, is more 
appropriate. It is a combination of some kind 
of forensic activity (forensic, because one 
has to scrutinize a body that is seemingly 
dead, i.e., socialist modernism) and observing 
the social chemistry of elements, which, after 
being separated, continued to function, albeit  
in a different way. This is precisely what is 
missing in today’s urban discourse and practice: 
an almost technical knowledge that could 
articulate the direct link between what is known 
as socialist urban planning and its contempo-
rary remains. In making this link, it is inevitable 
that the technology of urban planning that be 
primarily dealt with. More than simply analyzing 
master plans and zoning principles, it would  
be better to scratch the surface of blueprints to 
scrutinize the language governing nomenclature 
and the institutional system. This text should  
be read as an invitation to acquire this forensic 
technique for both the recent socialist past and 
the contemporary, post-socialist present. It is 
also an oblique attempt to redirect the critical 
attention of architects to the terrains vagues of 
urban territory, which in odd ways, unite the 
failures of urbanism of both the socialist period 
and its post-socialist stage, opening up a  
view from the other side of modernity and  
urban control.

Socialist urbanism

At the beginning of the socialist stage, Yugoslav 
architects and urban planners, unlike their 
Western colleagues, were not directly tied to 
market tendencies. Instead, they were highly 
dependent on political circumstances, because 
socialist modernism was “happily” married to 
state ideology. More than being an active agent 
of political and cultural critique, architecture 
was a representational screen for the system — 
 an image of a successful, socialist model of a 
non-aligned Yugoslavia. Political nomenclature 
transmitted this image toward both sides of  
the Iron Curtain. Today we have to admit that 
the lack of professional independence actually 
had its good side. Until the beginning of the 
1970s, the progressive tendencies of political 
and cultural reforms incubated architectural 
discourse and practice with fresh ideas 
based on the concept of social justice and 
models of governance through self-manage-
ment. Therefore, the architecture of social 
utopia had its ideological foundations 
(particularly important for urban planning,  
as the abolition of private ownership and 
land expropriation enabled modernist urban 
schemes), while economic prosperity 
opened up space for outstanding architectural 
innovations. This is important, because 

governmental and non-governmental 
corporate forms that dealt with planning 
(university departments, governmental 
departments and institutes, self-managed 
companies — a socialist version of business 
enterprise, etc.) developed without 
historical antecedents (the profession of 
urban planning barely existed before World 
War II, so it was practically invented during 
the socialist era).

One should be aware that there has always 
been a (creative) tension between profes-
sional planners and politicians. Professional 
urban institutes at first operated as parts  
of municipalities, but during the 1960s and ‘70s 
they separated, claiming their independence 
from political decisions on both local and 
federal levels. Those independent entities 
provided services to municipalities  
and federal units, but tried to keep political 
influence outside of the planning studio. 
They invested efforts in continuous capacity 
building (education of employees, publishing 
books and magazines, and promoting  
new tendencies in urban planning — including 
models of civic participation). 

Unfortunately, the period did not last long 
enough to yield a coherent discourse and  
a tradition of independent urban planning. 
When the deficiencies of the Yugoslavian 
model started to show, architectural 
discourse began losing its reformatory 
capacity. After bureaucratic claims  
and demands took precedence in the 1980s, 
the culture of critique and moral authority 
was even more diminished, and their 
purposes frustrated to varying degrees. 
Aside from different forms of state control, 
market oriented tendencies started  
to weaken the architectural discourse and 
social agency as well. This is particularly 
important to understand, while at the  
same time connecting the socialist past with 
contemporary political and economic 
circumstances. The fact is that the self-man-
aged, socialist society in Yugoslavia was  
a product of continuous changes and 
adjustments between the models of a state 
economy and a free market economy.  
The greatest shift — and probably the crucial 
phase — occurred after the big constitutional 
changes in the mid-1960s. Afterward,  
in the mid-1970s, during the late phase of 
socialist self-management, the patterns  
for organizing labor, the inflation of popular 
culture, the bureaucratization of govern-
ment, and a strong shift toward the market, 
with its attendant development of politically 
influential techno-elites, created social 
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1  It was Manfredo Tafuri who first rendered this critique 
with a compelling clarity. In his Towards a Critique of 
Architectural Ideology (1969), he completely unmasked 
architectural modernism and literally accused architects 
of political backwardness and historical naivety.

•	Why: who needs it; who will profit from it? 
Who are the partners involved in the 
process? Is it in the interest of the public 
welfare?

•	How: what tools and strategies are needed, 
in order to create this space? How can 
collaborations be established, and how 
can the process be shaped?

Flexible planning

In post-conflict situations, the obvious failure 
of city government and the international 
organizations, which are together responsi-
ble for city development, can be traced back 
to a problematic understanding of planning 
and the role of the expert. Undeniably,  
plans are needed in order to structure and 
regulate the city’s development. However,  
in the traditional top-down approach that is 
part of hierarchically structured planning — 
 from the strategic master plan, to land 
zoning, to regulated building plans — there are 
already a number of troublesome aspects, 
which are not really taken into consideration. 
The main problem is the extremely tedious 
process that often drags out over several 
years: by the time it comes to an end, reality 
has already outpaced it. Also, the city is 
regarded as a coherent form — an object to 
be shaped and designed. The fact that the 
city has an active, constantly changing form 
is ignored. Of course, it is necessary that 
there be goals in planning, and that planning 
be a regulated force in urban development, 
but it is an ongoing process that needs to be 
flexible whenever circumstances change. 
This is the paradox of urban planning: on one 
hand, it establishes and fixes things, but on 
the other, it also has to be flexible. According-
ly, a plan needs to envision the vagaries  
of the future, and this can only happen when 
planning itself is regarded as a process. It 
has to take into consideration the fact that 
the city is more than just a form to be 
structured. Rather, it is the product of deeds 
performed by different actors, and among the 
protagonists is the city administration.  
In turn, the actors are guided by norms and 
values that can be used as orientation points. 
In this respect, the challenge for planners  
is to develop ways to cooperate with various 
actors — ways that are suited to the specific 
political and social circumstances. In  
this sense, planning is always political, too. 

If the traditional model of urban planning is 
rejected, then new forms of cooperation and 
processes of negotiation between private 

parties and governmental institutions need  
to be developed. Master plans that 
attempt to treat complex layers of political 
and economic problems in the same  
way (comprehensive planning) are of no 
significance. Instead, it is necessary to 
develop processual, participatory, and hence, 
communications-based types of plans 
(collaborative planning). For this kind of 
flexible planning, it is crucial that new ways  
of collaborating be permitted. However, 
these kinds of cooperative efforts should 
remain transparent, especially transparent 
enough to be monitored by the public. 
Therefore, the forces of civil society should 
be encouraged to participate; they need  
to be regarded as an important corrective  
to the planning process. The key to all of this  
is communication: public debate had to  
be stimulated, with the assistance of local 
media. Public campaigns should also 
stimulate active participation and provide 
opportunities for people to get involved. 

Within the conflict-ridden system of 
international politics (localized through 
governmental structures), a globalized 
market and civil society projects — developed 
in cooperation with local, independent  
urban initiatives — could develop new kinds of 
cooperative and communicative planning, 
which will help to support the society’s weak 
civil powers in particular. Thus, positioning 
within this new framework of governance is 
of crucial significance, because if an 
intervention is to succeed, then it has to 
develop relationships with government 
institutions and the civil sector alike. The 
independent, non-governmental, non- 
commercial initiatives formed by profes-
sionals play an important part here, because 
not only do architects and urban planners 
bring their expertise to the table, but  
they frequently also act as both initiator and 
mediator, employing empowerment 
strategies to facilitate or influence urban 
developments. 

The article was previously published  
in Volume 26, 2010.
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conditions that comparable to post-Fordist 
society. Respectively, there was also a 
comparable influence on urban planning.

In essence, there weren’t many differences. 
Architectural practice became a receptacle 
to be emptied and filled as party policy or 
the market dictated. The proof is that artistic 
and technological experiments appeared  
in western and ex-Yugoslavian architecture 
almost simultaneously, as acts of dissent 
toward reality, and replacing active social 
engagement. Urban planners were thus 
reduced to being some kind of highly skilled 
delivery boy, dealing with the technology  
of planning. This technology was closely 
connected to the instrumentals of planning 
protocols and language. It is possible to 
trace how the language of planning turned 
into a kind of meta-language that was 
applicable irrespective of context. The irony 
is that it actually became a kind of planning 
diglossia, which, in spite of its formal purity, 
had different meanings in different situations, 
respective of political or financial power.

What is left over from socialist modernism 
are half-realized urban schemes that only 
mimic successful urban design. The notion 
that utopian urban schemes would produce 
utopian social conditions failed to live up  
to its promise. Our heritage is not modernity, 
but is only made up of physical objects that 
are tokens of modernity. In spite of astonishing 
architectural achievements, the urban 
environment is the product of modernized 
artifacts, without structural or institutional 
modernization. Architects and planners 
often show regret for unrealized competition 
entries or unfinished urban schemes, but 
what they really miss is the fulfillment of the 
big promise that architecture and planning 
would evolve in professionally independent 
and democratic practice. This lack of 
structural modernization and political culture, 
combined with market tendencies from the 
last stage of socialism, was the point of 
departure for post-socialist urban planning.

Transition

Transience is a dynamic quality. To understand 
it you have to move along and observe  
the process, not its formal side effects. Even 
though the transitional 1990s brought  
about the whole repertoire of new forms of 
urban planning, economic or cultural and 
political shifts were far more important. It is 
also crucial to pay attention to what didn’t 
change. To some extent the 1990s were 

shockingly, violently new, but below the deck 
of the planning “machine,” some parts didn’t 
change at all. The transitional landscape  
of planning institutions is a bricolage of rusty 
parts that still (pretend to) function, and 
refurbished or new imported parts that 
(pretend to) function better. They operate 
in multiple layers and it is not always easy  
to tell one from another, especially if  
old nomenclature takes on a totally new 
agenda, or when old language takes on  
a different meaning that eludes interpreta-
tion outside of a political or financial key.

Ljubomir Bratić gave an excellent reading  
of institutional transformations in post 
socialism: “We can easily see continutity of 
institutions. Instutional bonds stayed 
connected but they changed direction of 
their sociopolitical, cultural and economic 
activity. Institutions became instruments 
that anybody can operate because the  
old instructions for use are lost and new 
vocabulary invented.”2 This anomie of 
professional vocabulary, the free interpre-
tation of social norms and the respective 
diglossia of planning protocols greatly 
affected urban planning, because previous 
legal documents, like master plans and 
physical plans, became obsolete, while 
building permits were issued arbitrarily from 
case to case. The master plan stopped 
being an instrument for long-term public 
development strategy and became  
a dynamic map on which political and 
economic interests were projected during 
election periods.

After going through lists of employees in 
urban departments and ministries, it is easy 
to conclude that technical and executive 
governance never really changed; however, 
you will also find old names in newly 
privatized companies. The fact is that highly 
ranked executives stayed the same and 
continued operating through a closed 
network of private alliances. What changed 
radically is their performance. Not only did 
ex-socialist urban bureaucrats become 
zealous advocates of neoliberalism, but they 
also formed an extra-institutional layer of 
governance with and within different forms 
of neoliberal power (investors, banks, media). 
The ideological arrow of post-socialist 
planning institutions has turned upside down: 
instead of social programs for professional 
support, urbanization, and infrastructural 
development for the benefit of the community, 

the tendency is to support short-term, feasible 
projects that serve particular interests.3 Today’s 
concept of urban governance operates as  
an odd symbiosis of old forms of management 
under the control of state politics and the 
global financial market. Zagreb is a good 
example, because in the last ten years big 
investments were made in the city and city 
governance was characterized by financial-
ization (the city issued short-term bonds, 
indebting its citizens without giving them the 
opportunity to vote on the issue) and the 
corporatization of public services (all city 
services are united under one corporation 
which, while trying to run city as a business 
enterprise, is becoming less dependent  
on public opinion and more on the shares 
that international banks have in urban 
development business). The city is hardly 
guided by a coherent vision or long-term 
strategy, under legal scrutiny or civic participa-
tion. Therefore, newly planned and built 
investment schemes do not result in social 
change, but only add to more of the same.

Instead of being surprised, we should finally 
understand that the nomenclature flipped its 
agenda so easily, and the language of planning 
became the instrument of particular interests, 
because the tendency was already inherent in 
the concepts of socialist modernism. None of 
this would have gone as smoothly if there had 
not been structural weaknesses in planning 
technology, which were already apparent forty 
years ago. Somehow it all comes back to the 
instrumental rationality of modern society and 
the fact that urban plan was nothing more than 
an organizational pattern employed by the 
state or free market capitalism.

But what about the terrains vagues of urbaniza- 
tion that resisted the orthodoxies of urban 
control and accumulated urban and cultural 
paradoxes instead? In a time of the general 
dissolution of the architectural discourse and 
obvious planning mistakes, it might prove useful 
at least to pay attention to urban territory  
that covers a much bigger urban area and is 
commonly labeled as suburban, marginal,  
or peripheral. Is there anything to learn from  
the margins of the modernist project?

Margins of Modernity

Until the 1990s, suburbanization of Split was mainly 
due to industrialization. After the big political changes 
in the 1990s the city became a migration hub for 
political and economic refugees from Bosnia. The city 
perimeter exploded, resulting in an unprecedented 
encounter between the informal building enterprises 
of migrants and small building companies. A parallel 
city (without legal status or basic communal 
standards) has grown up on land zoned for agriculture. 
In the absence of public, educational, and cultural 
facilities — apart from concrete cathedrals, which 
testified to a renaissance of traditional values — every-
thing was improvised: from DIY sewage systems to 
garages turned into kindergartens. Project Supeprivate 
did a comparative analysis between the dwelling 
habits and communal practices of the tenants of 
socialist multi-family apartment buildings and the new 
suburban inhabitants.

Kozari Bok is one of the biggest and oldest informal 
settlements situated in Zagreb’s eastern industrial 
zone. Typical of abrupt industrialization and urbanization 
of the 1950s and ‘60s, informal settlements inhabited 
by workers started to cluster in the vicinity of 
factories. In 2004 Platforma 9,81 – Institute for Research 
in Architecture started a project titled Superprivate 
with the aim of investigating the housing and lifestyles 
of suburban areas in post-socialist cities.

Although the Keneta neighborhood (formerly a swamp 
in the Adriatic coastal city of Durres, Albania) is built 
on a regular land division, drainage canals were the 
basis for the subdivision of the land, so a serious lack 
of the most basic communal standards (water, 
sewage, and electricity) makes housing conditions 
barely livable.

2  Ljubomir Bratić, “On the Transformation of the Elite 
at European East” http://transform.eipcp.net/
transversal/0208/bratic/sr

3  Once I was at a meeting with Zagreb’s chief urban 
development strategist. I was surprised that he didn’t 
have a big master plan on the wall, which was pretty 
common during socialist times. Instead, he had a huge, 
blank topographic map of the city featuring the fabric of 
construction. The map was covered in yellow stickers 
with the telephone numbers of potential investors. Later 
I realized that, within the logic of short-term 
development, when a city is struggling to pay off its 
debts, it is more useful to know about the appetite of 
potential investors than about urban regulations.
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Margins of modernity

First of all, the mechanisms of development 
on the urban periphery changed in a way 
that differed from that of the representation-
al showcase of the modern city center.  
To be more accurate, it changed slowly and/
or under different dynamics. It changed 
slowly because, since, aside from the 
interests of the cultural, financial, or political 
elites, nobody could care less what is 
happening there. Therefore, the periphery 
rarely becomes part of any grand scheme 
of revitalization or improvement (unless 
improvement means demolishing the 
periphery to build expansive offices and 
apartment buildings).

When the periphery did change rapidly 
(illegal building boom and similar phenomena), 
its economy still did not change. Small 
investments in private homes and family 
enterprise were never intended to build 
according to modern urban standards, just 
housing. Therefore, the main objection to 
periphery — that it is not a proper city — mainly 
is due to the lack of communal amenities  
and infrastructure like schools, kindergarten, 
or sewage disposal systems.

In comparison with the modern city, the 
periphery does looks like urban chaos. Very 
often it is illegal on paper. Its cultural 
authenticity is based on clichés, which still 
resonate soundly with the ethnic-religious 
fundamentalism of the 1990s. All in all, seeing 
it from the outside, through a modernist  
lens, it is a form of deep regression. However, 
one should be cautious about labeling 
marginality, especially from the Balkan 
perspective, since the colonial regimes of 
knowledge within which such entities as  
“the West,” “the Balkans,” or the Second 
World are also the product of a modern 
reading of history. Paraphrasing Chakrabarty 
on history, modernity remains the sovereign, 
theoretical subject of all cultures. There  
is a peculiar way in which all other cultures 
tend to become variations on a master 
narrative that could be called “the western 
modernity.” In this sense, any peripheral 
modernity is in a position of subalternity. One 
can only articulate subaltern-peripheral 
modernity in the name of Modernity itself.4

Ironically, maybe the most interesting 
phenomena of today’s urbanity are far 
removed from the interests of professional 

urbanists and their elite institutions. It is at 
the terrains vagues of urban planning — in 
neighborhoods of low- and mid-rise, human 
scale, resilient, and endlessly adaptable 
semi-legal housing — where the greatest 
contradictions of any planned city always 
accumulate. At the margins of Croatian, 
Serbian, or Albanian cities there are 
material testaments that urbanization as  
a planned and controlled activity does  
have its twin reality.

However the freshly improvised vitality of 
these neighborhoods is interesting primarily 
for its social potential, not for its formal 
inventions, which are exhibited all over art 
galleries. It is the capillary social power  
and potential for communal micro-policies 
that make them extremely valuable, 
especially because there already are examples 
of grassroots civil initiatives that operate  
as micro-political governing bodies. Out of  
a natural solidarity, based on a combination  
of existential interests, neighborly love, and 
cultural clichés, inhabitants of those areas 
gather to build sewage systems and erect 
garages for community homes. In a time  
of complete erosion of the political culture 
in the center, this could potentially mean  
the rebirth of authentic, direct democracy on 
the periphery.

Maybe what we are witnessing is not a  
kind of delayed, undeveloped, or unfinished 
modernity, but rather, the fact that urban 
margins are becoming examples of another 
kind of modernity that should be considered 
an integral part of international modernity 
per se, because it is most inherent in it. 

Most cities in Southeastern Europe (SEE) 
follow the global trends of urban planning,  
a fact-based, top-down urban development 
strategy. Using projects done in collabora-
tion with Archis Interventions and local 
planners for Prishtina in Kosovo and Bucharest 
in Romania as examples, I would like to  
show an alternative path to urban planning: 
UWYH - Use What You Have - Urbanism  
of Opportunities.

Today increasing urbanization and changing 
social practices are addressed in two 
separate urban discourses. The existing 
dichotomy between careful, socio-political, 
urban approaches versus fact-based, 
economically driven urban developments 
has widened over the last decade. The urgent 
need to house millions of people around  
the world has led to replications of simple 
urban models and global typologies. 
Shopping malls, office towers, airports, and 
repetitive types of housing are the elements 
of new or expanding cities, regardless of 
their actual problems and potentials. While 
urban planners, architects, and artists  
have rediscovered the city through small- 
scale interventions and local participation, 
large-scale urban developments are 
incapable of incorporating qualities that 
characterize urban life. Alternative culture 
spaces, creative spaces, nondescript 
spaces, flexible and shared spaces are 
required, in order to generate urban qualities 
beyond utilitarian needs.

UWYH - Use What You Have explores the 
potential of associating contemporary urban 
planning strategies with local conditions 
and participants. Top-down planning 
strategies need to be complemented by local 
forces, issues, and activities that will cope 
with the contemporary urban problems that 
manifest under our complex social and 
political conditions. Conversely, bottom-up 
strategies need to be framed so that  
they can inform and guide urban planning 
approaches and provide sustainable 
improvement to our cities. The question 
today is not a technical matter of how  
to “build” a city — it is a cultural, social, and 
political question of how to structure  
urban life.

The top-down planning approach had a long 
tradition prior to the founding of C.I.A.M.,1  
yet the work of C.I.A.M. laid the foundation for  
a fact-based, rational approach to urban 
planning, resulting in a kind of almost Fordist 
production of cities. Radical neglect and  
the substitution of different social practices 

have triggered a counter move by Team 10:2 
adopting daily activities as paradigms for 
urban and architectural developments. Team 
10’s practice of urbanism and architecture 
has followed “as found” design strategies, 
being more rooted in actual urban and 
architectural circumstances than Modernist 
movements are. Many contemporary, 
bottom-up projects can be traced back to 
Team 10 and their thinking. UWYH incorpo-
rates this bottom-up approach and extrapo-
lates the planning process by integrating 
top-down planning strategies.

UWYH’s urban planning discourse consists 
of different combinations of key strategies 
employed in the project for Prishtina, Kosovo, 
and Bucharest, Romania. The following five 
strategies frame the intentions and goals of 
the discourse.

Strategic Typologies/Zones
concentrate urban transformation in specific 
zones or typologies that will have a catalytic 
effect on the surrounding urban environment.

Strategic Planning 
employs established planning strategies 
with social, political, or cultural goals, 
including utilitarian needs, but also going 
beyond them.

Strategic Participation 
employs local inhabitants as urban produc-
ers, critics, and consumers. They are  
the engines of urbanity and need urban 
planners, architects, or designers to provide 
spaces in which to realize opportunities. 

Strategic Legislation 
takes advantage of ways to change, amend, 
or add laws and regulations to achieve social, 
political, or cultural goals.

Strategic Accumulation 
allows a bottom-up process, where a number 
of events, activities or spaces amass, either 
over time or in different locations, and create 
a critical momentum to make the project 
successful.

These five strategies provide the core of 
action for “UWYH - Use What You Have.”  
For any of these strategies to be successful,  
the project needs a precise urban, social, 
cultural and political analysis in order to 
identify problems, potential, and the forces 
driving the particular urban situation.

Legalization of Informal  
Buildings, Prishtina (Kosovo) 
2006 – 20113

Production of informal buildings since  
1999 has led to excessive urban problems  
in Prishtina. Today, more than 75% of  
the buildings in Prishtina have been built 
without any type of permit. This bottom-up 
building production has been paralleled  
by the top-down design of regulatory plans 
for the main areas of Prishtina. These  
plans only incorporate legal buildings and 
were obsolete by the time they were  
drawn. After the war in 1999 the private 
sector catered to the housing shortage  
by constructing informal buildings, while  
the city of Prishtina has stimulated the 
development of global typologies through  
a strategic plan, which incorporates  
a high-rise zone for offices, hotels, and 
shopping malls. While this top-down 
planning strategy was underway, we started 
our work to legalize the informal buildings  
in 2005, with the goal of bridging the  
gap between the city’s top-down urban 
developments and the inhabitants’ bottom-
up construction projects.

On our first encounter with the urban system 
of Prishtina, it became evident that most 
buildings did not conform to existing building 
regulations. Under these regulations, most 
buildings had to be demolished or substantial-
ly rebuilt, turning most parts of the city into  
a blank slate. Surely, destroying capital and 
burdening the majority of inhabitants could 
not be the solution. Instead, we decided to use 
what the city had and explore the opportuni-
ties provided by the existing situation.

The strategies we employed included 
strategic legalization as the main incentive; 
strategic typologies comprising an 
analytical framework and basis for strategic 
legalization; strategic participation as a  
tool for communication and inclusion; and 

UWYH -  
Use What You Have

Wilfried Hackenbroich

Towards an Urbanism of  
Opportunities 

4  Dispesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: 
Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press 2000, p. 27).

1  Congrès internationaux d’architecture moderne –  
C.I.A.M. (International Congresses of Modern Architec-
ture). From 1928 to 1959 this group of architects and 
urban planners conducted conferences around the 
world to develop and explore the Modernist movement.
2  Team 10 was a group of architects responsible  
for the organization of the 10th th C.I.A.M. congress in 
1956. The members of this group had already taken a 
critical position toward C.I.A.M. at the 9th conference 
and initiated the dissolution of C.I.A.M. In the following 
years the group expanded and is known for its alternative 
urban and architectural approach.
3  Team: Archis Interventions / Prishtina (Florina Jerliu, 
Visar Geci, Vlora Navakazi), Archis Interventions/SEE 
(Kai Vöckler, Thilo Fuchs), Hackenbroich Architekten 
(Wilfried Hackenbroich)
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finally, strategic planning, to provide a 
direction for development in the city of 
Prishtina and to integrate legalized 
buildings into the official urban planning 
process.

To understand Prishtina’s urban system,  
we employed strategic typologies as an 
analytical tool to identify prototypical 
problems of the informal buildings and to 
develop a framework for adequate action. 
We singled out major typologies, such as  
the informal suburban housing built accord-
ing to building regulations, but without 
construction permits with a total lack of 
public infrastructure. Inner city buildings 
exceeded by far the maximum floor area, had 
limited fire escape routes, were set too  
close to neighboring buildings, in many cases, 
the buildings covered more than ninety 
percent of the plot. Instead of paring back 
the size of the buildings, we strove for  
a regulatory solution that would ensure 
security and quality of life, with minimal 
building alterations. Informal roof extensions 
on socialist housing blocks also exceeded 
the maximum permissible floor area, but  
even more cleverly, exceeded the structural 
capacity of the original building. As far  
as this type of building was concerned, it 
was evident that safety and structure  
had to be re-evaluated. 

The typological approach enabled us to 
understand the given situation, as well as the 
principles required in order to develop initial 
solutions to the major problems and define 
characteristics that ought to be preserved.

In order to legalize the informal housing stock 
in Prishtina, we had to include strategic 
legislation and develop legal guidelines for 
solving the existing urban and building 
problems. In our Manual for Legalization we 
developed simplified building regulations 
with graphics of the requirements for the 
building. Legalisation provided benefits and 
incurred obligations for both the owner  
and the city, and also made it possible to 
address urban issues. We developed a simple 
equation: through legalization, owners  
were assured of their ownership and had to 
pay property and land taxes, while the  
city garnered more tax revenues and had  
to provide adequate public infrastructure. 
The manual became the basis for the 
legalization law in 2010 and is now officially 
on the books.

Implementing the manual meant more than 
dealing with the legal aspects. To make this 

transformation successful, a broad swath  
of stakeholders in the city had to be 
persuaded to accept it. We used strategic 
participation to generate two-way 
communication involving local authorities, 
professionals, academics, property owners, 
and the general public. Tools for communi-
cation included expanding building capacity 
through student projects and workshops; 
professional awareness through an 
international conference, public awareness 
through newspapers and other publications; 
nationwide awareness through a TV  
show produced exclusively to support the 
legalization process and increase local 
participation through public discussions, 
and workshops with the various owners.

Legalizing the informal buildings solved  
the problems generated by the bottom-up 
building activities. Nevertheless, these 
buildings were still disconnected from the 
top-down urban planning of the city’s 
strategic plan and regulatory plans. Since 
the legalization process retained most  
of the informal buildings, the regulatory plans 
needed substantial revision, in order to 
integrate the buildings constructed in the 
previous dozen years. By making the 
informal buildings part of the future planning, 
legalization actually turned informal building 
activities into a form of participatory urbanism.

The regulatory plans were developed 
separately, and the strategic plan did not 
provide an urban and economic vision  
for the city, which made the urban planning 
of Prishtina questionable. To ensure that the 
regulatory plans were revised to include 
effective and sustainable strategies from the 
bottom up and top down, it became 
necessary to apply strategic planning and 
define the direction of city development on 
economic, social, urban, and cultural levels.

Strategic planning was our last project phase 
and again we applied the logic of UWYH  
by using what was already planned and built, 
as well as understanding what was really 
needed to stimulate the city and make the 
existing planning relevant.

The city of Prishtina has little potential to 
generate future development. The city is of 
little value to tourism, and has only a few 
international businesses, mostly regional 
trade, and a high unemployment rate. Still, 
sixty percent of the population in Prishtina  
is under the age of 25, and combined with 
the established state university and the 
increasing number of private universities, 

there is evidently huge potential for the city’s 
future. Additionally, as the capital of Kosovo, 
Prishtina stands for national identity and 
history, important aspects essential to future 
development.

In order to relate the main issues of youth, 
history, national identity, education, and 
economy in a dynamic way, we developed 
three strategic typologies. These typologies 
are placed at crucial points in the inner city 
to form a network of otherwise unrelated 
places. Programmatically, these typologies 
facilitate exchanges and relationships 
among youth, history, national identity, 
education, and economy. To achieve  
this kind of exchange, the main incentive 
must be to support non-academic education 
and youth entrepreneurship. Typologies 
included housing for young entrepreneurs 
and students with minimally equipped 
apartments and collective functions; the 
incubator, enabling entrepreneurship  
by offering small office spaces, information 
services, collective office functions, and 
financial support; and finally, the public 
community center, offering education 
outside the academic realm via a news and 
information center, along with a café  
and a small exhibition and performance 
space. In terms of space, these typologies 
are points of attraction and enhance 
exchanges in the city center, while at the 
same time forming a bridge to neighboring 
districts of the city. 

These three typologies work on social, 
educational, cultural, and economic levels  
to bring the city’s youth into a position  
where they can participate in and contribute 
to the economic development of the city 
and stimulate growth of local businesses 
and investments, independent of global 
capital. This growth will eventually make 
top-down planning of global typologies 
valuable to local business, and therefore it 
will also become sustainable.

Throughout the different stages of the 
project we synchronised and empowered 
independent urban and economic develop-
ments in the city. By following the dis-
course of UWYH, we needed only minimal  
investments to achieve maximum effects.

Magic Blocks –  
Behind the Concrete Curtain

Bucharest, Romania  
2009–20104

The urban fabric of Bucharest is strongly 
influenced by the socialist housing block, as 
are the majority of post-socialist cities. But  
in Bucharest’s case, the housing blocks were 
not only built on a kind of tabula rasa, they 
were also built along the existing boulevards. 
Apartment blocks, eight to twelve stories 
high, entirely transformed the existing fabric 
of one- to two-story houses. The slab 
buildings were like a concrete curtain, framing 
large areas of low-density housing and 
giving the boulevards a dense, urban 
appearance, while protecting the green, 
suburban setting behind them.

Today, socialist collective housing is privatized 
and low-density housing is intact and highly 
valued. In the process of privatization, only 
individual apartments changed ownership, 
while the land remained city property, leaving  
a no-man’s-land of public space between the 
buildings. The city of Bucharest still is 
incapable of maintaining or developing this 
no-man’s-land. The devastation of these 
areas is accelerated by the unrelated 
juxtaposition of high-rise apartments and low- 
density housing. Bucharest has focused its 
attention on planning the city center from the 
top-down, major infrastructure, and new 
commercial centers involving global types of 
structures, such as high-rise offices, shopping 
malls, and hotels. In 2007, after the global 
financial crisis, it became evident that this 
development had tied the city to global forces, 
leaving the existing local potential behind. 

When we started our investigation in  
2007, in cooperation with Archis Interven-
tions and local planners, the city ran a 
façade renovation program, offering thermal 
insulation and plastic windows for socialist 
housing blocks. Minimal improvements  
had been made along the boulevards, and 
private property owners had renovated their 
houses. The public space behind the 
concrete curtains remained untouched and 
derelict. A substantial part of Bucharest 
suffers from this condition, and we decided 
to develop a prototypical solution for  
this condition along the Calea Mosilor.

Within the context of UWYH we used 
strategic typologies to identify prototypical 
situations; we also developed strategic 
zones to frame strategic legislation to 
address development problems, strategic 
planning to reconfigure and reprogram  
the abandoned spaces, and strategic 
participation for research, communication, 
and initiation. Our goal was to go beyond 
the simple beautification of public space  
in order to reactivate the abandoned areas 
behind the slab buildings. 

Through strategic typologies, we identified 
particular sets of problems for five prototypi-
cal situations. Besides the individual 
solutions each of them needed, a common 
factor in all of the areas was that private 
properties facing the residual space were 
underdeveloped. Consequently, we devel-
oped strategic zones of two kinds: an 
intervention zone, where planning was 
needed; and a buffer zone, where private 
investment was necessary. Private invest-
ment was stimulated through strategic 
legislation, allowing higher building density 
in the buffer zone. The intervention zone  
was transformed to improve public spaces 
for the apartments and to provide high- 
quality conditions for private investments. 
Looking at the buffer zone in relation to  
the entire city, it has the potential to become 
a huge development area. Its proximity  
to Bucharest’s main roads ensures good 
accessibility to the buffer zone from most  
of the city. Furthermore, an active buffer 
zone absorbs the existing development 
pressure in low-density areas, providing 
them with protection from existing and 
destructive building activities.

In order to resolve the various problems  
of each prototypical situation, we used 
strategic planning to reorganize and 
reprogram the open spaces and usages  
in the intervention zone. We introduced 
distinctions between public and semi-public 
spaces, reorganizing existing activities  
and injecting new activities. Shortcomings, 
such as neighborhood parking problems, 
lack of social infrastructure, limited 
accessibility, and dilapidated public spaces, 
were also addressed in the planning, leading  
to economically interesting possibilities for 
developments in the buffer zone.

In the next step of the project, we used 
strategic participation to raise awareness in 
the professional field by producing an 
exhibition. To address the local public in the 
neighborhood and to test our strategic 

planning, we realized a set of small-scale 
interventions, which explored re-programming 
and re-organizing abandoned spaces. With 
minimal means, we were able to engage  
the inhabitants, received valuable feedback, 
and paved the way for a prototypical project, 
so that we could realize our strategies on  
a larger scale. This step has yet to be taken, 
but it should trigger a transformation of  
the concrete curtains throughout Bucharest.

The UWYH discourse is not a substitute for 
existing urban planning strategies; it is a 
guiding principle for employing strategies and 
tools as efficiently as possible, offering a 
much-needed expansion of existing practice. 
UWYH connects projects to local conditions 
and solves gridlock problems. It stimulates 
local activity, so that it can be effective in 
the local and global contexts alike.

While top-down projects demand extensive 
financial resources and political power  
to position them in the market, the UWYH 
strategies are effective with minimal 
resources. Acceptance by users and markets 
is far higher, and stimulation of the local 
market leads to sustainable, lasting develop-
ments. The combination of top-down and 
bottom-up urban strategies maximizes 
benefits for the city. Global capital, interna-
tional business, and international urban 
practices can be incorporated into the city, 
while promoting local participants and 
businesses. When it comes to building 
urban environments, UWYH represents  
a crucial discourse.

4  Team: Zeppelin (Cosmina Goagea, Constantin 
Goagea, Ştefan Ghenciulescu), Point 4 (Justin 
Baroncea, Carmen Popescu), Archis Interventions/ 
SEE (Kai Vöckler), Hackenbroich Architekten  
(Wilfried Hackenbroich)

UWYH – Use What You Have



CROATIA

ITALY

AUSTRIA

HUNGARY

SLOVAKIA

CZECH R
EPUBLIK

POLAND

BOSNIA
 A

ND

HERZEGOVIN
A 

MONTENEGRO

SERBIA

KOSOVO

ALBANIA
MACEDONIA

BULGARIA

TURKEY 

CYPRUS

ROMANIA

MOLDOVA

UKRAIN
E

GREECE

SLOVENIA

26 27

Why Do We Need Architects and Urbanists?
Civil Society, Urban Transformation and the Role of the Expert

EXPEDITIO, Kotor
Archis Interventions, Prishtina

Zeppelin, Bucharest

Co-PLAN, Tirana

Pulska Grupa, Pula

Platforma 981, Zagreb/Split
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How was the political and social situation in 
your country and specifically in your city, 
when you and your colleagues started the 
initiative?

The initial point and conceptual kick-off 
came from anxiety that we felt already  
as students. It was a pretty abstract anxiety, 
but nevertheless, we felt it had to do with  
the missing link between the urban reality 
of bigger cities (Zagreb, Split, Rijeka) and 
what was thought in architectural school. 
That’s how we made up joke about the 9,81 
(little “g” of gravity constant) in our name.  
It was a joke about the system of architectural 
education and architectural discourse in 
general that basically taught us laws that 
practically did not exist outside the school.  
It was as if someone was telling you that you 
could fly, while there are forces of gravity 
whose existence nobody would admit to. 
Forces like political transformations, the 
inability of urban regulations to deal with 
new economic realities, radical cultural 
shifts in housing lifestyles and everyday 
practices, transformation of the public 
sphere, and so on. Even though we tried to 
learn our lessons, read all of the articles 
 in polished design magazines, and listened 
carefully to what older colleagues from  
the architectural society were saying, our 
architectural knowledge melted away like 
ice-cream the minute we stepped out onto 
the street or opened the daily papers.

At the beginning of 1990s the scene was 
pretty closed, but the real problems started 
when it began opening up to contemporary 
influences without any critical distance. It 
was a time when architectural debate moved 
toward the concept of “second modernity” 
and “super modernity,” which was mainly 
introduced by Dutch authors. The Croatian 
architectural scene was strongly influenced 
by figures like Herman Hertzberger or later 
Rem Koolhaas, and the young generations 
that developed in OMA’s incubator. Unfortu-
nately, Croatian architects always read 
foreign contemporaries on a formal level. 
Without the opportunity to apply ideas  
to local conditions, reflections were rare  
and did not take society into consideration. 
That is why our practice was always  
more discursive than formal or material. We 
opened up space for communication  
for those “other” discourses, so they could 
come together and be heard. It was an 

open space, a flat platform. At the  
very beginning we were organizers of this 
discursive practice, more hosts than 
producers. It took us about three years to 
start producing ourselves. I guess the 
production was impossible until we articulat-
ed what it meant to perform architecture,  
and we had to realize that architectural effects 
could be achieved through very unusual 
practices that sometimes had nothing to do 
with design as we know it today.

What is your main reason for forming an 
initiative/organization? What do you want to 
achieve with it? Who is your target group?

I guess we wanted to imagine a space  
for freedom, where we could practice ideas 
outside of the clichés and norms of 
architectural practice as we knew it. I also 
think the reason was to escape the “feeling 
lonely” syndrome that all of us, as individuals, 
felt in the world of architecture, which started 
losing critical voices, where everything 
became possible and everything was turning 
into its complete opposite and nobody 
minded. Platforma 9,81 was a space where 
we could invite others to join us. We tried  
to leave it as open as we could — not only 
because we wanted others to join, but also 
because we needed space for ourselves. 

Seeing it from today’s perspective, I really 
think it was a semi-conscious political act, 
because pretty soon (after we stopped 
being just a bunch of students gathering in 
the attic of the faculty building) we decided 
to take on an organizational shape that 
formed clear ideological assumptions about 
the relationship between architecture and 
society, about citizens’ rights and spatial 
justice, about the whole renaissance idea 
of authorship, the architect as universal  
man, etc. At the time we were all students,  
so many of our activities started spreading 
among the student population and the 
young architects’ scene. We resisted the 
establishment, and of course, the young 
population liked it. Today our target is the 
general public. When it comes to projects 
that we do with neighborhoods, then we 
focus on those micro-situations.

With whom do you work, who supports you? 
How are your relationships to governmental 
bodies and the private commercial sector?

We rarely work with the private and commer-
cial sector, and until recently we worked 
almost exclusively on projects that were 
funded by either governmental or foreign 

foundations. Finally, we managed to establish 
partnerships with local municipalities, so  
we have a couple of extensive urban studies 
and design projects in our portfolio. The 
most practical projects are done for civil 
initiatives and organizations, which are  
our most faithful partners. It is not a client- 
architect relationship in the strict sense, 
because we basically work together in all 
phases, and the process of learning goes 
both ways.

What can we learn for the future from your 
experience? What is your advice to 
architects, planners, and others who are 
dealing with urban development? How  
do you see the role of the expert?

Our work is constantly changing. It is hardly 
possible to transfer operative technical 
knowledge from situation to situation, 
because we are never working alone. We 
have many collaborators, and each time 
there is a new social contingent and new 
actors in space. Nevertheless, there are  
few foundational points in our work. 

We do active and socially engaged research 
of transitional phenomena, which have 
corresponding implications for territory. It 
is impossible to develop an architectural 
discourse without constantly mapping urban 
situations — primarily because, for an 
architect, it is crucial to understand the 
different interests and antagonisms that 
shape today’s urbanity. Second, we  
are devoted to the concept of spatial justice, 
which is still a pretty vague conglomerate 
of topics, like even distribution of land  
and resources, civil participation in architectur-
al design and urban policies, and environ-
mentally intelligent and socially sustainable 
urbanization.

Third, we do obsessive research into  
new types of communal spaces. We think 
that the rapid transformation of the  
public sphere and the weakening of political 
culture require that there be spaces for  
new, authentic, and contemporary social 
experiences.

Platforma 9,81 Institute for Research  
in Architecture 

Invisible Zagreb

Invisible Zagreb is a project whose goal  
is to investigate the spatial implications of 
contemporary culture and the empow- 
ering effects of architectural knowledge when 
made available for public use and free 
interpretation. The project addresses sup- 
pressed political aspects of urban planning. 
Spatial implications of cultural policy  
are examined through the possibility of 
physical planning and actual inhabiting  
of the city. This activity is particularly 
present at places and zones marked on  
the Invisible Zagreb Map. The map indicates 
places that are now devoid of their former 
social functions, thus opening up possibili-
ties for negotiating new functions as 
community places. By temporarily occupying 
these places, Invisible Zagreb is enabling  
the non-institutional cultural scene to claim 
new sites for cultural production.

Location: Zagreb, Croatia
Foundation year: 1998
Structure: non-profit organization
Members: architects

Focus: exploring spatial and urban implica-
tions of shifting political, economic, and 
cultural identities; developing new methods 
in architectural practice, using cross-disci-
plinary educational and research networks. 
The organization promotes new urban 
research techniques and activism through 
public events, mass media and educational 
programs.

Approach: spatial implications of contem-
porary public and cultural spaces (Invisible 
Zagreb); transformations of physical 
structure of the public domain and collective 
housing typologies (SuperPrivate); urban 
phenomena of tourist development on 
Adriatic coast (Tourist Transformations); 
cultural inter-disciplinary and tactical 
networking (Zagreb Cultural Capital of 
Europe 3000); models of participatory urban 
planning and bottom-up development at 
seven locations on the Adriatic coast 
(Croatian Archipelago – New Light Houses), 
strategic urban planning and development 
studies for local municipalities.

Zagreb 2000

Set-up for a Zagreb salon of young artists:  
the organizers wanted to change the usual 
linear set-up, so the whole exhibition was 
moved outside of the museum. It was decided 
to use 16,000 square meters of a fair pavilion 
in a part of town with no cultural facilities. 
The set-up was built from the wrecked 
machinery of bankrupt building companies 
and industrial containers bombed as  
they traveled through Bosnia. Construction 
components were transported by the 
Croatian military and the whole process of 
organizing the exhibition turned into a 
negotiation between artists and military 
bureaucrats.

The main idea behind the set-up was to use 
a big, air-conditioned space for producing  
a temporary cultural biotope, mixing art with 
independent urban culture. 

Organizing cultural events in empty spaces

Interview
with Marko Sančanin, Dinko Peračić,  
Miranda Veljačić

Portrait

Zagreb and Split, Croatia
www.platforma981.hr

Invisible Zagreb was operating as an “illegal non-profit 
real estate” agency, having more data about public 
ownership than the municipality. The map of Invisible 
Zagreb: 66 locations, approximately 1.4 million  
square meters.
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Labin – Underground City

Labin – Underground City was an extensive 
strategic development platform created 
through research, architecture, urban 
programming and design, facilitation work, 
urban negotiation, cultural programming, 
consultancy, and administrative support.
Client was the Municipality of Labin, an 
Istrian coal-mining city that was once a 
center of the largest network of coal mines  
in the region. Within three years, more  
than 200 km of underground coal-mine 
infrastructure, with its respective above
ground ground facilities, became the focal 
point of the project, which involved 
redirecting development toward new tourist 
technologies, and the development of 
cultural heritage through innovative cultural 
practices and local production.
The project was initiated as part of the 
Croatian Archipelago – New Light Houses, 
which started in 2005, a partnership 
between the Berlage Institute and the 
Croatian Association of Architects. 
Platforma 9,81 coordinated NGO activity  
at seven locations on the Adriatic coast.

Platforma 9,81
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Interview
with Florina Jerliu 

How was the political and social situation in 
your country and specifically in your city, 
when you and your colleagues started the 
initiative?

The Archis Interventions initiatives in Prishtina 
commenced in late 2006 — that is, about 
seven years after the war in Kosovo. At that 
time, Prishtina had already almost doubled 
in terms of its population, and its urban 
boundaries expended accordingly. Although 
the new state institutions, and hence, the 
local administration in Prishtina, were put in 
place together with the international bodies 
responsible for Kosovo’s reconstruction and 
democratization per se, the postwar 
transition has proven to be complex, long, 
and not always successful; one of the failures 
of the governing bodies (local institutions 
and UNMIK) on the local level during the last 
decade was the disregard for urban 
transformation, which ran wild, coupled with 
mismanagement in city planning. Although 
the new master plan for Prishtina was 
adopted in 2004 (that is, four years after this 
transformation had begun), unguided urban 
development remained unchecked. 
Furthermore, the city administration was not 
efficient in delivering the urban regulatory 
plans that were supposed to be derived from 
the 2004 plan, and their prime purpose 
became the issuance of building permits, 
rather than urban regulation. Hence, parts  
of Prishtina yet not covered by such plans 
were developing simultaneously. New 
buildings erected without building permits 
in these areas would be constantly ignored 
in the planning process. By 2006, about  
75% of Prishtina’s territory was considered 
to have developed illegally. Illegal buildings 
became a reality that one could not ignore, 
and their integration into the planning 
process became inevitable. 

What is your main reason for forming an 
initiative/organization? What do you want to 
achieve with it? Who is your target group?

It was the very moment that we identified back 
in 2006, when our initiative went into operation. 
Even though two years had passed since the 
adoption of the master plan for Prishtina 
(namely, the “Strategic Plan: Urban 
Development of Prishtina 2004 – 2020+”), 
the planning process was segmental and slow, 
while builders were way too mobilized,  
fast, impatient, and in many cases, negligent 
about laws and regulations. Having 

acknowledged this, we aimed to disclose 
and disseminate the magnitude and nature 
of the illegal building problems, and to 
initiate a new turning point in the planning 
process, by dealing directly with the 
problem, rather than ignoring it and hoping 
that the plans themselves, whenever they 
might be adopted over the years, would 
“erase” buildings erected without permits, 
and fix the urban space in Prishtina.  
Archis Interventions/Prishtina’s main goal  
is therefore to intervene in the process of 
city planning, as well as to mediate between 
the city’s public institutions and private 
interests.

With whom do you work, who supports you? 
How are your relationships to governmental 
bodies and the private commercial sector?

We work closely with the Municipality of 
Prishtina, and this enables us to devise 
strategies and propose plans and project 
timelines, which must be approved by  
the local administration, on one hand, and 
on the other hand, by our local, regional,  
and international experts, who participate  
in our joint workshops. This cooperation 
ensures a wider dissemination of our initiative 
throughout local governmental bodies  
and the commercial sector in Prishtina.

Our activities basically consist of workshops, 
and the production of workshops results in  
a variety of study papers and guidelines; we 
have been continuously supported by ERSTE 
Foundation, ECF, FES, and the Municipality  
of Prishtina.

What can we learn for the future from your 
experience? What is your advice to 
architects and planners, and others who  
are dealing with urban development?  
How do you see the role of the expert?

After the war, architects and planners, like 
the majority of other professionals in 
Kosovo, were finally free to develop their 
businesses and seek better incomes. 
Therefore, job opportunities with low salaries 
in institutions were generally not attractive. 
As a result, newly formed institutions ended 
up with rather low professional capabilities 
on one hand, and on the other hand, experts —  
who tended to act individually through  
their businesses — failed to consolidate and 
act as a factor by providing their expertise 
from outside the institutions. The lesson that 
one might learn from this situation is that, 
ideally, experts should directly engage in 
decision-making institutions, although  

this mission is very work-intensive and 
sometimes not rewarding in terms  
of individual, short-term benefits. Also, 
engagement in associations is vital in  
terms of ensuring that an environment for 
professional standards be put in place.

In the case of Prishtina, the combination  
of these two scenarios would have most 
probably led to better planning and 
management of urban space, in contrast  
to what we observe today. However, there  
is one other scenario, which we — Archis 
Interventions/Prishtina — brought in: a model 
of how to work in transitional processes of 
urban development, which has proven 
successful over the long run. Ultimately,  
it means that there must be competent 
groups of experts, and new agendas need  
to be introduced in an environment of 
cooperation and mutual understanding and 
recognition, involving all parties in the  
urban development process.

Portrait

Location: Prishtina, Kosovo
Foundation year: 2005
Structure: non-profit NGO

Members: architects, urban planners,  
and urbanists
www.seenetwork.org

Archis Interventions and Kosavar architects 
and town planners began their cooperation 
in Prishtina in 2005 by co-founding a local NGO. 

Focus: Following deployment of KFOR 
troops in Kosovo in 1999, a boom in 
unregulated construction set in and the 
population of Prishtina tripled within a  
very short time. Indeed, it was impossible  
to obtain a building permit at all until 2006. 
Such illegal building activity ultimately 
destroyed large areas of the city — some 
seventy-five percent of its original urban 
structure was deformed. Amateur building 
ventures have given rise to considerable 
public safety issues and social conflict. In 
addition, they have radically limited access  
to what were previously public spaces, and 
seriously overtaxed the already inadequate 
urban infrastructure and public amenities. 

Aim: To develop a concept to legalize those 
buildings erected illegally since 1999 as well  
as a concept that will bring urban develop-
ment in line with adequate standards, and  
to formulate a pilot project as well.

Archis Interventions /
Prishtina

Approach: To analyze existing structures  
in the city and develop solutions to current 
problems. To formulate a communications 
strategy and thereby involve various local 
media, as a means to foster public debate 
and mobilize local policymakers. To develop 
an implementation strategy in cooperation 
with the local administration and politicians. 

Achievements to date (2011):
Following a public debate held in Prishtina, 
urban development became the crucial 
issue in the run-up to mayoral elections.  
The legalization concept formulated in 
cooperation with the city administration laid 
the groundwork for a resolution on legaliza-
tion made by the Municipality of Prishtina 
(City Council) in July 2009, which provoked 
public debate and positive media feedback.  
A TV series dealing with legalization issues  
launched at the same time as the new 
legislation was adopted. An urban vision 
was drafted. Local professionals and 
politicians were encouraged to participate  
in public discussions. The issue was integrat-
ed into international urban discourse.

Cooperation: Municipality of Prishtina 

Collaborators: Hackenbroich Architekten 
(Berlin), Co-PLAN (Tirana)

Archis Interventions in Prishtina 
Documentary film by Luise 
Donschen, August 2009
The film documents the activities of Archis 
Interventions/Prishtina in 2009. Kai Vöckler, 
program director of Archis Interventions/
Southeastern Europe, explains the main 
principles of the Archis strategy in the region. 
Archis Interventions/ Prishtina organized a 
workshop on illegal construction in Prishtina 
in March 2009, with the aim of developing a 
strategic concept (a manual), which would 
enable institutions to respond to the ongoing 
process of dealing with informal building. 
Florina Jerliu, co-founder of Archis Interven-
tions/Prishtina, explains the most important 
aspects of this issue. A public campaign 
designed by Archis Interventions/Prishtina 
will accompany the process of regulating 
informal construction (including legalization 
of existing buildings), which is scheduled  
to begin in January 2010. Public presentations 
and a media campaign — including an 
eight-part TV series produced in collabora-
tion with Pixels Productions, Prishtina —  
will raise public awareness of aspects such 
as safety regulations, the need for public 
infrastructures and amenities, and the 
impact of informal building on the commu-
nity — and will hopefully help to eradicate 
informal building.

The film documents the production of  
the first episode of the TV series, as explained 
by Visar Geci, co-founder of Archis Interven-
tions/Prishtina and a renowned TV star in 
Kosovo. The film ends with a statement by 
Dr. Isa Mustafa, the Mayor of Prishtina, 
regarding the forthcoming legalization process 
and the workshop organized in October in 
collaboration with Archis Interventions, the  
aim of which was to develop an “Urban Vision  
for Prishtina”.

Prishtina, Kosovo
www.seenetwork.org

ARCHIS
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Perast projects

We can say that Perast, a town in Boka 
Kotorska and one of the most charismatic 
sites in Montenegro, is responsible for the 
creation of EXPEDITIO. Although EXPEDITIO 
has carried out numerous projects related  
to other localities in Boka Kotorska and a 
wider area, many people still recognize us  
by our first projects conducted in Perast. 

Impressed by the town’s beauty and the 
strength of its spirit, and aware of the threats 
that the town is exposed to, we organized  
a student summer school of architecture in 
Perast in 1997. This was the first project- 
expedition that we conducted. The town 
inspired us and it resulted in a publication 
and exhibition on Perast entitled Three 
Hundred Years of Solitude.

This was followed by an international 
architectural workshop on the topic of 
“Revitalization of the Town of Perast,” which 
was another step further on the path  
first taken with the research conducted the 
previous year.

After that, our work extended to creating  
an urban project on Perast, organizing 
exhibitions and conducting numerous smaller 
projects aimed at promoting Perast and 
raising awareness about its values. We also 
organized three volunteer restoration  
work camps in Perast.
EXPEDITIO helped a local organization, the 
Society of Friends of Perast, to recommence  
its activities. Today, they are one of important 
initiators of various activities in the town.

Interview
with Aleksandra Kapetanović,  
Biljana Gligorić and Tatjana Rajić 

How was the political and social situation  
in your country and specifically in your city, 
when you and your colleagues started  
the initiative?

The winter/spring of 1996 – 1997 was a time 
of dramatic change in the former Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia. During that period, 
university students from across the country 
took part in the six-month-long students’ 
protests against the regime of then Serbian 
President Slobodan Milosevic. Inspired by 
the positive energy of these demonstrations, 
six of us, students in our final year at the 
University of Belgrade’s Faculty of Architec-
ture, came together to found a non-govern-
mental organization, EXPEDITIO. We believed 
that we could not practice our profession 
without taking an active part in creating 
change. It was the moment to shape our society.

What is your main reason for forming an 
initiative/organization? What do you want to 
achieve with it? Who is your target group?

EXPEDITIO is dedicated to improving the 
architecture and planning in Montenegro 
and the region. Over the last fourteen years, 
EXPEDITIO has promoted sustainable 
development in Montenegro and throughout 
the Balkan region. We advocated for develop-
ment that takes into account the needs 
of local people instead of just the interests 
of private companies. To further this mission, 
EXPEDITIO conducts research and studies, 
workshops, and public advocacy in the fields 
of architecture, cultural heritage, urban 
planning, and green building. EXPEDITIO also 
works to increase cooperation among 
citizens, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), and the public and private sectors.
EXPEDITIO also participates in the South 
East European Heritage Network (SEEH), 
an association of non-governmental 

organizations in the Balkan region dedicated 
to cultural heritage protection.

Our target groups are various: architects  
and professionals in spatial planning, civil 
engineering, students, local and state 
institutions, youth, etc.

With whom do you work, who supports you?

EXPEDITIO has an extensive network of local 
and international collaborators in different 
fields. We cooperate with non-governmental 
organizations from Montenegro, former 
Yugoslav countries, South East Europe, the 
Mediterranean region, Western Europe,  
as well as some other parts of the world (the 
USA, Canada, and Singapore, for example). 
So far, numerous local and international 
donors have supported our work (Municipal-
ity of Kotor, Ministry for Spatial Planning and 
Environment of Montenegro, Ministry of 
Tourism of Montenegro, Ministry of Culture, 
Sports and Media of Montenegro, Parliament 
of Montenegro, Rockefeller Brothers Fund, 
the EU Delegation of the European Union to 
Montenegro, European Agency for Recon-
struction, the EU European Movement in 
Serbia - European Integration Fund, UNDP, 
USAID/ORT, Map, USAID/IRD, SIDA - Swedish 
 International Development Cooperation 
Agency, FOSI - Foundation Open Society 
Institute, Regional Environmental Center  
for Central and Eastern Europe (REC), 
Cultural Heritage without Borders (CHwB), 
European Cultural Foundation (ECF),  
PHILIA - Association of Multiethnic Cities  
of Southeast Europe, and The Embassy of 
Netherlands in Belgrade.

How are your relationships to governmental 
bodies and the private commercial sector?

We cooperate with various municipalities and 
governmental bodies in Montenegro. We 
have collaborated with the municipalities of 
Kotor, Tivat, and Herceg Novi in several 
projects so far. We submit comments and 
take part in public hearings related to 
different local and national planning and 
strategic documents that are drawn up. A 
representative of EXPEDITIO has often been  
a member of working groups formed by the  
Ministry of Culture of Montenegro responsible 
for conducting studies for several built 
heritage sites in Montenegro (Preliminary 
Technical Assessment – PTA- for the 
reconstruction and renovation of the Winter 
Palace of King Nikola in Rijeka Crnojevića; 
PTA for three fortresses on Skadar Lake). 
Another representative is a member and vice 

president of the National Council for 
Sustainable Development of Montenegro. 
EXPEDITIO has been engaged by the 
Ministry for Spatial Planning and Environment 
to prepare, in cooperation with ATLAS TV 
from Podgorica, a series of 35 short  
TV programs focusing on the topic of “My 
Town-My Home.” The programs aim at 
raising awareness among the citizens of 
Montenegro for the principles of sustain-
able development, in as far as they 
concern living in towns. EXPEDITIO has 
successfully cooperated with the Office  
for Sustainable Development.

What can we learn for the future from  
your experience? What is your advice to 
architects, planners, and others who 
are dealing with urban development? How 
do you see the role of the expert?

EXPEDITIO was formed in specific circum-
stances, when we were not able to practice 
our profession in the way we thought right, 
because the entire social environment was 
in a chaotic situation. That is why our 
developmental path is the result of specific 
social conditions. Experience has taught  
us that today an architect can have a role that 
goes beyond the traditional notion of this 
profession, i.e. that he/she can have an 
educational and awareness-raising position 
and be an active factor in social changes.

Portrait

Location: Kotor, Montenegro
Foundation year: 1997
Structure: non-profit NGO

Members: founded by architects;  
five full-time employed; 400 members

Focus: encouraging sustainable spatial 
development, as well as enhancing urban 
and rural areas in Montenegro through 
activity in the fields of architecture, urban 
planning, town planning, environmental 
protection, and civil sector development.

Approach: promotion of sustainable 
development, green building, modern trends  
in architecture, urban and town planning; 
organization of scientific, expert, and 
research projects (publications, workshops, 
work camps, campaigns, exhibitions, 
round-tables, discussions, lectures, seminars).

The area of Montenegro, covering only 
13,812 square kilometers and with about 

Kotor, Montenegro 
www.expeditio.org

680,000 inhabitants, is characterized by 
exceptional natural values, diverse natural 
phenomena, and layers of cultural heritage. 
However, current processes in Montenegro 
bring about uncontrolled changes in space 
and the fast transformation of the cultural 
landscape, influenced by different factors, 
among which are: the lack of development 
strategy, a rapid and large influx of capital 
and investments, an inappropriate planning 
system, and inadequate construction/
architecture. However, it is characteristic of 
Montenegro that its non-governmental 
sector is active; civil engagement/public 
participation becomes important in the 
ongoing processes; different projects, 
campaigns, reactions in media, petitions, 
public discussions, and appeals are made  
by local NGOs and supported by foreign 
organizations.

EXPEDITIO  
Center for Sustainable 
Spatial Development

Billboard of the campaign ‘Look Around – Think  
About Space’ placed in front of the parliament  
in Montenegro.

Exhibition of the photo competition, intended for 
citizens of Montenegro, on the topic ‘The most 
beautiful and the most unattractive view of my town’.

Restoration work camps in Perast.
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1. MARLERA – polikampanja

If the water infrastructure on Marlera were used to 
support agriculture instead of golf courses, this land 
would no longer be on the brink of ruination. Marlera’s 
infrastructure can be altered to accommodate a full 
production cycle — growing, storage, sorting, frozen 
storage, packing, and vending on the hypermarket 
premises. Once this integral transformation has been 
brought about, the kampanja (field) can evolve into 
polykampanja.

2. BARBARIGA – hyperstancija

Existing stancijas (farmsteads) were converted to 
villas to be used as second homes or summer 
residences. Lack of traditional agricultural sites has 
made it necessary to seek out better settings for 
cattle breeding, vineyards, and olive groves. Such space 
is available in the former military zones. Now  
that automation has been introduced into traditional 
processes, the stancija is subdivided into several 
specialized, connected facilities — transforming it into  
a hyperstancija.

3. FERIJALNO – komunal 

The intensive transformation of agrarian manufacturing 
systems in the region could cause cultural changes  
in Pula. Public land, organized like this, becomes  
a komunal (common land) — land that anyone can 
cultivate and use. As an alternative to expensive and 
isolated resort areas, the town should create 
affordable tourist accommodations on public land — 
 where the citizen-farmer meets the 
traveler-explorer.

4. LEVAN – re-reef

Isolation — one of the main characteristics of an island —  
is an advantage in some sectors of the economy, for 
example, for recycling factories. Non-recyclable 
waste would be deposited as landfill near an island 
to create new islets and reefs. Eventually it would 
become an artificial archipelago that can be utilized 
for recreational purposes, for example, as a 
nautical resort.

5. PUNTA CRISTO – self-organized harbor facility (SHF)

SHF is an independent association that operates  
from ports. The harbor’s main characteristic is its 
flexible infrastructure — pontoons with cranes that 
move between coasts and arriving ships.

6. SVETICA – superbaraka

Superbaraka is a superstructure for so-called illegal 
builders — a 120-meter-high concrete skeleton with  
16 plateaus, 710 meters long, equipped only with 
bearing walls, plumbing, and electricity. In this case 
there is no sense in distinguishing between legal  
and illegal buildings, but only between useful and 
useless buildings!

7. KATARINA – Center for Post-capitalist Cultures (CPC)

CPC is a vision of the type of urbanism that could 
emerge in the near future — taking into account that  
the current crisis within the capitalist system portends 
the none-too-distant end of the neo-liberal doctrine. 
Discovering a typology for a new social organization 
will be the utmost challenge for twenty-first-century 
architecture.

Interview 
 
How was the political and social situation in 
your country and specifically in your city, 
when you and your colleagues started the 
initiative?

We started working as a group in 2005 in Pula, 
a town on the Croatian coast. At that time 
Croatia was going through a transition from 
a nationalist regime to a capitalist one.  
This was especially visible in the coastal area, 
where the revival of tourism brought about 
many processes of privatization of land (which 
some in Croatia call the second privatization, 
after industry, which was the first). We 
observed a few major scandals at that time, 
like the one in Barbariga, where the political 
authorities sold the coastal land in a 
non-transparent deal, which is still under 
investigation in what is well-known as the 
“hypo bank affair.” 
Since the process of privatizing common land 
looked like it would not stop, and at some 
point it started to become a serious threat to 
our home town of Pula, we understood that  
it was necessary to act. So we organized a 
workshop with students of architecture from 
Venice, Ljubljana, and Zagreb. It took place 
in one of the deserted military locations, 
which was, according to the land use plan  
of that time, supposed to become a gated 
community resort. We wanted to start 
our engagement with a creative process  
of urban planning, working together with 
citizens, while struggling at the same time 
against the privatization of the land.

What is your main reason for forming an 
initiative/organization? What do you want to 
achieve with it? Who is your target group?

We have two major target groups. The first 
comprises citizens of Pula engaged in 
resisting privatization, especially the ones 
active at problematic sites, the ones who are 
squatting and occupying public land, and 
who transform it for the common good, 
instead of turning it into private property. 
To work with this target group, we organized 
a civil movement that publishes its own 
newspaper and organizes protests and actions 
in town.

The second target group is made up of 
architects and urbanists in Croatia and from 
around the world, to whom we communicate 
our proposal, which competes with the 
exclusive visions of the oligarchy. Guided  
by different principles, we gathered some of 
our European colleagues at the Post 

Capitalist City Conference in 2009 in Pula. 
We tried to expose a few things concerning  
the profession — one is the unjust process  
of spatial planning in capitalism; the other  
is the precarious situation of the profession 
itself. As far as this last issue is concerned, 
we managed to take over the regional 
association of architects, with the aim of 
transforming this organization into a 
solidarity group within the architectural 
profession itself.

With whom do you work, who supports you? 
How are your relationships to governmental 
bodies and the private commercial sector?

We commonly work with our fellow citizens 
and colleagues from around the globe who 
share the same approaches and values. 
From the beginning we were organized as a 
non-formal group and we financed ourselves 
through our own commitments. A few 
months ago we established a cooperative 
called Praksa, which is the first architectural 
cooperative in Croatia. We are trying to 
establish economic and professional relations 
through it on a direct democratic level, and 
take these values into the economic sphere.
Our relations with governmental bodies are 
antagonistic. They discredit our professional 
skills and participative will, and we discredit 
their governmental role and monopoly  
of power. We blame a few persons who are 
currently occupying executive positions  
of power for being directly responsible for 
privatizing common resources.
We don’t have any unique relationships with 
the private commercial sector, but do work 
with private enterprises on occasion.

What can we learn for the future from your 
experience? What is your advice to 
architects, planners, and others who are 
dealing with urban development? How do 
you see the role of the expert?

We can maybe share what we have learned 
through our practice. When we started our 
group we thought about two types of 
spaces — public and private. While the private 
is managed by private bodies, the public 
sphere is managed by public bodies, like the 
municipality or state. So we went to 
representatives of public institutions to 
negotiate, and we realized we had nothing to 
negotiate, since public institutions regarded 
this space as their space — the space of 
citizens’ representatives, and not the space 
of citizens themselves. Then we understood 
that a third space exists, which is neither 
public nor private, but common, and citizens 

can manage it directly, on a democratic 
foundation, independently of political 
representatives. The second thing we learned 
is that this doesn’t come by itself; you need 
to fight for it. So now we can communicate 
with friends in Madrid, Barcelona, Cairo, and 
Athens who are right now struggling in 
public squares to achieve exactly this. And it 
precisely in these public squares, populated 
by the resistance, that we see experts 
playing a role.

Portrait

The Pulska grupa is an informal initiative 
from Pula, Croatia, which has been active 
since 2006, when it organized a student 
workshop at Katarina, a former military zone 
in Pula. The workshop led to conflict on the 
local political scene, because its results, 
published in a book titled Katarina 06 –  
Opening Pula`s Coast, confronted official 
municipal and state plans. Since then  
the group has produced publications, and 
organized conferences, lectures, demon-
strations, and exhibitions to agitate in  
public against official urbanism in Pula and 
throughout Croatia. The group’s latest  
event, a conference entitled Post-capitalist 
City was held in August 2009 in Pula`s 
autonomous zones.

Pulska Grupa Plan MediterraneoPula, Croatia
www.praksa.hr
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Southern Istria was codified for the first time as a  
map system in the mid-nineteenth century. The 
fortified military area of Pula extended from Barbariga 
in the north to Marlera in the south. When the 
investors who comb the Mediterranean in search of 
untouched sites became interested in abandoned 
military landscapes, that area of southern Istria was 
codified for the second time.

Pulska Grupa

A second map depicting southern Istria — produced in 
2006 by the Brijuni Rivijera Corporation — was a spatial 
program map. But before Brijuni Rivijera developed  
its concept, and before the former military areas 
became attractive, it hosted a series of programs and 
interventions, such as cultural festivals, concerts, 
parties, and celebrations. The Media Mediterranea 
festival delineates an invisible map of the seven 
locations that hosted happenings in the last ten years. 
Almost from the beginning, the festival used the 
former Karlo Rojc barracks in Pula as a base for its 
educational activities and exhibitions. On the last 
night of the festival, most of the activities were 
transferred to the respective abandoned military 
zones at the edge of town.

The strategy for these happenings involved making use 
of what was available: a generator for electricity as  
an energy source, part of a building used as a DJ’s table 
and stage, and a sound system and video projector 
connected to a computer. All these elements can be 
classified as portable infrastructure. Urban planning 
could also employ portable infrastructure as a tool. If  
it is true that whoever controls the infrastructure controls 
the territory, then we need our own infrastructure!

In seven locations in southern Istria portable 
infrastructure is already in use, but the potential to 
create a new, independent infrastructure hasn’t been 
realized yet. This story is inspired by the desire to 
create a third map of southern Istria, one that is on  
a par with the military and tourist maps: the Plan 
Mediterraneo map.
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Interview
with Stefan Ghenciulescu, Cosmina Goagea, 
Constantin Goagea

How was the political and social situation in 
your country and specifically in your city, 
when you and your colleagues started the 
initiative?

We grew up under Communism and were 
educated as architects after 1990. Our 
professional life was (and is) marked by both 
rapid change and frozen situations, by the 
chaos and opportunities of a never-ending 
“transition.” Construction and consumption 
were rather scarce in the 1990s and 
exploded after 2000. Bucharest, the capital 
of a very centralized country, concentrates 
and intensifies changes: one million more 
cars and one million fewer trees in the last 
twenty years, ultra-liberalism, impotent 
planning, a destruction of the heritage that 
almost matches the totalitarian era of  
the 1980s; but also the strongest development 
and westernization in the country and a  
lot of energy.

What is your main reason for forming an 
initiative/organization? What do you want to 
achieve with it? Who is your target group?

We actually started doing things and the 
organization came later. A group of young 
architects, some of them partners in  
a start-up architecture office, began an 
internet-based architecture magazine in the 
late 1990s. We were then invited by the 
Union of Romanian Architects to resuscitate 
its publication, Arhitectura magazine  
(this was definitely a “Wild East” opportunity). 
After 2001, the core team, Constantin, 
Cosmina, and Stefan developed the magazine 
into an international publication, while 
working as architects at the same time. At 
one moment we felt that we could do  
more than just the magazine, and started 
organizing exhibitions and conferences,  
then publishing architecture books. Then 
came the alternative projects for public 
space and the practice-based research.

A couple of years ago, we decided to found 
an NGO, called Zeppelin, in order to bring  
all of these initiatives under the same 
umbrella. Zeppelin is now also the name of 
the magazine. The main objectives are to 
promote good and responsible architecture 
(mainly from Southeastern Europe, including 
Romania, but also innovative and alternative 
approaches from all over the world) through 
the magazine, conferences and exhibitions; 

to discuss post-socialist territorial develop-
ment; and to promote good practice  
in Romania and good Romanian practice 
outside of the country. Additionally, we  
are trying to develop a theoretical practice 
and real interventions.

The target groups are, therefore, diverse: a 
mainly professional public for the magazine 
in Romania and Europe; but we’d like to 
think that our research and interventions 
mainly address users — the inhabitants of the 
cities we work in.

With whom do you work, who supports you? 
How are your relationships to governmental 
bodies and the private commercial sector?

We are increasingly working in networks — 
 with partners in Romania (especially our 
friend Justin Baroncea, a partner in Point4 
architecture office) or foreign ones (Archis 
Interventions mainly, and other organizations 
from Central and Eastern Europe).

Our philosophy is to integrate all of our 
different activities and expertise. On a 
complex project, for instance, involving 
research, projects, interventions, an 
exhibition, and a publication — our entire 
magazine team, from architects, to 
marketing or PR people and graphic 
designers, is at work.

Besides, doing a lot of different things means 
that you can get funding from a lot of 
different sources. The magazine is mainly 
financed by advertising. As a cultural and 
professional publication, we also get 
project-based support–from state institutions 
or professional organizations. The same  
two sources also sustain our cultural and 
research projects.

While we get along very well with the private 
commercial sector, we are still too slow at 
building up partnerships with administrative 
bodies.

What can we learn for the future from  
your experience? What is your advice to 
architects, planners, and others who 
are dealing with urban development?  
How do you see the role of the expert?

We would advocate an activity based on 
overview, multiplicity, and flexibility. Starting 
from a core activity (in our case, the 
magazine), where you increasingly become 
an expert and can build-up a structure,  
you can go on to develop and integrate a 

multitude of other jobs. Secondly, we strongly 
believe in theoretical practice; especially in 
our part of the world, criticism and research 
should be done using a “hands-on” approach. 
On the other side, a practice without theory 
will, at some point, succumb to compromise 
and excessive pragmatism. Thirdly, it’s about 
openness: networking and overcoming the 
strictly national context are essential. And 
finally, as architects and planners, we think 
that we have to emphasize our traditional 
role as coordinators and facilitators. We all 
tend to be more and more excluded from  
the real creation of the city, and our 
insistence on our role as “artists” shifts us 
increasingly into the marginal position  
of beautifiers (including urban designers). 
We should try to remain indispensable,  
as the ones that bring all the actors 
together, while retaining a perspective on 
culture and space, as well as the ability  
to synthesize an overview.

Portrait

Zeppelin Association is an NGO, based in 
Bucharest and founded in 2008, by architects 
Constantin Goagea, Cosmina Goagea,  
and Stefan Ghenciulescu. The three partners 
have been working together since 1998. Over 
time, they have gathered a team of around 
twelve people — architects, marketing and  
PR experts, and graphic designers — and they 
work in permanent or project-based 
partnerships with other organizations and 
architectural offices (mainly Point 4 in 
Bucharest). They also work as practicing 
architects and Stefan Ghenciulescu teaches 
at the University of Architecture in Bucharest.

The association’s essential goals are to 
promote good practice in architecture and 
urbanism, to develop research and to 
propose and implement alternative projects 
for public space, dwelling rehabilitation,  
and cultural and social infrastructure.

Zeppelin magazine

This international architecture magazine, 
with articles in Romanian and English, has 
been published since 1999. Up to issue 
ninety (December 2010), it appeared under 
the name Arhitectura, through a commis-
sion of the Union of Romanian Architects, 
but as an editorially and financially strictly 
independent publication. In January 2011  
the magazine began appearing under the 
name Zeppelin.
Zeppelin magazine publishes both Romanian 
and foreign materials, with a strong 
emphasis on the region (Central and 
Southeastern Europe), young architects, 
social and sustainable architecture, 
innovation, the creative use of low budgets, 
and critical attitudes. 

Zeppelin Nights

The team has been organizing architectural 
conferences and debates since 2004. In 
2008 Zeppelin Nights became a series  
of conferences (an average of ten per year, 
sometimes with more presentations for  
each event). Established or up-and-coming 
Romanian and international architects and 
designers present their practice or research 
topics in front of audiences that reach up to 
three or four hundred participants.

Exhibitions

The Zeppelin team has organized more than 
twenty exhibitions in Romania and abroad, 
either on its own or with others. Some of the 
most important have been Remix! Fragments 
of a Country (The Romanian pavilion at the 
Venice Biennale in 2006), exhibitions 
organized under the auspices of the Bucharest 
Architecture Biennial (organization of the 
2004, 2006, 2008, and 2010 events), Jukebox 
City. Bucharest Today/Histories and 
Architecture (Barcelona 2007), exhibitions 
about the Magic Blocks project (see  
below) in Berlin and Bucharest, the Roma-
nian contribution (in partnership) to the 
Balkanology exhibition, etc.

Research & other publications

Besides the magazine, and the occasional 
development of its themes, there is increas-
ing research and publishing activity, with 
topics ranging from modern and contempo-
rary architectural and urban history, to post- 
socialist territorial developments in Romania 
and the Balkans, contemporary tendencies, 
etc. Besides the catalogues of some of  
the exhibitions cited above, one could cite 
Zeppelin Laborator 01 (2010), American 
Avantgarde (2010, author Cosmin Caciuc), 
Transparent City. On Limits & Dwelling in 
Bucharest (2009, author: Stefan Ghenciulescu).
In 2011 there was the launching of Urban 
Report, a regional platform and cross-cultur-
al research project about contemporary  
urban phenomena and architecture in South- 
eastern Europe. The project was a collabora-
tion between Zeppelin, Bina (Serbia), KEK 
(Hungary), Transformatori and SAW (Bulgaria) 
and includes input from several other 
organizations and researchers. The results  
of the cooperation are published on line  
(www.urbanreport.ro), in print form, and as 
DVDs. Since 2012, Urban Report has been 
integrated as a section of Zeppelin magazine.

Alternative projects

Since 2008 we have developed strategies, 
proposals, and interventions for problematic 
situations in the post-totalitarian develop-
ment of the Romanian territory. They bring 
together research and architectural and 
urban practice, are developed together with 
other organizations, and usually do not 
originate with an actual commission, but 
from the assessment of essential problems 
and typological answers. This activity 
combines top-down and bottom-up 
approaches, and its main goals range from 
critical reflection and provocative action  
to producing models and, eventually, real 
designs and the realization of operations.
One of the most important programs is 
“Magic Blocks,” an ongoing set of studies 
and projects for socialist collective housing 
(see the article in this issue). Several past  
and ongoing projects deal with propositions 
for public space, recycled urban furniture, 
urban interventions, etc.

Zeppelin Association Bucharest, Romania 
www.e-zeppelin.ro 
www.zeppelin-magazine.net
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Tirana is a city in which the grandiose, 
delusional urban “dreams” of a local monarch 
(Zog of Albania) and of a dictator (Benito 
Mussolini), come face-to-face with those of 
an authoritarian communist leader (Enver 
Hoxha). It is a blend of planning from the 
perspectives of both a centralized and a 
market economy, while at the same time, it 
reflects planning that has occurred in an 
institutional vacuum and amid chaotic human 
energy. It mixes top-down and bottom-up 
planning, as well as extreme order and total 
freedom. It is a city in which formal and 
informal planning co-exist and compete with 
one another. Tirana was home to a “forbid-
den” neighborhood that was off-limits to all 
but the communist authorities, and then  
was suddenly transformed into a downtown 
entertainment district. The ingredients  
are all there, mixed together with the 
current enthusiasm, inspired by freedom  
of movement and private initiatives, and 
culminating in a sensual urban cocktail.  
It is fair to say that emotions run high with 
respect to planning in Tirana, and the 
authorities and society as a whole are 
struggling to cope with them. But Tirana  
is also well-known for its creative and 
charismatic municipal governance. It has 
gained widespread acclaim for the brightly 
painted façades that were part of a city 
beautification process, as well as for  
its international Art Biennale. Tirana is also 
known for its latest international urban 
design/planning and architectural competi-
tions. The municipality and its former  
mayor, Edi Rama, have received several 

international awards, including the UN’s 
“Mayorship of the World” for the improvement 
of life in the city. The newly elected mayor, 
Lulezim Basha, is also committed to serious, 
city-scale, urban projects, including city 
parks and rail transport systems.

Co-PLAN and POLIS University

The need for a new concept of realistic 
architecture and city planning in Albania is 
being addressed by Co-PLAN and POLIS 
University. U_POLIS has created a new 
alternative university in Albania and the 
surrounding region, serving the field of 
architecture and urban planning. Indeed, 
POLIS was established based on the 
experiences and values of Co-PLAN’s 
Institute for Habitat Development, a 
pioneering non-government organization  
in the field of urban planning in Albania.  
It intends to establish a critical mass and 
expertise to effect change in this field in 
Albania. Indeed, city planning is underrepre-
sented at other schools in Albania. And  
the public university’s program tends more 
toward urban design. As a result, despite  
the fact that it is a young university, U_POLIS 
is a leading institution. It responds pragmati-
cally to the educational and research needs 
in Albania and Kosovo, and in a second 
phase, it will, in all likelihood, be active in 
Montenegro, Macedonia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and Serbia. POLIS intends to contribute  
to national and regional development by 
offering education and research in architecture, 
as well as in urban and regional planning, 
through international exchange programs.

As delineated above, for almost fifteen  
years Co-PLAN’s Institute for Habitat 
Development (www.co-plan.org) has been  
at the forefront of Albania and Kosovo’s 
research and practice in the field of urban 
design, planning, and development. 
Co-PLAN received support from various 
local communities, authorities, and 
international donors, while developing several 
pioneering urban projects in Albania.  

It has received international recognition and 
awards, including from the World Bank  
and UNDP Best Practices. In 2003 Co-PLAN 
and the Municipality of Tirana organized  
the European Conference on Housing and 
Urban Development, entitled “Making  
Cities Work,” on behalf of ENHR (European 
Network of Housing Research), as well as 
numerous national and regional workshops, 
seminars, and sensitizing campaigns. In  
2005 Co-PLAN submitted a platform with 
recommendations for reforming the national 
planning system, including formalization  
of informal settlements, to the Albanian 
Parliament. Through legislation the platform 
was adopted to a large degree. Currently, 
Co-PLAN has joined U_POLIS’s research 
department and involves students  
and academic staff in practical exercises.

Co-PLAN’s cumulative experience can  
be summarized in three main stages:
1. Establishment of organization; first  
urban upgrading programs.
2. Consolidation of organization and models; 
replication at wider scale.
3. Impacting society and policy-making; 
dissemination of knowledge.

The first phase originated in the early 1990s 
and lasted until the Kosovo conflict  
began. During this stage, support from Dutch 
organizations (both governmental and 
NGOs) was instrumental in the organization’s 
establishment and its capacity building. 
Co-PLAN introduced the first urban upgrade 
program at Lapraka, an informal neighbor-
hood in Tirana. Over the course of about 
seven years, in order to lead neighborhood 
participatory planning processes, a local 
CBO was identified and strengthened. This 
involved opening three km of roads and 
public space, as well as setting up a commu-
nity center with social, health, and educa-
tional facilities. A plan submitted to the local 
authorities was approved and a memoran-
dum of understanding for cooperation 
between local CBO and municipality-guided 
public investments in the infrastructure 
(water, sewage, power, roads and garbage 

After two decades of almost complete 
freedom in Albania, immediately following 
five decades of an authoritarian regime, 
there is a clear need for a new, realistic 
concept — in the form of urban and regional 
planning tools — to guide the development  
of the physical world. Albania is located on 
the Adriatic Sea in Southeastern Europe.  
It shares a common border with Greece, 
Italy, Montenegro, Kosovo, and Macedonia. 
Albania has 3.5 million inhabitants, and 
1,000,000 have recently emigranted to EU 
countries and North America. These figures 
do not include Albanian-speaking commu-
nities in neighboring countries. Albania’s 
total surface area is about 28,000 square 
kilometers (comparable in size to Holland, 
Costa Rica, or South Korea). Tirana, the 
capital city, currently has a population of more 
than 700,000, while the Tirana-Durres 
metropolitan region has more than 1,000,000 
inhabitants. Albania has a long and colorful 
history. Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic, 
and other religious communities have 
coexisted here peacefully for centuries. 
Although the country is now open and easily 
accessible, it is still largely unknown, even  
to many Europeans, due to its past. Why 
such “mystery”? During the second half of 
the twentieth century, Albania — which, over 
the centuries, has been under Roman, 
Slavic, and Ottoman rule and subsequently 
endured a centralized economy — experi-
enced a harsh regime and futile self-isolation. 
The people of Albania were denied private 
property, freedom of religion, and freedom 
of movement. The ideology behind it was 
neither communist nor capitalist, but instead 
a nearly feudal system, “neither eastern,  
nor western”: by the end of the 1980s the 
country was at the brink of a national 
humanitarian crisis. Now Albania is a parlia-
mentary republic committed to democracy  
and a market economy. Despite its rocky start  
in the 1990s, the economy was relatively 
stabilized by 2000 and now leads the region. 
The authorities have wide public support  
for full integration into the European Union 
and NATO. Together with countries like 
Croatia and Montenegro, Albania has one of 
the ten-fastest growing tourism sectors. 
During the last decade the overall economy 
has grown at an average of six percent  
per annum, while, despite the global crisis, 
inflation has averaged three percent.

Tirana, a planning laboratory

With policies discouraging urban settlement, 
Albania was one of the most rural societies  
in Europe (twenty percent of the population 
lived in the country in the late 1940s, and 
thirty-five percent by the late 1980s) — but in 
less than two decades, it was transformed 
into an urban society: almost sixty percent 
of the population now lives in cities. Accord-
ing to the National Institute of Statistics 
(INSTAT), urbanization and migration rates in 
Tirana increased dramatically by the early 
1990s from seven to nine percent per 
annum, while authorities were caught off 
guard by the enormous pressure exerted by 
individual initiatives. Since 1989 Tirana has 
more than doubled in area, and the 
population has tripled. In addition, it is merging 
with Durres, the country’s main port city, 
 as well as with the newly developed informal 
peripheries.

Imagine a society, which had endured strict 
planning tenets, suddenly veering toward  
a mentality in which there is almost no room 
for planning at all. So, despite the boom of 
formal investments, more than 500,000 
extralegal properties and businesses have 
also mushroomed in the country, mostly  
in the capital region and coastal areas. The 
Albanian government and UNDP estimate 
the value of this property at nearly thirteen-
billion euros, which is four times greater  

than the international aid given to Albania 
during the transition, nine times the  
direct foreign investments, and nine times 
the non-gold national reserves (the actual 
national GDP is about ten billion euros).

One third of the country’s population now 
lives in the Tirana metropolitan region. 
Co-PLAN claims that if this trend continues 
at this rate, in fifteen to twenty years it will 
probably be home to about two-thirds of the 
overall population — at significant cost to 
society and the environment. In fact, these 
demographic shifts are already placing  
a great strain on Tirana, which is not only 
the most vibrant city in Albanian-speaking 
territories, but also one of the most 
promising emerging urban economies in  
the Balkans. It is also an extremely interest-
ing planning “laboratory” in its own right.

Albania has indeed made progress in many 
areas, but, for example, is still in the process 
of addressing restitution problems, setting  
up sustainable information systems, 
reforming urban and environmental planning 
systems, and fighting corruption and 
informality. However, it is precisely these 
fast-and-furious features that have elicited 
the astonishing transformation. Albania  
and Tirana offer a unique perspective for urban 
planning and development, and as a 
repository of boundless energy, deserve  
to be explored, analyzed, and studied.  

Planning between 
Vacuum and Energy

Besnik Aliaj

Tirana’s bright colors, part of a city-beautification 
process

The Case of Co-PLAN  
in Tirana, Albania

www.co-plan.org

Urban Development 1990–2001
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collection). In 1998 it was selected as Best 
Practice by UN-Habitat. The project was later 
replicated on a larger scale in the informal 
settlements of Bathore (Kamza 2002) and 
Keneta Durres (2003 – 6; supported by the 
Austrian government), as well as in the formal 
areas of Tirana and other cities. It also led  
to a large-scale, urban land-management 
program initiated by the Albanian government 
(supported by the World Bank). During the 
second stage, from 2000 to 2006, Co-PLAN 
adjusted its course toward assisting 
communities and local authorities in Albania 
to prepare bottom-up urban visions and 
plans (strategic, action, and regulatory). This 
includes planning exercises and processes  
in the municipalities of Kamza, Kruja, Elbasan, 
Fier, Durres, Tirana, Librazhd, Peshkopi, 
Fush-Kruje, Vau-Dejes, Koplik, Kukes, Fush 
Arrez, Berat, Lushnje (Albania), Mitrovica, 
Junik (Kosovo), etc. The most important 
program initiated during this phase is “EGUG –  
Enabling Good Urban Governance.” It 
focuses on the cities Elbasan and Fier, and  
is supported by the Dutch government. 
Participatory planning processes were 
followed by participatory budgeting 
exercises that led, in turn, to efficient social 
and infrastructure investments in these 
cities. Such examples have become 
references for a new city planning philosophy 
in Albania. Since 2005, Co-PLAN has also 
been committed to influencing policy-mak-
ing in Albania. During this third phase,  
Co-PLAN drafted a political-technical platform  
on reforming the territorial planning and 
property system in Albania and submitted 
it to the Albanian Parliament. Issues of 
formalization and integration of informal 
settlements were also included. Certain 
aspects of such platforms have been 
adopted through legislation. Co-PLAN  
is also currently working toward adapting 
Albania’s laws in accordance with  
the European Union’s requirements. As 
mentioned above, the establishment  
of POLIS University was another Co-PLAN 
initiative, whose goal is to create a critical 
mass of expertise and knowledge transfer, 
with the intent of bringing changes to 
Albania in this sector.

Some of the main lessons drawn from 
Co-PLAN experience are:
The role of NGOs and CBOs in channeling 
local city planning processes during stages 
of early development for post-traumatic  
and transitional economies is often to 
instigate change. International experiences 
should be adjusted, by taking the local 
context — particularly the owners of local 

initiatives — into account. When international 
governmental organizations and NGOs 
promote local development, especially in 
situations in which governmental structures 
are weak, the best results are attained  
by relying on local structures, and in absence 
of such structures, on key individuals who  
tend to build sustainable local institutions. 
Successful development and planning  
are only possible when local authorities are 
involved in the discussions, particularly when 
they have clear ownership of development 
visions, accompanied by concrete participa-
tion of other local stakeholders. Successful 
planning processes do not come about 
without taking into consideration politics and 
political interests. It is not even fair to say  
that planners must be ‘neutral’ in the political 
game. Planning could also be viewed as 
public politics. The challenge is to determine 
how to match local political and economic 
interests with those of the people and 
communities, and maintain the professional 
and intellectual ethics of planners and 
architects. There will be no ‘happy ending’ to 
the planning, if the systems in place are  
not adapted to incorporate strategic, human- 
capacity development actions. Therefore, 
education is a prerequisite to establishing a 
critical mass of expertise at the local 
government level, which will hopefully produce 
positive changes and sustainable institu-
tions. In our endeavors to build sustainable 
physical, social, and economic city centers, 
the people, communities, businesses,  
and authorities involved will have to decide 
whether to view each other as partners  
or adversaries. The first option is complex, 
costly, and difficult in the short term, but 
sustainable in the long term, while the 
second will engender endless conflict. At 
present, much of mankind suffers from 
inefficient governance, corruption, and lack 
of access to the decision-making process. 
This has produced a large extralegal 
economy, the analysis of which could 
provide insight into improving the authorities’ 
performance. The extralegal sector is 
stratified, ranging from criminal activity to  
a “light grey” economy, and if these different 
structures are analyzed in detail, special 
policies could be applied to bring people 
with low incomes into the formal sector  
and to combat criminal activity.

Previously published in Hintergrund, 17, Viennese 
Architectural Congress Balkanology, 45/2010

Portrait

Location: Tirana, Albania
Foundation year: 1995
Structure: non-profit NGO
Members: architects and planners

Focus: sustainable urban and regional 
development; improvement of low-income 
neighborhoods

Approach: enabling good governance, 
developing civil society and empowering 
community participation, urban and 
regional management, municipal/environ-
mental management, organizational 
institutional development, empowering local 
governments to implement decentralization 
policies; supporting civil society for 
institutional strengthening, influencing local 
and national policy as well as social and 
economic developments

Keneta project, Durrës

Steps toward the urban rehabilitation and 
integration of communities in the informal 
area of Keneta was implemented during May 
2004 – June 2008 on a selected pilot area  
of 50 hectares, supported by funds from the 
Austrian government. The project aimed  
at integrating the newly created “informal” 
community into the formal structures of 
Durres Municipality, by focusing on three key 
processes: legalization of the informal 
settlement, infrastructure investments for 
neighborhood upgrading, and participatory 
planning.

Providing technical assistance in the 
legalization process was crucial to successful 
project implementation, because it was 
important to respond in a timely way to the 
needs of the local community, while at  
the same time being aligned with national 
governmental initiatives. The project took 
residents through the process of declaring 
claim to buildings, which is a critical step  
for setting up the territorial database. Due 
to the political dynamics of the legalization 
process, 75% of the declaration procedures 
were completed, as compared to 50% 
across the country.

Apart from providing on-the-spot support for 
local residents, technical assistance was 
given to local and regional legalization units, 
in setting-up and using the database of 
informal buildings, preparing design briefs, 
and drawing the boundaries of informal 

settlements, which are still politically and 
administratively sensitive issues.
Preparation of a design brief, followed by the 
local area plan using the participatory 
approach was another strength underlying 
the success of the integration process.  
The whole process was conceptualized as  
a way of communicating and exchanging 
ideas, while reconciling the needs of the 
various stakeholders — the municipality and 
the local community. Throughout the 
process, Co-PLAN provided professional 
guidance, while serving as a mediator to 
bridge the gap between the local government 
and its constituencies. Co-PLAN, local 
officials, and community representatives, 
working as a team, laid down standards  
and prepared simple sketches, aiming to 
introduce concepts and practices for  
the area’s public space and service facilities, 
striving to transform the area from a dormitory- 
like settlement to a city neighborhood.

An extended communication strategy 
underlined the whole participatory process. 
Not only did community representatives 
participate in designing the plan, but each 
and every resident of the area was also 
consulted, thus ensuring transparency and, 
first and foremost, local ownership.

Infrastructure investments for upgrading the 
pilot area constituted an important tool  
for bridging the gap between the community 
and city hall, thus increasing mutual trust 
and making cooperation in planning and 
legalization process effective. Projects were 
identified and selected jointly through an 
extensive consultation process; they were 
also co-financed. This partnership constituted 
a major project achievement, because it 
produced a model of public-private 
partnership and attracted further public 
investment in the area.

Getting the community involved in the 
upgrading program was a component of the 
project, as well as a basic fundamental 
principle behind the planning and place-
making process. It was and still is critical to 
develop a realistic neighborhood plan that 
will account for social aspects and 
community needs, and be implemented 
through capacity building for the community-
based organization and vulnerable groups. 
While local officials manage urban realities 
for the people, these people should 
represent their own interests in the local 
authorities — through community work —  
to ensure that their needs are addressed 
properly.

Co-PLAN

Long-term efforts were made and an 
immeasurable amount of energy was spent  
to bring stakeholders into this arena of 
cooperation, which produces realistic and 
useful products, while creating synergies  
with parallel and upper initiatives. The pilot 
area became very attractive for further 
significant public investments. The Albanian 
government picked up on Co-PLAN’s previous 
experience with community planning, the 
integration of informal settlements, and the 
progress of the process in Keneta in order  
to stir efforts to draft a new law on legaliza-
tion, while delineating the pilot model to  
be replicated across the country.

New Building – Old Building

Tirana’s fast-and-furious transformation

Road improvement
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Building Albania

Photos: Kai Vöckler



48 49

Building Albania




