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Concepts of Urbanization in the Balkans 

The Balkan Peninsula is a crossroad, a bridge between Central and 

South Europe, due to its geographical position. A group of factors, such 

as geographical conditions, state borders changes, ethnical and cultural 

divergences and political reformations have deeply affected the for-

mation of the Balkan cities.  

As stated, the Balkans have been a periphery throughout the centu-

ries with unique multiculturalism aspects that have influenced urban 

and regional space and as a consequence, different types of towns were 

formed in different cultural zones of the area. The particularity of the 

natural environment has either facilitated or hindered urban networking 

among cities and regions. Moreover, the difficulties of topographic re-

lief, unstable border regions, and a multitude of languages, formalities, 

and bureaucracies, all create obstacles which result in a selective and 

extenuated diffusion of information, knowledge, and technical know-

how into the spatial economics of the Balkan countries.1 It is obvious 

that the region has always been in a state of transition, bearing traces of 

various historic and cultural periods, which have formed the identity of 

the place and thus the image of urban centers. At this level, an adequate 

understanding of the dynamics of the area, should formulate new poli-

cies towards reconstructing Balkan centers.2 
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Balkan cities have undergone a series of transformations, mostly be-

cause of social and political factors that have shaped their present state. 

The co-existence of different historical, political, socio-economic, and 

cultural assets has left permanent traces on the contemporary urban im-

age. Especially in the capitals, there are a lot of differences in an urban 

scale, even between neighboring areas or places in the same region; it 

is their particularities in time and space that have attracted attention and 

research.3 

The complexity of the Balkan area, as a result of political, socio-

economic, and environmental transformations, provides an appropriate 

environment in the field of urban and regional planning. Additionally, 

they are characterized as places with specific cultural reserve, architec-

tural monuments and historic values and traditions. Despite the efforts 

to integrate into the wider European urban space, the above factors are 

part of their contemporary image, defining their identity. In that case, 

urban resilience could be perceived as the ongoing transitioning process 

of Balkan centers, as a way to recover from constant political, socioec-

onomic, cultural and migration turbulent flows and define urban iden-

tity and space morphology, in local and regional level.4 

The main objective is to develop a functional strategical plan that 

would provide for economic growth, accessible urban structures, and 

enhancement of cultural and touristic aspects. Moreover, the urban de-

velopment policy guidelines in the Balkan area should relate to the es-

tablishment of new social economic operators, the creation of new or-

ganizational structures and feasible local planning through urban and 

architectural design. The aim is to institutionalize planning mechanisms 

 
regscience.hu:8080/jspui/bitstream/11155/757/1/racz_urban_2014.pdf (accessed 10-2-

2020). 
3 Maria Todorova, “Introduction: Learning Memory, Remembering Identity,” in Bal-

kan Identities: Nation and Memory, ed. Maria Todorova (New York: NYU Press, 

2004), 1-24. 
4 Eleni G. Gavra, Cultural Reserve and Architectural Heritage in the Balkans. Man-

agement in the Context of European Integration (Thessaloniki: Publications Kyriaki-

dis, 2004), 11-4. 
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and development agencies for the proper management and enhance-

ment of local identity and evaluation of cultural heritage.5 

In the new era, contemporary urban policies require for a framework 

that is based on culture, tourism, social cohesion, and environmental 

protection. Furthermore, cities should target on social participation in 

decision making, economy diversification, and effective environmental 

strategies. In order to build effectively on urban sustainability, strategic 

planning is used as a key development tool for cities, based on innova-

tion and quality of space.6 

Under that framework, research examples, capital centers of the west 

and easter Balkans are explored and compared in terms of planning 

through space and time, in an attempt to evaluate perspectives towards 

EU spatial integration.  

 

Pristina  

 

i. Urban Profile 

Pristina, the capital of Kosovo, is located in the north-eastern part of the 

Republic of Kosova, in the valley of Fushë Kosova, characterized by 

mountainous landscapes, covered by forests and greenery. The capital’s 

proximity to other Balkan capitals, such as Belgrade, Tirana, Skopje, 

Sofia and Thessaloniki, and its central geographical location in the 

western Balkans render the city an important center in the Balkan Pen-

insula.7  

 
5 Saja Kosanović–Tadej Glažar–Marija Stamenković–Branislav Ljubiša Folić–Al-

enka Fikfak, “About Socio-Cultural Sustainability and Resilience,” in Sustainability 

and Resilience: Socio-spatial Perspective, ed. Alenka Fikfak–Saja Kosanović–Miha 

Konjar–Enrico Anguillari (Delft: TU Delft Open, 2018), 89-102, https://www. 

researchgate.net/publication/327043774_About_socio-cultural_sustainability_and_ 

resilience (accessed 11-3-2020). 
6 Aspa Gospodini, “European Cities in Competition and the New Uses of Urban De-

sign,” Journal of Urban Design 7, no. 1 (February 2002): 59-73, DOI: 10.1080/ 

13574800220129231 (accessed 10-10-2020). 
7 “Municipal Profile 2018 Prishtinë/Priština Region Prishtinë/Priština,” Organization 

for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), https://www.osce.org/kosovo/ 

13127?download=true (accessed 10-11-2020). 
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The municipality of Pristina covers an area of approximately 572 

km² in central Kosovo, and includes Prishtinë/Priština city, the largest 

and most densely populated among 38 municipalities. Pristina consti-

tutes the administrative, political, economic and cultural center of Ko-

sovo with a total population of around 200,000, the youngest in Europe, 

according to the 2011 Kosovo Population and Housing Census. The re-

gion is subjected to United Nations, previously including United Na-

tions Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK), whereas 

KFOR, the NATO-led peace implementation force, provides military 

security.8 

The capital of Kosovo, a western Balkan center, is an example of a 

city in transition due to socio-political transformations and conflicts; it 

presents a contradicting urban image based on complex planning regu-

lations. Despite the difficulties of the process from a socialist to a mar-

ket driven economy, Kosovo is a potential candidate country for future 

enlargement of the EU, a process that will reform and determine the 

capital’s identity.9 

 

ii. Historical and Spatial Overview 

The area of Pristina has been inhabited for many centuries, initially by 

the Illyrians and then by the Romans, while it grew as a military center. 

After a destroying earthquake, the Byzantine Emperor Justinian rebuilt 

the city and renamed it Justiniana Secunda; the name Pristina was first 

mentioned in the 11th century. Later in the 14th and 15th century, follow-

ing the Serbian Empire and later the Ottoman rule, the city developed 

as a center of crafts, trade, and mining, due to its geostrategic position. 

After the Battle of Kosovo in 1389, Pristina enforced its position as an 

important administrative center, up until the early 1900s, when Kosovo 

came under Serbian rule as part of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. Shortly 

 
8 “Statistical Yearbook of the Republic of Kosovo 2020,” Kosovo Agency of Statis-

tics, http://ask.rks-gov.net/en/kosovo-agency-of-statistics (accessed 10-11-2020). 
9 Kobe Boussauw, “Challenges, Threats and Opportunities in Post-conflict Urban De-

velopment in Kosovo,” Habitat International 36, no. 1 (January 2012): 143-51, DOI: 

10.1016/j.habitatint.2011.06.011 (accessed 20-12-2020); Frank D’hondt, “Re-Creat-

ing Kosovo Cities,” in 42nd ISoCaRP Congress Cities between Integration and Dis-

integration, 14-18 September 2006 (Istanbul: Yildiz Technical University, 2006), 

http://www.isocarp.net/data/case_studies/912.pdf (accessed 20-12-2020). 
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after WWII, the capital of the province of Kosovo was transferred from 

Prizren to Pristina, a small city of only 20,000 inhabitants at that time.10  

The 20th century found Kosovo under the communist regime of Tito, 

in an entirely new state-directed political status and modern-socialist 

development. Pristina emerged from a small town to an industrial center 

that attracted thousands of migrants from various parts of the region, 

bringing together a mixture of ethnic and religious identities. The city 

lost a great part of its heritage and cultural identity, due to a program of 

planned destructions that was based on the radical movement of the 

1950s-1960s, “Destroy the Old, Build the New.”11 The destruction of 

the historic Old Bazaar, the construction of bulk housing blocks and the 

establishment of large, monumental structures were the most prominent 

features of the city’s urbanization during that period.12 

A number of municipal and public buildings were built, such as the 

National Library, the Palace of Youth and Sports, the Rilindja Tower, 

the hotel “Grand Pristina,” constituting the new urban landmarks. Fur-

thermore, the city’s rivers flows were covered and transformed into a 

sewage system, altering the relief of the region. The development of the 

new city stretched towards the plains of Fushë Kosove, including the 

new neighborhoods of Ulpiana, Dardania and Bregu i Diellit (Sunny 

Hill).13 

 
10 Milot Berisha, Archaeological Guide of Kosovo (Pristina: Ministry of Culture, 

Youth and Sport Archaeological Institute of Kosovo, 2012), 7-8, https://www.mkrs-

ks.org/repository/docs/drafti_i_guides_-anglisht_final.pdf (accessed 10-11-2020); 

Robert Elsie, Historical Dictionary of Kosova (Lanham, Md.: Scarecrow Press, 2004), 

1-17. 
11 “A future for Pristina’s past,” European Stability Initiative (ESI), https://www. 

esiweb.org/pdf/esi_future_of_pristina%20booklet.pdf (accessed 10-11-2020). 
12 Florina Jerliu–Vlora Navakazi, “The Socialist Modernization of Prishtina: Interro-

gating Types of Urban and Architectural Contributions to the City,” Mesto a Dejiny 7 

(January 2019): 55-74, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/330245151_ The_ 

Socialist_Modernization_of_Prishtina_Interrogating_Types_of_Urban_and_Archite

ctural_Contributions_to_the_City (accessed 10-10-2020). 
13 Teuta Jashari-Kajtazi–Arta Jakupi, “Interpretation of Architectural Identity through 

Landmark Architecture: The Case of Prishtina, Kosovo from the 1970s to the 1980s,” 

Frontiers of Architectural Research 6 (September 2017): 480-6, DOI: 10.1016/j. 

foar.2017.09.002 (accessed 10-10-2020). 
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Urban planning of that era was used as an administrative tool of the 

central government in order to gain political and social control. Plan-

ning approaches to regulate local and regional development were ex-

pressed through a number of plans and documents, namely the Regula-

tive Plan, the General Urban Plan, and the Traffic Directive Plan. De-

spite that, the city expanded, with uncontrolled and arbitrary construc-

tions taking over agricultural land. A small portion of the urban area 

consisted of collective housing, whereas the majority was used for in-

dividual housing. However, the situation changed after 1989, when po-

litical decentralization and societal self-management required for a 

more liberal planning approach, beyond any hierarchical system.14 

During the Kosovo War in 1998-99, rural settlements were subjected 

to severe damages, resulting in a large number of dwellings being de-

stroyed and a significant part of population being settled in towns. Spe-

cifically, since the ethnic conflict ended in 1999, the country had to deal 

with unprecedented urbanization processes due to post-war migration, 

housing destruction, and unemployment. Although reconstruction 

started immediately after the war with the financial support of interna-

tional donors and transmittances, it was based on partial and unor-

ganized actions; informal settlements became a common practice in the 

suburban area of cities. As a consequence, a number of problems oc-

curred concerning property rights and spatial management issues, typi-

cal of a post-conflict situation.15 The capital sustained a great number 

of post-war casualties with the majority of the residents abandoning 

their properties, fleeing away or being deported. Added to those, mass 

population migration from rural areas to the capital led to overpopula-

tion and urban sprawl; the city was transformed into a huge construction 

site with numerous illegal settlements. Apart from the emergent housing 

needs, the city had to deal with institutional and administrative issues, a 

 
14 Eliza Hoxha, “Planned Development in Kosovo–Case of Prishtina,” in Proceedings 

of the CPUD ’16 International City Planning and Urban Design Conference–

DAKAM, 8-9 April, ed. Hande Tulum (Istanbul: Metin Copy Plus, 2016), 20-33, 

https://www.academia.edu/28527751/Planned_development_in_Prishtina_Kosovo 

(accessed 10-10-2020). 
15 Richard Norman, “Shifting Experiences of Places in Prishtina,” Dérive 54 (Febru-

ary 2014): 37-43, https://www.eurozine.com/shifting-experiences-of-places-in-

prishtina/ (accessed 10-10-2020). 
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fragile socio-economic framework with outdated practices of laws and 

public services. Planning, based on ad hoc activities and regardless of the 

previous plans and regulatory documents, required for an overall refor-

mation.16 

Under the UNMIK administration, the city became the main attrac-

tor for international organizations that brought along new governance 

models and socio-economic structures.17 In 2008, after a long period of 

negotiations, discussions, and political disputes, the Kosovo Assembly 

unilaterally declared the state independent, inaugurating a new era for 

Pristina, as the newborn capital of the youngest state in Europe. Gener-

ally, the post-war state was marked by a dynamic population shift along 

with a market driven economic change that caused mass migration of 

rural population into the city and abrupt urban sprawl.18 

On the other side, in the post-war period new planning approaches 

appeared, involving economic, social, and environmental practices, 

whereas social participation was considered essential.19 

 

 

 

 

 
16 Besim Gollopeni–Alban Kurtishaj, “Challenges of Spatial Planning in Kosovo in 

Transition Time,” in Proceedings of the University for Business and Technology In-

ternational Conference (UBT), 7-8 November 2014, ed. Edmond Hajrizi (Pristina: 

University of Business and Technology, 2015), 49-58, DOI: 10.33107/ubt-ic.2014.5 

(accessed 10-11-2020). 
17 Arta Basha-Jakupi–Violeta Nushi, “International Aid Community, its Presence in 

the Post-conflict Reconstruction and Impact on Urban Legacy–Case Study of Prisht-

ina,” Sociologija i Prostor 55, no. 3 (209) (December 2017): 315-32, DOI: 10.5673/ 

sip.55.3.4 (accessed 10-10-2020). 
18 Ilirjana Mejzini, “The Phenomena of Urban Sprawl–Study Case of City of Prisht-

ina,” in Proceedings of the University for Business and Technology International 

Conference (UBT), 7-8 November 2014, ed. Edmond Hajrizi (Pristina: University of 

Business and Technology, 2015), 34-40, DOI: 10.33107/ubt-ic.2014.5 (accessed 10-

11-2020). 
19 Besim Gollopeni, “Urbanization and Socio-Urban Developments in Prishtina in 

Post-Conflict Period,” in Proceedings of the University for Business and Technology 

International Conference (UBT), 1-2 November 2013, ed. Edmond Hajrizi (Pristina: 

University of Business and Technology, 2013), 127-33, DOI:10.33107/ubt-ic.2013.12 

(accessed 10-11-2020). 
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iii. Contemporary Planning 

The Municipality of Pristina in 2004, and specifically the Directorate 

of Planning, Urbanism and Construction, has drafted the Urban Devel-

opment Plan, a strategic document with a vision towards 2020, consist-

ing of the following targets: i) building a livable and attractive city, ii) 

promoting a sustainable urban economy, iii) providing a sustainable ur-

ban environment, iv) developing a sustainable mobility network.20 

Furthermore, the city’s Strategic Vision aims to address urban is-

sues, such as housing, urban sprawl, land use, and urban mobility, as 

well as protection of natural and agricultural areas. The plan has also a 

regulatory character for specific areas of interest, such as historic parts 

of the city center, commercial and industrial suburban zones, green ar-

eas, and protected sites. The implementation lies on the responsibility 

of the Municipality in elaborating an appropriate planning system.21 

 

Sofia Profile 

 

i. Urban Profile 

Sofia, the capital of Bulgaria, is a contemporary Balkan center that has 

undergone a series of changes, throughout socialist and post socialist 

era, evident in its urban pattern and image. Nowadays, Sofia is a dy-

namic, contemporary urban destination with rich cultural heritage, a 

highly rated academic center, among other European ones, attracting a 

significant number of students, academics, and researchers. The city’s 

image is also enhanced by its strong historical and cultural assets, Bal-

kan traditions, and aesthetics, as parts of its local identity. 

 
20 “Strategic Planning and Sustainable Development,” Prishtina Online, https:// 

prishtinaonline.com/en/drejtorite/strategic-planning-and-sustainable-development 

(accessed 10-11-2020). 
21 Ibrahim Ramadani, “Territorial–Spatial Organization of the Municipality of Prisht-

ina with its Suburbs and Metropolitan Development Opportunities,” Micro Macro & 

Mezzo Geo Information 1 (December 2013): 1-10, http://mmm-gi.geo-see.org/wp-

content/uploads/MMM-GI_1/Ramadani_I.pdf (accessed 10-10-2020); Vjosa Vela, 

“Legislation in Urban Developments in Kosovo,” European Magazine: Urban Devel-

opment 6 (February 2012): 49-50, https://doczz.net/doc/2969779/urban-development 

%C2%BB--kosovo-foundation-for-open-society (accessed 10-11-2020). 
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The capital is situated in the western part of Bulgaria on the elevated 

Sofia plain, covering an area of 1,300 km2 surrounded by mountains, 

with Vitosha being the nearest to the city’s outskirts. The Valley of So-

fia is rich in mineral deposits whereas a number of shallow rivers cross 

the territory, with Boyanska, Vladaiska, Perlovska and Iskar running 

through the city. The city’s location in a traffic junction of several in-

ternational routes, renders the region as an important Balkan center, 

with close proximity to the Black Sea, the Adriatic, and the Aegean, as 

well as, to other important Balkan centers.22 

The Municipality of Sofia is the largest district of Bulgaria and com-

prises of 38 localities, including the city of Sofia which is accordingly 

divided into 24 districts; the district is an administrative-territorial unit, 

whereas in the case of Sofia it has the status of a region. Sofia’s munic-

ipal authorities are responsible for the development and implementation 

of policies regarding economy, environmental protection, public law, 

socio-economic cohesion, social infrastructures, environmental issues, 

cultural and educational provision, spatial planning, etc.23 The popula-

tion is around 1.2 million people, almost entirely urbanized with high 

density rates and young population growth in recent years.24  

 

ii. Historical and Spatial Overview 

The capital is one of the oldest European cities with a rich historical 

background that combines traces from the Neolithic and Thracian, An-

cient Greek and Roman, Slavic, Bulgarian and Ottoman period. Dating 

back almost seven thousand years ago, Sofia was an ancient Thracian 

settlement firstly known as Serdica in the 8th century BC, then as Ulpia 

Serdica during the roman era, renamed as Triaditsa in the Byzantine 

times and later as Sredets; a Slavic name acquired in the early 9th cen-

tury, when it became one of the most important feudal towns of the 

 
22 “Geographical Characteristics,” Sofia Municipality, https://www.sofia.bg/bg/web/ 

sofia-municipality/start and https://www.visitsofia.bg/en/ (accessed 15-11-2020). 
23 “Administrative-territorial Division,” Sofia Municipality, https://www.sofia.bg/en/ 

web/sofia-municipality/administrative-territorial-structure (accessed 15-11-2020). 
24 “Basic Demographic Indicators,” in Sofia in Figures 2015 (Sofia: National Statis-

tical Institute Publications, Library and Archive Department), 39, https://www. 

nsi.bg/sites/default/files/files/publications/SOFIA_2015.pdf (accessed 15-11-2020). 
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Bulgarian state. The name Sofia was given afterwards, during the Otto-

man Empire, in the late 14th century. The spatial structure of Sofia was 

imposed to several phases that defined its regional character and con-

temporary urban identity. The capital’s urban history could be divided 

in the following phases, according to political, cultural, and socio-eco-

nomic conditions of each period: the antique roman period, the ottoman 

period, the after-liberation period (1878-1918), the interwar period, the 

Communistic era, and the post-socialist after 1989.25 

To begin with, the Thracian dwelling Serdika spread around thermal 

springs, at a crossroad linking Western Europe with Asia Minor and the 

Middle East, and the Baltic Sea with the Aegean Sea, nearly at the cen-

ter of the Balkans. When the city became part of the Roman Empire, it 

was renamed as Ulpia Serdika and recognized as an autonomous organ-

ization, a municipium, designed according to the cardo-decumanus 

planning layout, with a fortified urban layout. During the Byzantium 

era, the town was an important center, where Christianity was recog-

nized as an official religion, while later on, under the Justinian the 

Great, it was established as a regional capital of the Eastern Roman Em-

pire. In the 7th century, the city, known as “Sredets,” indicative also of 

its central geographical location, developed into the political, military, 

economic, and cultural center of the First Bulgarian Empire. The city 

retained its economic and cultural prosperity, throughout the Second 

Bulgarian Empire, adopting the characteristics of a Byzantine town 

plan, up until in 1382 when it was conquered by the Ottomans; the name 

“Sofia” appeared for the first time, named after the Basilica St. Sofia. 26 

Until the 18th century Sofia was an imperial center, known as the 

“European capital” of the Ottoman Empire, with a significant Muslim 

population that retained the Roman baths and Christian temples, while 

transformed a great part of churches into mosques. After the Russian-

Turkish Liberation War of 1877-78, Bulgaria obtained its political in-

dependence and Sofia, a small Ottoman styled settlement with a popu-

 
25 Chad Staddon–Bellin Mollov, “City Profile: Sofia, Bulgaria,” Cities 17, no. 5 (October 

2000): 379-87, DOI: 10.1016/S0264-2751(00)00037-8 (accessed 15-11-2020); Raymond 

Detrez, Historical Dictionary of Bulgaria (Lanham, Md.: Scarecrow Press, 1997), xxi-

Ixiv; R.J. Crampton, Bulgaria (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 6-18. 
26 Staddon–Mollov, op.cit., 379-87; Detrez, op.cit., xxi-Ixiv; Crampton, op.cit., 6-18. 
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lation of 18,000 inhabitants, was declared the capital of the new Bul-

garian state. The first planning attempts focused on the redesign of the 

city, based on an orthogonal street layout according to the existing ra-

dial one, with the provision for open spaces and squares around reli-

gious and public buildings as points of reference.27  

Apparently, the city’s structure was formed mostly in the end of 19th 

century, when Sofia became the capital of Bulgaria. By the beginning 

of the 20th century, the city’s architectural image comprised of civic 

buildings, residential mansions, and trade shops of eclectic style. Dur-

ing the interwar period, the city evolved following a Europeanized plan-

ning model with a road and railway network, wide boulevards, eclectic 

styled facades, large parks, and urban gardens. It was that period of 

time, also when the first Master Plan was elaborated, known as the 

Mussmann Plan, which set the basis for urban planning. However, the 

subsequent WWII left the city in an unprecedented state of socio-eco-

nomic turbulence and urban chaos.28  

Sofia’s urban image changed dramatically after the WWII, with the 

prevalence of communism represented by the leader Todor Zhivkov, 

who remained in power for over 30 years. Massive migration, land col-

lectivization, and intensive industrialization required for urgent restruc-

turing measures that affected the capital’s planning and development. 

A considerable portion of the building stock was destroyed and replaced 

 
27 Petar Iokimov, “Sofia in two Centuries. Part B,” in Proceedings of the Inter-Balkan 

Congress: Balkan Capitals from the 19th to the 21st Century–Urban Planning and the 

Modern Architectural Heritage, 12 December 2005, ed. Helen Fessas-Emmanouil 

(Athens: Academy of Athens–Bureau of Architectural Research, 2006), 44-50, 

https://www.academia.edu/32873838/BALKAN_CAPITALS_FROM_THE_19th_T

O_THE_21st_CENTURY_-

_PROCEEDINGS_Urban_Planning_and_the_Modern_Architectural_Heritage (ac-

cessed 10-12-2020); Petar Iokimov–Ljubinka Stoilova, “‘Sofia’–Urban Development 

from the End of 19th Century until WWI,” Centropa 1 (January 2001): 43-55, 

https://www.academia.edu/13840309/_Sofia_-_Urban_Development_From_the_ 

End_of_19th_Century_Until_WW_I (accessed 10-12-2020). 
28 Hristo Ganchev–Grigor Doytchinov, “Sofia before World War II: Urban Design as 

a Cultural Implication,” in Planning Capital Cities: Belgrade, Bucharest, Sofia, ed. 

Grigor Doytchinov–Alexandra Dukić–Catalina Ioniță (Graz: Verlag der Technischen 

Universität Graz, 2015), 98-119, https://doi.org/10.3217/978-3-85125-398-6 (acces-

sed 10-12-2020). 
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by bulk constructions, large scale collective housing and totalitarian 

styled buildings. The establishment of Sofia as the capital of the Peo-

ple’s Republic of Bulgaria was defined by socialist architectural land-

marks and symbols of totalitarian power, in public spaces and central 

parts of the city.29  

In the planning sector, the formulation of a new Master Plan in 1945 

introduced a polycentric model with sub-centers and functional urban 

zoning, focused on the development of an underground transportation 

system and the increase of green areas. Further planning amendments 

resulted in the General Urban Development Plan in 1975, which in-

cluded a district territorial development plan, a general urban develop-

ment plan and a transport plan. According to it, the main part of the city 

spread beyond the traditional core and evolved along the main boule-

vards, resulting in the formation of metropolitan centers; the road net-

work abandoned its former radial form for a typical tangential one.30 

The fall of communism in 1989 brought a period of instability 

throughout the 1990s with the city trying to adapt to a new, market ori-

ented, competitive environment. Increased population growth required 

for housing reforms that involved regulation plans for the city’s subur-

banization, following the underground network expansion.31  

 
29 Irina Grigova, “The City and the Nation: Sofia’s Trajectory from Glory to Rubble 

in WWII,” Journal of Urban History 37 (January 2011): 155-75, https://www.aca-

demia.edu/928717/The_City_and_the_Nation_Sofias_Trajectory_from_Glory_to_R

ubble_in_WWII (accessed 10-12-2020). 
30 Grigor Doytchinov, “Designing Sofia’s City Core in the Context of the Changing 

Ideological Paradigm 1945-1989,” in Planning Capital Cities, 140-59, https://doi.org/ 

10.3217/978-3-85125-398-6 (accessed 10-12-2020); Ljubinka Stoilova, “Sofia in two 

centuries. Part A,” in Proceedings of the Inter-Balkan Congress, 38-43, https:// 

www.academia.edu/32873838/BALKAN_CAPITALS_FROM_THE_19th_TO_TH

E_21st_CENTURY_-_PROCEEDINGS_Urban_Planning_and_the_Modern_ 

Architectural_Heritage (accessed 10-12-2020); Sonia Hirt, “Post-Socialist Urban 

Forms: Notes From Sofia,” Urban Geography 28, no. 5 (August 2006): 464-88, DOI: 

10.2747/0272-3638.27.5.464 (accessed 10-12-2020). 
31 Sasha Tsenkova, “Reinventing Strategic Planning in Post-socialist Cities: Experi-

ences from Sofia,” European Planning Studies 15 (April 2007): 295-317, DOI: 

10.1080/09654310601017133 (accessed 10-12-2020); Yani Valkanov, “Suburbanisa-

tion in Sofia: changing the spatial structure of a post-communist city,” in Planning 

Capital Cities, 248-63, https://doi.org/10.3217/978-3-85125-398-6 (accessed 10-12-

2020). 
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iii.Contemporary Planning 

The elaboration of the new Master Plan of Sofia Municipality, first 

amended in 1998 and completed in 2003, went through a number of 

processes and legal claims until it was finally approved in 2006, later 

enforced in 2007. Generally, after 2000, and especially with Bulgaria’s 

accession to the EU in 2007, a new era has been inaugurated for Sofia, 

the city that “grows but doesn’t age.” 32 

Regarding contemporary planning, the valid document is the Master 

Plan, firstly elaborated in 1998 and completed in 2003. After a long 

period of planning stagnancy due to socio-economic changes, it was 

further revised in 2007 and amended in 2009, currently known as the 

General Urban Development Plan (GUDP).33 Among the strategic ob-

jectives, the most important is developing a sustainable strategy based 

on innovative and smart technologies, while involving local actors in 

order to address issues of urban growth within the EU spatial environ-

ment. Furthermore, the Municipality of Sofia seeks an integrated urban 

development as a key factor in reinforcing city’s urban image and his-

torical identity.34 

Overall, the Bulgarian capital envisions of becoming a highly com-

petitive and sustainable place for businesses, residents, and visitors, 

with an aim to build on urban resilience and sustainability. Despite the 

fact that the city has undergone a number of urban changes over times, 

it has managed to overcome the impacts, setting each time the prereq-

uisites for spatial evolvement. Proper governance, active social partici-

pation, and efficient networks among field experts and relevant stake-

holders are essential factors to be considered towards sustainable and 

 
32 Atanas Kovachev–Aleksandar Slaev–Yordan Lyubenov, “Polycentricity as an In-

strument of Balanced Urban Development in Sofia’s Master Plan,” Architecture and 

Modern Information Technologies 4, no. 37 (December 2016): 179-90, https:// 

marhi.ru/eng/AMIT/2016/4kvart16/Kovachev%20Slaev%20Lyubenov%20/untitled.

php (accessed 10-11-2020). 
33 Anders Zeijlon–Sasha Tsenkova–Kremena Ionkova–Jane Ebinger–Nisha Chatani 

Rizvi, “Sofia’s New Master Plan,” in Sofia City Strategy (Washington, DC: World 

Bank Group, 2003), 46-9, http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/45112146822 

4987239/Sophia-city-strategy (accessed 10-12-2020). 
34 “Vision Sofia 2050,” Sofia Municipality, https://vizia.sofia.bg/vision-sofia-2050/ 

(accessed 10-11-2020). 
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resilient urban growth, in compliance with EU aims. Parallel to these, 

integrated plans for urban planning and development constitute a key 

factor in reinforcing Sofia’s urban profile. 

 

Bucharest Profile 

 

i. Urban Profile 

Bucharest is the administrative, economic, cultural, and industrial cen-

ter of Romania, in the southeast of the country, on the banks of River 

Dambovita. The capital is a densely populate city with around 1.8 mil-

lion inhabitants based on the recent census of 2011. In an EU scale, 

Bucharest is the sixth largest city in the EU, located at the junction of 

the main Pan-European transportation corridors. Added to that, its prox-

imity to the Danube River and its position among the Black Sea and the 

Baltic area are key geostrategic features.35 

The Municipality of Bucharest is part of the Bucharest–Ilfov Region, 

consisting of Bucharest Municipality and Ilfov County, with a total area 

of almost 230 km2. The city is divided into six territorial–administrative 

units, known as sectors, each of which has its own Mayor, city hall and 

city council that are responsible for local issues; there is also a general 

Mayor for a seventh type sector with a general city hall and council 

responsible for all six sectors.36  

The capital, in particular, foresees to achieve polycentric develop-

ment through urban networks and regional cooperation under the um-

brella of EU programs. Increasing accessibility and attracting invest-

ments are among measures to be taken towards urban regeneration and 

sustainability. The Bucharest–Ilfov Regional Development Agency is 

responsible for planning and management of EU cohesion projects and 

 
35 “Date geografice București,” Primăriei Capitalei, http://www.pmb.ro/ (accessed 10-

11-2020); “Populația,” Direcţia Regională de Statistică a Municipiului BUCUREȘTI, 

http://www.bucuresti.insse.ro/ (accessed 10-11-2020). 
36 “Bucharest–Ilfov Region,” Bucuresti Ilfov Regional Development Agency, https:// 

www.adrbi.ro/about/bucharest-ilfov-region/ (accessed 10-11-2020); “Primării de 

Sector,” Primăriei Capitalei, https://www.pmb.ro/ (accessed 10-11-2020). 
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funds in line with national strategies and governmental policies for ter-

ritorial cohesion.37 Following EU directions, the Municipality of Bu-

charest participates in a number of projects for addressing urban chal-

lenges such as demographic fluctuations, socio-economic segregation, 

urban sprawl, and environmental degradation.  

 

ii. Historical and Spatial Overview 

Bucharest’s urban structure has been strongly affected by the country’s 

various accumulations of political and socio-economic layers through-

out times. Compared to the country’s history, the city’s historic back-

ground is relatively new, whereas its urban form evolves around differ-

ent historic periods and planning trends, both from Central-East and 

Western European origins. That kind of mix and match is evident in the 

city’s image and identity, balancing between Balkans and Europe. In 

general, Romania went through a rigid totalitarian era, compared to 

other communist countries, with rapid transformation of rural areas into 

urban ones, followed by radical restructuration of towns and cities, with 

Bucharest being the most characteristic one. 

To start with, the first historical references for the city of Bucharest 

date back in 1459, although the area was inhabited since ancient times. 

During the Byzantine–Ottoman period, the city started to grow from a 

village to a town, following an organic pattern, without fortification and 

a specific center, around maidans. In the Middle Ages, during the rule 

of Prince Vlad the Impaler, the city quickly developed into an important 

political, commercial, and economic center of Wallachia; Curtea Veche 

(Old Princely Court) and Strada Lipscani (Lipscani Street) were the 

main landmarks of the historical quarter, delineating the Old Town of 

Bucharest until today.38 

In the following centuries, Bucharest underwent the Russian occu-

pation and Hapsburg domination, as well as a long period of Greek ad-

ministration under the Phanariots. Later in the 19th century, when Bu-

charest became the capital of the Principality of Romania, the city’s 

 
37 “Regional Programs,” Bucuresti Ilfov Regional Development Agency, https:// 

www.adrbi.ro/regional-programs/rop-2014-2020/ (accessed 10-11-2020). 
38 “Date istorice,” Primăriei Capitalei, https://www.pmb.ro/orasul/utile/2 (accessed 

10-11-2020). 
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image was significantly changed. Specifically, after a great fire, in 

1847, that destroyed most of the city’s medieval architectural heritage, 

the urban and architectural environment was rebuilt, according to West-

European modernization trends; eclectic buildings, French styled 

boulevards and European cultural trends defined the modern Bucharest, 

a European cosmopolitan capital, characterized also as “little Paris.” 

The National Museum of History, CEC Palace, the former Chamber of 

Commerce, the Athenaeum, the royal palaces, the Arch of Triumph, the 

National Bank of Romania, Casa Capşa and the thoroughfare Victory 

Avenue are indicative monuments of that era.39 

Bucharest reached its modernization peak during the interwar pe-

riod, also when the first systematic planning approaches appeared, 

along with urban policies for the city’s development. The first urban 

plan of the capital was elaborated in 1935, after a long historic gap in 

planning, constituting a structural project, which affected also other Eu-

ropean spatial models of that era.40  

The Europeanisation of the city was interrupted abruptly after the 

WWII, a milestone in the country’s history, which also strongly affect-

ed the capital. Bucharest was heavily bombed and destroyed, yet the 

years that followed were even more devastating, under a communist 

regime that totally changed the political, socio-economic, and urban en-

vironment of the city.  
 

39 Anca Bratuleanu, “Bucharest in the 19th and 20th Centuries. The Evolution of the 

Urban Scale,” in Proceedings of the Inter-Balkan Congress, 32-7, https://www. 

academia.edu/32873838/BALKAN_CAPITALS_FROM_THE_19th_TO_THE_21st

_CENTURY_-_PROCEEDINGS_Urban_Planning_and_the_Modern_Architectural 

_Heritage (accessed 10-12-2020); Monica Sebestyen, “Urban Image and National 

Representation: Bucharest in the 19th and the Beginning of the 20th Century,” in 

Planning Capital Cities, 44-61, https://doi.org/10.3217/978-3-85125-398-6 (accessed 

10-12-2020). 
40 Andreea Udrea, “The First Urban Plans of Bucharest in the Rise of the 20th Cen-

tury,” in Planning Capital Cities, 62-79, https://doi.org/10.3217/978-3-85125-398-6 

(accessed 10-12-2020); Gabriel Pascariu, “Overview of Romanian Planning Evolu-

tion,” in Proceedings of the 26th Annual Congress of the Association of European 

Schools of Planning (AESOP): Planning to Achieve/Planning to Avoid: The Need for 

New Discourses and Practices in Spatial Development and Planning, ed. Murat 

Balamir–Melih Ersoy–Ela Babalik Sutcliffe (Ankara: Middle East Technical Univer-

sity, 2012), https://www.researchgate.net/publication/301731689_Overview_of_ 

Romanian_Planning_Evolution (accessed 10-11-2020). 
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The communist system brought along the nationalization of the 

country’s economy, collectivization of agriculture and the industriali-

zation of the suburban area, while mass groups of people were displaced 

from rural areas to the cities. Shelter needs increased, resulting in in-

tense urbanization, mostly characterized by collective housing and 

common life. Particularly during the dictatorship of Nicolae Ceausescu, 

the capital’s population almost doubled, while its urban structure was 

reformed with bulk apartment blocks and socialist styled monuments.41  

Planning, like in other cases of Central and Eastern Europe, became 

even more imperative, by enforcing a top-down approach under a total-

itarian state control. In order to cater for the fast-growing needs of in-

dustrialization and urbanization, most of the land became state prop-

erty, while urban plans were coordinated by a central authority.  

Moreover, the introduction of the “systemization law,” imposed 

rigid economic measures, regarding state ownership, while restraining 

any private initiative. The results were the destruction of a large part of 

the built heritage together with mass urban space interventions. Espe-

cially, after the big earthquake in 1977, Ceausescu found the oppor-

tunity to rebuild the city, by demolishing numerous historical monu-

ments and architectural buildings. Strongly influenced by the Chinese 

and North-Korean socio-economic system of that time, he envisioned a 

Romanian society driven by nationalistic ideologies and state control.42 

Apart from the development of the subway, the most remarkably in-

tervention was the demolition and rebuild of the Civic Center (Centru 

 
41 Duncan Light–Craig Young, “Reconfiguring Socialist Urban Landscapes: The 

‘Left-Over’ Spaces of State-Socialism in Bucharest,” Journal of Studies and Research 

in Human Geography 41 (January 2010): 5-16, http://humangeographies.org.ro/ 

articles/41/4_1_10_Light.pdf (accessed 15-10-2020); Vlad Moghiorosi, “Ceaușescu’s 

Bucharest: Power, Architecture and National Identity” (MA thesis, Central European 

University, 2017), 17-25, https://sierra.ceu.edu/record=b1243517 (accessed 15-10-

2020). 
42 Maria De Betania Uchoa Cavalcanti, “Urban Reconstruction and Autocratic Re-

gimes: Ceausescu’s Bucharest in its Historic Context,” Planning Perspectives 12, no. 

1 (December 2010): 71-109, DOI: 10.1080/026654397364780 (accessed 10-12-

2020); Miruna Stroe, “Bucharest’s Urban Planning Instruments during the Com-

munist Regime: Systematization Sketches, Plans, Projects and Interventions,” in 

Planning Capital Cities, 116-39, https://doi.org/10.3217/978-3-85125-398-6 (ac-

cessed 10-12-2020). 
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Civic). Ceausescu erased almost three quarters of the city’s historic cen-

ter in order to construct the House of the Republic (Casa Republicii), a 

monumental structure, one of the most imposing totalitarian landmarks 

worldwide. Accordingly, the surrounding area was transformed with 

the layout of a boulevard, named Union Avenue (Bulevardul Unirii), 

connecting the House of the Republic, current Parliament Palace, with 

the rest of the city’s urban core.43 

The violent upsurge in 1989 marked the end of communism in Ro-

mania, also leaving Bucharest in an unstable socio-economic state. A 

great part of Ceausescu’s plans was left incomplete, while the period 

that followed brought major changes in the whole political and socio-

economic structure with repercussions, also, to urban environment. De-

centralization, property privatization and private interest were the basic 

operators of the transition to a market oriented socio-economic model, 

with a profound impact on the administrative and legislative system.44 

Besides the ideological shift, the transitional period caused a state of 

haze and confusion in dealing with the new requirements. In many 

cases, spatial planning and urban development were not properly regu-

lated, creating gaps in planning and legalization. The general chaotic 

situation was reflected also in the city’s structure, where urban sprawl 

and building hyperactivity led to regional disparities and thus, to socio-

economic segregation. Although there were efforts to set up a new plan-

ning system with institutional provisions and revised principles, the 

 
43 Maria Duda, “Shifts. A Brief History of Public Plazas in Central Bucharest,” in 

Planning Capital Cities, 44-61, https://doi.org/10.3217/978-3-85125-398-6 (accessed 

10-12-2020); Gabriel Simion–Constantin Nistor, “Spatial Structure Changes inside 

Post-communist Capital City of Bucharest,” Journal of Studies and Research in Hu-

man Geography 6 (May 2012): 79-89, http://humangeographies.org.ro/articles/61/ 

6_1_12_10_simion.pdf (accessed 10-12-2020). 
44 József Benedek, “The Spatial Planning System in Romania,” Romanian Review of 

Regional Studies 9 (January 2013): 23-30, https://www.researchgate.net/ 

publication/306153384_The_spatial_planning_system_in_Romania (accessed 10-12-

2020); Mircea Munteanu–Loris Servillo, “Romanian Spatial Planning System: Post-

Communist Dynamics of Change and Europeanization Processes,” European 

Planning Studies 22, no. 11 (September 2013): 1-20, DOI:10.1080/09654313 

.2013.830696 (accessed 10-12-2020). 
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need for a functional, autonomous, and decentralized system still re-

mained.45 

The economic boom in 2000, though, worsen the situation since 

there were no adequate administrative control and sufficient planning 

mechanisms. However, after the country’s admission to the EU in 2007, 

Bucharest entered a prosperous period, benefiting from programs and 

funds for spatial cohesion and urban regeneration. Since then, planning 

has been reformed according to EU framework, bringing a number of 

changes in spatial legislation, institutional levels, and urban policies.46 

 

iii. Contemporary Planning 

The capital was deprived of a strategic vision for almost 20 years, until 

2000, when the General Urban Plan, named PUG, was established for 

the entire territory of Bucharest City.47 Moving towards an updated 

Master Plan, PUG 2015-25, the Municipality of Bucharest has initiated 

the Bucharest Strategic Concept 2015-35 (CBS 2035), a planning 

framework for the long-term development of the city.48 The CBS 2035 

 
45 Liliana Dumitrache–Daniela Zamfir–Mirela Mariana Nae–Gabriel Simion–Ilinca 

Valentina Stoica, “The Urban Nexus: Contradictions and Dilemmas of (Post)Com-

munist (Sub)Urbanization in Romania,” Journal of Studies and Research in Human 

Geography 10 (May 2016): 38-50, DOI: 10.5719/hgeo.2016.101.3 (accessed 10-12-

2020); Angelica Stan, “Urban Expansion in Bucharest, after 1990: Errors and Bene-

fits,” in Planning Capital Cities, 224-33, https://doi.org/10.3217/978-3-85125-398-6 

(accessed 10-12-2020). 
46 Hanna Derer, “Building Urbanity in Bucharest,” Sita 3 (June 2015): 48-63, 

https://sita.uauim.ro/f/sita/art/04_Derer.pdf (accessed 10-12-2020); Tiberiu Florescu–

Andrei Mitrea, “Romania,” disP–The Planning Review 51, no. 1 (May 2015): 64-5, 

DOI: 10.1080/02513625.2015.1038070 (accessed 10-11-2020). 
47 Alexandru-Ionut Petrisor, “The Theory and Practice of Urban and Spatial Planning 

in Romania: Education, Laws, Actors, Procedures, Documents, Plans, and Spatial Or-

ganization. A Multiscale Analysis,” Serbian Architectural Journal 2 (January 2010): 

139-54, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284802182_The_theory_and_ 

practice_of_urban_and_spatial_planning_in_Romania_education_laws_actors_proc

edures_documents_plans_and_spatial_organization_A_multiscale_analysis (acces-

sed 10-12-2020). 
48 “Conceptul Strategic Bucureşti 2035,” Bureau of Urban Studies, https://issuu.com 

/almihai/docs/concept_strategic_bucuresti_2035 (accessed 10-12-2020); “Planul ur-

banistic general,” Primăriei Capitalei, https://www.pmb.ro/orasul/harti/static/planul-

urbanistic-general (accessed 10-12-2020). 
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provides a toolkit, an interactive study platform for dialogue and ex-

change of good planning practices among urban actors and citizens of 

Bucharest. Taking into consideration the city’s urban structure, socio-

economic and environmental aspects combined with contemporary ur-

ban trends, the municipality of Bucharest aims at a participatory and 

transparent planning process, with small scale interventions in regional 

and local level, so as to improve urban quality of life. 

Furthermore, in an attempt to develop partnerships and exchange of 

good practices and ideas among other European capitals, Bucharest is a 

potential partner in urban networks and regional platforms, like UR-

BACT and METREX.49 On the other hand, insufficient funding, im-

proper taxation, inadequate infrastructure and public services, compli-

cated bureaucratic processes and high-rise market competition remain 

problems of high priority in the city’s urban agenda.  

 

Empirical Urban Analysis 

In an attempt to compare the three Balkan cities, it is important to define 

under what context the comparison is carried out. The terms urban im-

age and identity could be interpreted variously depending on the spatial 

transformations and urban planning. 

Apparently, the Balkan region bears a lot of different historical, cul-

tural, and ethnological layers, laden with political and migration flows 

and faced with identity disorientation. The accumulation of various so-

cio-economic and urban aspects is strongly reflected, mostly, in the 

evolvement of the Balkan centers. 

Starting with, all three urban centers, Pristina, Sofia, and Bucharest, 

have undergone various historical, political, and cultural layers: the Ot-

toman rule, the modernization era during the 19th century, and a com-

munist regime in the mid-20th century followed by the 90s market 

driven urbanism, according to global trends. Towards the millennium, 

Bulgaria and Romania joined the EU family in 2007, whereas Kosovo, 

still not an EU member country, declared its independence, a year after, 

 
49 “Bucharest,” URBACT, https://urbact.eu/city/bucharest (accessed 10-12-2020); 

“Municipality of Bucharest,” METREX-The network of European metropolitan re-

gions and areas, https://www.eurometrex.org/member_profile/bucharest/ (accessed 

10-12-2020). 
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in 2008. Under that presumption, all capital cities have entered in a new 

state of political, administrative, and socio-economic conditions with 

direct impact on the urban environment and contemporary image. 

Taking a brief look at the cities’ spatial background, similarities 

could be found in the way they developed through time; from ancient 

settlements to regional towns and then to capital centers.  

A great part of their structure was defined during the Ottoman Em-

pire, a decisive period in urban planning. The main spatial unit of “ma-

hala,” around which the settlement evolved, following the topographic 

relief of the area, is a key structural element in all three cities; traces of 

the former organic form could be detected in the contemporary urban 

space in one way or another. In Pristina, the old historic center is orga-

nized in Ottoman styled neighborhoods with bazaars and maidans, 

whereas in Sofia, Ottoman heritage is traced down to a central mosque 

next to the city’s former Turkish baths. In Bucharest, the “mahala” pat-

tern is maintained, in a way, in the inner part of city blocks, behind 

high-scale structures of modernism and socialism. In any case, the Ot-

toman legacy is a specific characteristic that distinguishes them from 

the Western European ones. 

However, differences due to geopolitical location and socio-eco-

nomic factors resulted in a different pace of modernization during the 

19th century. For most of the cities registered, the period before WWI 

was marked by rapid urban growth and planning transformations. Fol-

lowing the political and socio-economic models of the Western Euro-

pean cities, the urban image had changed. The reorganization of the 

street network, the elimination of the Ottoman patterns and the con-

struction of monumental buildings and structures as the new landmarks 

of an established state reshaped the Balkan capitals. 

Moreover, the implementation of the European planning principles 

varied for each capital city, related to political context and urban scale. 

Pristina emerged from a town to an important administrative and indus-

trial center with significant population growth; the capital of Sofia was 

modernized according to European planning trends, with urban parks 

and public spaces; Bucharest reached its modernization peak, following 

Central European trends and an eclectic style in the city’s architecture. 

Furthermore, the split historical paths, between the Ottoman and the 

Austro-Hungarian empires, led to a different approach and integration 
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of the modernized practices, best materialized especially in Bucharest’s 

urban evolvement; new boulevards, eclectic buildings, and green spaces 

interfered with parts of the old Ottoman structure, creating a mixed ur-

ban and architectural morphology. 

Following the destructive consequences of the WWII, the capitals 

had to confront issues concerning unprecedented growth, socio-eco-

nomic disparities, and planning discordance. The prevalence of the so-

cialist system, differently applied to Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and Roma-

nia, strongly affected the capital’s structure and planning. The pre-war 

urban image of Pristina was almost totally changed, under the Yugoslav 

communist slogan “Destroy the Old, Build the New,” with the destruc-

tion of large parts of the historic center, including the bazaar, mosques, 

churches, and Ottoman neighborhoods. In opposite, Sofia and Bucha-

rest were subjected to a soviet oriented model of urbanism and archi-

tecture, with bulk housing blocks and emblematic socialist buildings. 

Particularly in Bucharest, the socialist period was the most rigid one, 

with the introduction of “systemization law” and with large scale inter-

ventions mostly in the Civic Center. 

Planning during the socialist period, in all three capitals, was used 

more as a political act of power rather than as a strategic tool. Though, 

the production of Master Plans, General Urban Plans, and policy docu-

ments of that era were a considerable effort towards regulating spatial 

issues and setting the basis for urban development.  

The fall of communism in 1989 brought major changes in political, 

administrative, cultural, and architectural level. The rapid transition to 

a market economy led to population growth, decentralization, and prop-

erty privatization with direct effects in the capitals’ structure. Besides 

that, urban sprawl and socio-economic segregation defined the new ur-

ban patterns, introduced by international trends and the capitalist sys-

tem.  

Moreover, the situation in the 1990s’ required for emergent solutions 

driven by the needs for housing shelter and administrative reform. 

Pristina, especially after the Kosovo War in 1998-99, had to deal with 

unprecedented migration flows and illegal construction caused by spon-

taneous interventions; the arrival of the “internationals” changed the ur-

ban image dramatically. In Sofia and Bucharest, the post-socialist era 

brought a period of instability and uncertainty in administration and 
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planning, with efforts concentrating mostly on the amendment of the 

existing urban plans. 

After a long period of political and economic stagnation, the Millen-

nium inaugurated a new era for all three capitals; Pristina has been re-

born with the country’s declaration of independence, whereas Sofia and 

Bucharest have been profited with a number of programs and funds, 

since their countries’ EU accession membership. 

 

Conclusions  

In conclusion, urban space in the Balkans has undergone significant 

transformations throughout the last decades; political, socio-economic 

changes and migration flows have a strong impact on urban centers of 

the area. Furthermore, the transition process from a socialist to a market 

driven socioeconomic system has also affected urban environment, 

with considerable consequences in the development of Balkan cities 

and thus of the capitals.  

Regarding the research objects, capital cities of the western and east-

ern Balkans, it is obvious that they share common factors in spatial his-

tory and planning, whereas differentiations in urban development and 

contemporary structure render the process of comparison intriguing. In 

a long-term perspective, all three capitals have a shared vision focused 

on sustainable urban development and economic growth, through an 

inclusive planning approach based on participatory practices. Apart 

from a couple of differentiations regarding each capital’s urban speci-

ficities, the set of objectives and actions are related to each other. Par-

ticularly, providing a sustainable urban environment through a balanced 

territorial development and an inclusive socio-economic system is a top 

priority for each urban center. 

The identity of a place relates to the historical–heritage background 

and to the particularities of a region. As a consequence, it is important 

to identify and build on distinctive local features.  

A proper planning strategy should aim at creating a functional and 

dynamic urban system, relating to European capitals while trying to en-

hance Balkan features of different historical periods and architectural 

trends.  
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On the other hand, the Balkan cities, either of the western or eastern 

regions, have a long way towards an integrated urban identity. As cities 

in transition, they are laden with inner political and administrative 

weaknesses and faced with external economic threats and identity dis-

orientation. In the context of EU spatial integration, there are opportu-

nities for ensuring sustainability of the area, whereas each city and re-

gion should give priority to its individual strengths concerning Balkan 

traditions and values. 

Overall, rebranding Balkan cities could take advantage of this tran-

sitional state and profit of EU cooperation programs and high-profile 

projects. Prior to this, Balkan cities should pay attention to reforming 

and implementing feasible planning scenarios for local and regional de-

velopment.  

Policy strategies should tackle issues such as judicial reform, cross 

border migration and social justice. Green innovation, entrepreneurship 

and sustainable development are also fundamental in enhancing urban 

identity. 

The main objective is to develop a functional strategical plan that 

would provide for economic growth, accessible urban structures, 

through connectivity networks. After all, democratic, inclusive, and co-

hesive planning holds the key in ensuring resilience and enhancing 

long-term development goals in compliance with EU aims; arising from 

the need for the area to reinforce its urban dynamics, Balkan capitals 

are the new epicenters.  

It remains to be seen whether related or contradicted aspects of the 

reference examples could produce ideas and practices towards an inte-

grated strategic approach for the development of the Balkan space. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Architecture of  

different periods (middle) 

(source: Municipality of 

Prishtina field trip, 2018). 

Strategic Plan (bottom) 

(source: Municipality of 

Prishtina - Directorate of 

Strategic Planning  

and Sustainable 

Development, 2020). 

Spatial evolution (top) 

(source: Municipality of 

Prishtina, Directorate of 

Strategic Planning and 

Sustainable Development, 

2020). 

Municipality of Prishtina – Directorate of Strategic Planning and Sustainable Development, available 

at: https://prishtinaonline.com/drejtorite/ekonomi-dhe-zhvillim-lokal/sektori-i-planifikimit-hapesinor 

(in albanian) (accessed November 10th, 2020). 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Urban plans (19th-20th century) 

(source: Stara Sofia-Стара София, 2020, available at: 

http://stara-sofia.com/  

(accessed November 15th, 2020)). 

Historical and architectural landmarks 

(middle) 

 
1. Monument Tsar Osvoboditel, 

2. Vasil Levski National Stadium, 3. 

Serdica, 

4. Sofia Court House 

5. Bulgarian Academy of Sciences,  

6. Russian Church of St Nicholas, 

7. Synagogue,  

8. Banya Bashi Mosque 

(source: Sofia Municipality, 2020·  

field trip, 2018). 
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Urban development plan (left) 

(source: Sofia Municipality – 

SOFPROECT, 2020, available at: 

https://sofproect.com/en/home/ 

(accessed November 15th, 2020)). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Planning evolution 19th-20th century 

(source: Idei Urbane Idei Urbane, 2020, available at https://www.ideiurbane.ro/ 

(in romanian) (accessed December 15th, 2020); Conceptul Strategic Bucureşti 2035, available at: 

https://www.csb2035.ro/ (in romanian) (accessed December 15th, 2020)). 

Historical and architectural landmarks (middle) 

1. Colțea Hospital, 2. CEC Palace, 

3. National History Museum, 4. Equestrian Statue of Carol, 

5. Romanian Athenaeum, 6. Manuc’s Inn, 7. Carul cu Bere Restaurant, 

8. Headquarters of the Romanian Union of Architects, 9. Casa Capșa historic restaurant 

(source: Primăria Municipiului Bucureşti, 2020· field trip, 2019). 
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Zonal Urban Plan - PUZ 

(source: Primaria Municipiului Bucuresti – Primăria Sector 3, 2020, available at: 

http://www.pmb.ro/ (in romanian) (accessed December 15th, 2020)). 


