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1 Department of Urbanism, Faculty of Architecture, University of Belgrade, 11000 Belgrade, Serbia;
ksenija.lalovic@arh.bg.ac.rs (K.L.); stupar@arh.bg.ac.rs (A.S.); vladimir.mihajlov@arh.bg.ac.rs (V.M.)

2 Department of Urbanism, Faculty of Architecture, University St. Cyril and Methodius Skopje,
1000 Skopje, North Macedonia; pencic.divna@arh.ukim.edu.mk

* Correspondence: damjanbalko@gmail.com

Abstract: The contemporary urban functioning of cities requires adaptability and progressive develop-
ment guided by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) that can be adjusted to local circumstances
and needs. Currently, the small border towns in the Republic of North Macedonia (RNM) are fac-
ing numerous problems on social, economic and ecological levels (e.g., economic inequality, the
unemployment and social isolation of citizens, the insufficient implementation of planning docu-
ments, the inadequate physical and functional structure of public spaces, the lack of environmental
plans, improper waste management, etc.), which have influenced the efficiency and sustainability of
their systems. Therefore, urban transformations are necessary due to the alarming reduction in the
working-age population and the general stagnation which these towns experience. The aim of this
article is to define possible solutions and recommendations for the ongoing urban challenges and
transformations based on the performed analysis of the primary data sources, especially targeting the
psychological and behavioral levels of identified problems, the culture of living and the management
policies of local governments. The main research method used in the study was the AQAL method
(all quadrants, all levels), which provided a comprehensive perspective of the current urban problems
and conditions combined with a comparative analysis within an integrated framework. The applica-
tion of these methods enabled the identification of the specific problems in the border towns, as well
as the means and capacities for solving them, while simultaneously addressing the shortcomings and
opportunities for urban renewal. By understanding the different viewpoints provided by the AQAL
method, local governments, planners and policymakers can create adaptable urban models that can
accommodate and overcome future changes and obstacles generated by contextual limitations. The
obtained research results represent a starting point for the development and improvement of local
sustainability through the advancement of economic innovations, environmental practices and social
relations. Furthermore, specific recommendations are provided, directly and indirectly targeting the
specificities of the selected towns, their urban development and management, as well as their future
environmental and social sustainability.

Keywords: ‘AQAL’ method; border towns; regional planning; sustainability; urban transformation

1. Introduction

The Republic of North Macedonia is a landlocked nation situated in Southeastern
Europe on the Balkan Peninsula with a surface area of 25,436 km2. It borders two EU
member states, Bulgaria and Greece, and two EU candidate countries, Albania and Serbia.
With a population of 1.8 million people, the RNM is a multi-ethnic country whose capital
city Skopje serves as its political, administrative and cultural hub [1]. Since gaining its
independence from SFR Yugoslavia (in 1991), the RNM has seen substantial socio-economic
and political changes. The transition has caused the collapse of large industrial capacities
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and the fragmentation of trade, resulting in decreased employment and, consequently,
increased migrations from small towns to larger ones. All these factors have affected the
overall loss of the previously established urban functions [2].

Although larger cities have transformed in accordance with the new conditions of
social organisation, as in the case of the border towns with a lower number of inhabitants,
this process has been slower, with evident depopulation, economic decline, migrations
and urban stagnation [3]. Kriva Palanka, Berovo and Dojran are located in the eastern
and southeastern parts of the RNM, which are underdeveloped. They face serious mi-
gration outflows, a lack of young and working-age population, as well as a low level of
investments and decreased job opportunities. Although the distance between the border
towns in the eastern region is only 10 to 20 km, they function as separate entities without
complementing activities or mutual synergy. Additionally, their demographic, economic
and spatial stagnation has had a strong impact on the low quality and attractiveness of
public spaces, with inadequate physical and functional structures. Since these spaces have
lost their role as being community nodes and gathering places, their social sustainability
has become debatable. However, their favourable geographical characteristics represent a
good basis for the development of their environmental sustainability, despite their evident
problems, namely increasing traffic and industry pollution, illegal construction and a lack
of environmental awareness.

Due to these factors, the selected border towns can be distinguished from the other
regions of the RNM. However, after initiating the EU accession negotiation, some new
development opportunities have arisen, especially within the contact zones near Bulgaria
and Greece. Therefore, the economic development of border towns, based on updated
regional and urban planning, has become a necessity in order to achieve overall long-
term sustainability. Considering this contextual setting, the article focuses on the future
transformational possibilities of the border towns in the eastern part of the RNM through
the application of selected methodologies within the conceptual framework of the integral
theory. The goal is to formulate a set of recommendations for the sustainable functioning of
border towns in a specific transitional context in order to increase their competitiveness.

According to the new Leipzig Charter, urban transformation is based on the integra-
tion of the social, ecological and economic dimensions of sustainable development [4].
Nowadays, there is a growing need for urban transformations to make cities more inclusive,
safe, resilient and sustainable [5–7]. Parallel to this, urban transformations represent spatial
manifestations and a product of specific political, economic and institutional changes in
the post-socialist period, particularly affecting the states and cities from the Balkan re-
gion. The different models of economic interactions create a spatial setting which could
serve new needs, while existing urban structures could be reconstructed and/or replaced
accordingly [6,7].

Urban transformation, in the context of social processes, is the subject of observation,
analysis and solution in urban sociology. Various scholars have focused on the sociological
aspects and approaches to urban transformation [8–15], arguing that cities can be under-
stood as complex and emerging socio-ecological and technological systems. According
to this statement, ‘social’ includes the cultural and economic dimensions as well as gov-
ernance, ‘ecological’ includes the climate and biophysical elements and ‘technological’
includes the engineered and built environment [9,16,17]. According to egalitarian urban
planning, the spatial structure of a city, the neglect of its infrastructure and an unevenness
of investments are mutually related to a social situation [8].

The planning of sustainable cities has triggered the growing interest of professionals
and academicians and has been manifested on three main levels: global, European and
local–regional. Consequently, various scholars and organisations have provided measures
targeting the issues of urban rebuilding, improvement and revitalisation on all levels in
order to improve the living conditions in cities [18–23]. Every city, regardless of its size,
offers opportunities. Through detailed studies, analyses, problem detection and mapping,
as well as a careful and thoughtful design, a city could be transformed into a living, healthy,
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safe and sustainable environment, in which its citizens represent a priority [18,19]. Special
attention has been given to social sustainability, representing a combination of social princi-
ples focused on basic needs (i.e., housing and health, equality and social justice) combined
with new concepts such as a sense of place, happiness and life quality [24,25]. Social sus-
tainability is a broad concept and has a significant democratic dimension addressing both
the principles and practices which enable equitable access to decision-making processes,
social justice and inclusiveness. It also underlines the importance of comprehensive civic
involvement into the process of shaping policies, programs and projects which directly or
indirectly influence their lives [26]. Consequently, sustainable spatial planning, through
successful projects and strategies, plays an important role in directing sustainable growth
and development [27–30]. Through urban transformation, cities can achieve long-term
sustainability based on collaborative planning, which includes the local self-government,
civil sector, private business and residents, while helping local governments solve collective
problems related to the quality of common spaces and local environments.

In order to achieve urban transformation, it is necessary to conduct the following
activities during planning process.

1. Problem identification (joint participation of all the actors, supplemented with aca-
demic institutions).

2. Vision—what should be achieved?
3. The creation of strategic goals with a specific deadline.
4. The adoption of action plan(s) [31,32].

These activities are based on the key aspects of social, economic and spatial planning.
They are dictated by modern technology and market approaches, especially in the case of
post-socialist cities which face difficulties in organising their spaces [13,14]—as in the case of
the selected border towns in the RNM. According to Petrović, in the initial stage of the post-
socialist period, the transformation of urban planning was neglected, and urban authorities
brought solutions ad hoc to avoid a long-term definition of strategic development visions.
This created multiple negative effects due to the uncontrolled commercialisation of urban
spaces and the reduction in the quality of both public services and public spaces, causing a
number of socio-spatial inequalities [15]. The small border towns are most affected by these
inequalities. In order to achieve social sustainability, work should be performed in all areas,
including the social, economic, educational and cultural components. At the municipal
level, sufficient financial resources should be provided with advanced thinking and timely
spatial planning [23–27]. In the process of transforming and developing small border
towns, economic factors should be integrated and synchronised in order to create jobs
for residents, advance the municipality’s economy and ensure the financial independence
of every municipality through private initiatives and public–private partnerships. The
coordination of a sustainable city with economic variables can produce a whole where
integrative planning can lead to already established goals, preventing young people from
leaving cities and migrating for economic reasons. Therefore, the adoption of such strategies
for sustainable development represents a mechanism for planning and promoting the
territorial development of border regions. They can be favourable for the implementation
of long-term cross-border comprehensive plans in order to reduce a so-called ‘barrier
effect’, improve territorial capital and support the territorial development of cross-border
zones [28,29,33].

This article consists of five parts. Following the Introduction, the sources and applied
methodology are presented, while the case study introduces the research area and pro-
vides a detailed overview of the selected towns through the application of the “AQAL”
method. The fourth part presents the results of the comparative analysis conducted for
all three towns, whereas the concluding remarks provide a starting point for developing
and improving the local sustainability of the border regions between the RNM, Bulgaria
and Greece.
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2. Materials and Research Methodology

This paper focuses on the border towns in the eastern and southeastern region of the
RNM—Kriva Palanka, Berovo and Dojran. Using the qualitative research methods and an
analysis based on the selected criteria, the overall goal was to identify possible solutions
for future (sustainable) urban transformations. The methodology was set according to
the complexity of the research problem—i.e., complicated problems and situations require
comprehensive methods. Since urban transformation represents a multi-layered and broad
concept, the main selected method was the AQAL method, which offers a holistic and
multi-dimensional approach for understanding urban issues. Providing a way to analyse
and address urban challenges, it simultaneously considered multiple perspectives, factors
and levels of development. The overall research process was divided into several phases.

(1) The elaboration of the problem from a theoretical background through the case study
and the interpretation of the data obtained from the primary and secondary sources.

For this study, it was essential to use primary sources that provided firsthand informa-
tion on the selected towns, both on the national and the international level. The national
sources used for the study were the Spatial Plan of the RNM, publications from the State
Statistics Office, action plans from the municipalities and local economic development
plans, while the international sources originated from the European funds for the support
and development of the regions.

(2) The analysis of the integral theory.

The integral theory represents a comprehensive framework that aims to integrate
various perspectives, disciplines and dimensions of the human experience into a unified
understanding. It suggests that reality could be understood through multiple lenses [34,35].
The main components of the integral framework were quadrants, levels, lines, populations
and types. The basics of the integral framework can be explained using the quadrants
and levels. Integral sustainable development uses a comprehensive framework in which
the components of sustainable development can be organised and integrated to work in
synergy [36,37]. It acknowledges four fundamental perspectives through which reality
can be analysed, namely individual (I)—the subjective inner experiences, thoughts and
emotions of an individual; collective (We)—the shared cultural values, norms and beliefs
of a group or a society; objective (It)—the objective external observations and measurable
phenomena, such as physical structures and natural processes; and interobjective (Its)—
the systemic or environmental factors which influence the collective, such as institutions,
organisations and economic systems [38–40] (Figure 1).

 

Figure 1. Ken Wilber’s integral theory matrix [39].
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(3) The development of a case study by applying the “AQAL” method.

This phase included the development of the case study covering three border towns—
Kriva Palanka, Berovo and Dojran and their analyses using the AQAL method and its four
aspects—psychological, behavioural, cultural and systemic (Figure 2).

 

Figure 2. Ken Wilber’s AQAL model and quadrants [35].

The AQAL system considers the reality that can be understood on different complexity
levels, namely the individual level—the experiences and perspectives of individual people;
the group level—the dynamics and interactions within social groups, organisations and
communities; the organisational level—the structures, processes and behaviours of insti-
tutions and systems; and the systemic level—the larger cultural, economic and ecological
contexts that influence the collective. In the AQAL model, spiritual development is a key
dimension of human growth and evolution. It is conceptualised as a process for increasing
awareness, consciousness and connection to the deeper aspects of reality, often leading
to a sense of interconnectedness and unity. It acknowledges the diverse and interlinked
nature of human experiences providing a comprehensive framework for understanding
and facilitating spiritual growth.

The AQAL system was considered on three levels, namely (1) border towns in the
RNM positioned near Bulgaria and Greece; (2) the RNM—national level; and (3) the
European Union (Figure 3). Treating the AQAL system on these levels, while considering
all four perspectives/quadrants, was essential for analysing and understanding sustainable
development on various scales. It provided insight into the integration and alignment of
sustainable policies with various governmental procedures. Additionally, it addressed
sustainable development from multiple perspectives, thus ensuring the inclusivity and
participation of diverse stakeholders and actors, while optimising municipal resources and
management in order to achieve a long-term sustainable vision.

 

Figure 3. The levels of the established AQAL system.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 12713 6 of 19

As shown in Figure 4, the quadrants were used in the context of sustainability to
describe the influence of an initiative and to list the tools which could be used to solve
problems. The AQAL system allowed for the transformation of small border towns to
be considered in an overall planning system, which could be a prerequisite for achieving
their desired sustainable development. The result indicated that the problem could not
be solved unilaterally, but all four perspectives needed to be considered together. The
inhabitants of the selected towns would need to be informed about the activities undertaken
for the planned transformation since they represent the direct beneficiaries of the applied
transformation system. The quadrants provided an individual or a plural perspective, as
well as an interior or an exterior perspective [41,42].

 

Figure 4. The application of the AQAL system.
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It should be noted that while the AQAL model did not directly involve quantita-
tive data collection or statistical analysis, it was used in conjunction with quantitative
methodologies to complement the understanding of complex phenomena, such as the data
obtained from the State Statistics Office.

Based on the previous table, which referred to three governmental levels and the
social organisation depending on each quadrant, the AQAL system was created and
applied to each town, offering important information for identifying solutions and taking
further actions.

In order to develop the AQAL system for Kriva Palanka, the data obtained from
the primary sources published by the Municipality of Kriva Palanka were used. The
most important source was the Program for Local Economic Development [43,44], which
provided the necessary data for the systemic and cultural quadrants.

The data used for the development of the AQAL system for Berovo were obtained
from the primary sources published by the Municipality of Berovo, namely the review
of the Master Urban Plan of Berovo, the action plan of the municipality [45–47] and
the documents from the state agencies for the development of tourism [48–50], which
were necessary for the systemic and cultural quadrants. The documents and publications
from the State Statistics Office of the RNM provided the data for the behavioural and
psychological quadrants.

Given that Dojran was located in a specific context, the data for the development of the
AQAL system were obtained from the various tourism-related agencies of the RNM, as well
as from the European projects [51–53]. Using the programs for local economic development
(LED) within the framework of the AQAL method allowed for a better perception of the
current effectiveness and comprehensiveness of the municipalities. Consequently, the
AQAL method created a holistic framework that considered multiple perspectives and
dimensions of the LED program, leading to more effective planning, implementation and
evaluation.

(4) The comparative analysis of the data obtained from the selected towns.

After implementing the AQAL method for the towns of Kriva Palanka, Berovo and
Dojran, the data from each town were summarised, grouped and analysed separately in
each quadrant in order to explain the problems faced by the border towns. These problems
were used as a starting point for developing and improving local sustainability through
social innovation, new social practices and relations, which enabled creative ways for
learning, change and experimentation.

3. The Case Study

According to the Spatial Plan of the RNM and the State Statistics Office, there were
34 urban nodes (cities and towns) classified into four levels: state centres (1), macro-region
centres (3), meso-region centres (9) and micro-region centres (21) [54]. The towns studied
in this article (Kriva Palanka, Berovo and Dojran) represented the centres of micro-regions
with populations of less than 30,000 inhabitants [54] (Table 1). They were located in three
different planning regions—Kriva Palanka belonged to the northeastern planning region,
Berovo belonged to the eastern planning region and Dojran belonged to the southeastern
planning region (Figure 5). Even though these towns were classified as border towns, they
had different functions. Kriva Palanka was a transit node due to the established routes for
transport and exchange with Bulgaria, Berovo was a mountain town located 986 m above
the sea level with developed mountain tourism and Dojran represented a lake city with
developed lake tourism.
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Table 1. Demographic parameters of the municipalities (2022) [1].

Municipality
Number of
Settlements

Number of
Residents in the

Municipality

Number of Residents in
the Administrative

Centre

Kriva Palanka 34 18.059 14.558
Berovo 9 10.890 7.002
Dojran 13 3.084 363

 

Figure 5. The location of the selected border towns Kriva Palanka, Berovo and Dojran in relation to
the EU member states (blue) and the EU candidate countries (orange).

These three regions of the RNM were neglected and underdeveloped for a long time
due to weak infrastructural connections, as well as a lack of railway infrastructure—both
within the regions and between the RNM and Bulgaria. Currently, the above-mentioned
border towns are based on local economic development strategies, as well as their derived
action plans (Table 2).

Table 2. Action plans and the implementation levels of the selected border towns in the RNM [43,45,53].

Municipality Action Plans (LEAP)
Level of

Implementation
Municipality

Budget/Revenue

Kriva Palanka Yes Ongoing 7.53 milion euro
Berovo Yes Ongoing 5.51 milion euro
Dojran No In preparation 3.90 milion euro
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3.1. Kriva Palanka

The town of Kriva Palanka is a border town and the administrative centre of the
Municipality Kriva Palanka, which is situated in the northeastern part of the RNM under
the slopes of the Osogovo Mountains and along the Kriva Reka River. It is located near
the state border with Bulgaria—“Deve Bair”. It is 100 km away from the capital Skopje.
The founding of the settlement was recorded in Turkish documents in 1633 [3]. The good
position, communications, development of crafts and trade allowed it to grow into a town,
with the following characteristics: (Figure 6).

 

Figure 6. AQAL analysis of Kriva Palanka.

3.2. Berovo

Berovo is located at an altitude of 986 m below the slopes of the Maleševski Mountains.
It is 161 km away from the capital city of Skopje. It is in a close proximity to a new border
crossing built by the RNM (Klepalo), as well as to an access road. Although the border
crossing on the Bulgarian side is still under construction, it could be said that Berovo will
become a transit town, since it is only 15 km away from the border crossing to Bulgaria.
The AQAL analysis shows: (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. AQAL analysis of Berovo.

3.3. Dojran

Dojran is one of the oldest towns in Macedonia. It consists of two settlements—Old
Dojran and New Dojran. The settlement New Dojran is located approx. 5 km from the
municipal centre of the town and has approx. 600 holiday homes and 1300 permanent
residents [53,54]. The primary function of the settlement is tourism. Therefore, apart from
individual family houses and holiday homes, there are commercial–business facilities,
several hotels and catering facilities. The settlement of Old Dojran is the administrative
centre of the municipality and the town. It is connected by the regional road to the border
crossing with Greece, which is 3 km away.

Since Dojran is one of the most famous and frequently visited summer destinations in
the RNM, the data for the development of the AQAL system (Figure 8) were obtained from
various documents published by the Municipality of Dojran, publications from the State
Statistics Office of the RNM, documents published by different state departments and the
tourism-related agencies of the RNM, as well as European projects [49–53].
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Figure 8. AQAL analysis of Dojran.

4. Discussion—The Comparative Analysis of the Obtained Results

Based on the tables for each selected town (Figures 6–8), the problematic issues were
identified and summarised in order to determine the methods and available resources
that could facilitate sustainable development in all three towns. The first comparison was
conducted between the data from the psychological quadrant (Table 3). As indicated in
Table 3, the citizens of all three towns were peaceful and hardworking. In Kriva Palanka
and Berovo, they were orientated toward craftsmanship, trade and business, while in
Dojran, tourism was a dominant activity, along with fishing and hospitality. The citizens of
Kriva Palanka had a higher level of education than the citizens of Berovo, whereas the data
related to Dojran were not available. In all three towns, the majority of the population was
Orthodox Christian while others were declared as Muslims. Regarding the specific roles of
the citizens in their local societies, a conclusion can be drawn that the citizens elected their
representatives in local municipalities through local elections held every four years, where
the number of representatives in the municipality’s council depended on the number of
citizens and the municipality’s size. The Municipality of Kriva Palanka, as the largest one,
had 19 members, while Berovo and Dojran had 15 each. The towns had clean environments
due to the satisfying (high and average) environmental awareness of their residents.
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Table 3. The psychological quadrant—data comparison.

City
Personal Abilities of

Residents
Level of Education of

Citizens
Municipal Council

Members
Environment

Environmental
Awareness of

Residents

Kriva Palanka Craftsmanship and trade 11.5% higher, 48%
secondary education 19 members Clean Average

Berovo Crafts and business 6% higher, 36% secondary
education 15 members Clean High

Dojran Tourism, fishing and
hospitality N/A 15 members Clean High

According to the obtained results from the first quadrant, it could be concluded that the
situation was positive. Since the population in the selected towns was mainly craft-oriented
since the 19th century, the inhabitants were used to hard work and trade, which allowed
them to maintain close connections and establish strong social and cultural ties. These
connections strengthened their ‘sense of place’ and the idea of ‘urban identity’ [55–57].
They lived with nature and had a high awareness of environmental protection. These data
infused optimistic signals for future measures that local authorities can undertake and
implement for the development of municipalities, together with the residents themselves.
The future development of small crafts would be very important—as opposed to the
construction of large industrial plants—in order to continue and develop communication
and familiarity between the people.

The second comparison was conducted among the data gathered from the behavioural
quadrant. As shown in Table 4, the data were classified into four groups. According to
the identified demographic movements, the migrations from all three towns to the capital
Skopje and to the EU countries were evident. Although the statistical data indicated a
minor percentage of emigration, the reality was completely different and the majority of
people were leaving in search for a better life standard, better education, etc. In Dojran,
there was another noticeable characteristic—the periodical migration to Skopje due to
educational reasons. Additionally, from June until September (during the tourist season)
there was an increased number of tourists, as well as locals who lived abroad. As a result
of the low living standard in the country, the citizens of all three towns massively applied
for Bulgarian (EU) citizenship to pursue jobs and higher salaries. Based on that, they
had close relations with the citizens from the neighbouring towns in Bulgaria and Greece.
The municipality activities in Kriva Palinka and Berovo included the formulation and
implementation of action plans, strategic documents, economic plans and development
strategies that were valid for several years. In Dojran, the local authorities were oriented
toward tourism and the protection and improvement of the environment and the natural
lake. Therefore, the majority of official documents dealt with environmental issues. Regard-
ing the implementation of various plans (especially architectural, urban and construction
plans), Kriva Palanka had a higher percentage of implementation than Berovo and Dojran.

Table 4. The behavioral quadrant—data comparison.

City Demographic Trends Behavior of Citizens
Municipal
Activities

Municipal
Monitoring/Evaluation of

Plans

Kriva Palanka
Migration

towards the capitol city
and European cities

Massive
application for Bulgarian

passports

Developing
action plans and strategic

documents

High and
successful

realization of plans and actions

Berovo
Migration

towards the capitol city
and European cities

Massive
application for Bulgarian

passports

Developing
action, economic and
environmental plans

Realization of plans and actions
at low levels

Dojran Towards the city during
holidays and summer

Close relations with the
citizens from Greece

Developing action,
economic and

environmental plans

Moderate realization of plans
and actions
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These results, unlike the previous quadrant, showed a negative situation. The main
reason for this was the mass migration of the young population facing a lack of choice
and opportunities for success, well-being, education and culture, which was also a trend
during socialism [58–60]. The state, as well as the municipalities, did not have national
and local strategies for keeping people in towns and cities. The municipalities were unable
to facilitate cultural development, education and healthcare due to their low income.
Therefore, future actions should aim to increase and enrich economic, intellectual, social
and societal resources, as well stimulate cross-border cooperation with the neighbouring
towns and cities from the EU member states.

The third comparison was conducted between the data from the cultural quadrant,
classified into five groups (Table 5). Regarding the collective values and norms, the mutual
characteristic of all the citizens was their positive attitude towards their towns, i.e., they
were used to a quiet life, without big changes and turbulences, which contributed to their
close mutual relations and respect. However, there were significant political differences
and divisions among the political parties in all three towns. The relations between the local
authorities and citizens were different in each town. They were neutral in Kriva Palanka,
negative in Berovo and mostly positive in Dojran. The citizens of Kriva Palanka respected
local authorities, vigilantly followed all decisions and regularly evaluated their perfor-
mance. In Berovo, there were often problems in reaching decisions and implementation,
while positive attitudes toward local authorities prevailed in Dojran. Furthermore, financial
and economic challenges were present in each town, threatening decision-making processes
and implementation. However, despite these obstacles, the majority of citizens fulfilled
their civil duties. Considering the cultural aspect, all the towns organised regular cultural
manifestations, although Dojran had the highest number, especially during summer.

Table 5. The cultural quadrant—data comparison.

City
Common

Values and Views

Mutual
Communication of

Citizens

Relationship
between the

Community and the
Individual

Relationship
between the

Community and the
Local Gov.

Cultural Norms and
Morals

Kriva Palanka
Residents had

positive attitude
toward the city

Residents had close
relationships with

each other

Negative,
political

division among
residents

Neutral,
occasional problems

in adopting plans

Citizens regularly
performed their civic

duties

Berovo
Residents had

positive attitude
toward the city

Residents had close
relationships with

each other

Negative,
political

division among
residents

Negative,
frequent

problems in adopting
plans

Citizens regularly
performed their civic

duties

Dojran
Residents had

positive attitude
toward the city

Residents had close
relationships with

each other
Average

Positive, no
difficulties in

adopting plans

Citizens regularly
performed their civic

duties

The sublimated data from the third quadrant indicated that the residents had a positive
attitude toward their towns, fostering mutual respect, understanding and close relation-
ships. The frequent and timely performance of civic duties was also beneficial for future
development plans. Consequently, the registration of new non-governmental organisations
in all three municipalities was noted, while their projects contributed to development,
organisation and management, maintaining mutual cooperation on a positive level.

The fourth data comparison was conducted in the systematical quadrant, classifying
the information into five groups (Table 6). The municipal councils of the local governments
in Berovo and Dojran consisted of the two biggest national political parties, which also
participated in the state government. Meanwhile, the Municipal Council in Kriva Palanka
comprised representatives from six political parties. Regarding the participation in the local
decision-making process, the citizens of Kriva Palanka and Dojran were partly involved,
which was not the case in Berovo, where they were completely absent. Since Kriva Palanka
functions as a transit city, the economic system was stable, with occasional financial in-
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debtedness toward the central government. Regarding the economic aspect, the situation
in Berovo was unstable. The municipality had a small budget, financial problems and
indebtedness, which, consequently, represented a serious problem for the implementation
of plans and strategies. During the post-socialistic economic transition, the state-owned
companies ceased to exist, while some became private properties. Unemployment drasti-
cally increased, triggering a higher level of emigration. The municipality of Dojran, due
to its natural resources and their benefits (i.e., a natural lake and a developed summer
tourist season), received the support and assistance from several state and international
governmental and non-governmental organisations. They enabled funding and helped in
the processes of formulating and implementing local plans, as well as developing strate-
gies and protecting the environment. All three towns had clean environments due to the
nonexistence of heavy and polluting industry. Trade activities were highly developed
in Kriva Palanka, the wood industry was dominant in Berovo and Dojran relied on the
hospitality industry. These activities represented the main sources of financial income. At
the same time, the road infrastructure and the general connectivity to the surrounding and
neighbouring countries could be described as average, while connections were established
via highways and local roads.

Table 6. The systematical quadrant—data comparison.

City
Political, Economic
and Social Systems

Strategies, Plans
and Work Process

Stability/
Effective

Economic and Political
System

Natural
Resources

Management

Standards and
Infrastructure

Kriva
Palanka

Municipal council
composed of six

political
parties

Partially
involved citizens in

decision-making

Optimal, moderate
adoption of plans and

strategies

Has
prerequisites for a

clean
environment

Average
infrastructural

connection with
cities

Berovo

Municipal council
composed of two

political
parties

Regular adoption of
plans without

involving
citizens

Unstable, low income of
the municipality and

indebtedness

Has a clean
environment, large

forest areas

Average
infrastructural

connection with
cities

Dojran

Municipal council
composed of two

political
parties

Involvement of state
and foreign
institutions

Unstable, low income of
the municipality and

indebtedness

Clean environment,
natural lake

Average
infrastructural

connection with
cities

In this case, the system quadrant data was neither positive nor negative, which was the
result of the constantly changing political situation, both on the central and the local level.
If the central and local authorities belonged to the same political option, greater financial
support and assistance were noticeable. Consequently, if the political orientation of the
authorities differed, there was no cooperation between the central and the local level. In
that case, the municipal government was left to its own devices to attract financial resources,
which were mostly used for infrastructural projects of an average quality. Therefore, future
measures should enable the development of adequate and high-quality infrastructure in
and between the towns and cities of the RNM, but also toward the neighbouring European
nodes, regardless of political preferences.

Urban development encompasses all the domains in the space where human life and
activities take place. Therefore, all the recorded problems in the towns which have already
been addressed in this study had an influence on urban development. To improve the
situation in the domains of architecture and urbanism, ecological and social sustainability
and city management, the following recommendations are given, directly reflecting on the
urban development of municipalities and towns.

(1) The improvement of the detected situations related to planning documentation through
a consistent implementation of solutions and guidelines from urban plans.
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(2) The protection and promotion of green areas and public spaces through the devel-
opment of strategies for increasing public green areas and their management and
protection.

(3) Improving the quality of housing with a special emphasis on providing social housing.
(4) Maximum the utilisation and application of funds and resources obtained from foreign

programs for the development of economy, tourism, ecology and sustainable urban
development.

(5) The improvement of culture, entertainment and sports life in towns in order to increase
the overall quality of life.

(6) Reducing the harmful impact of industry on urban development through the manage-
ment programs for the development of industrial capacity and enhanced controls.

(7) Increasing the public awareness of citizens in the field of ecology, economy and
urbanism through the organisation of educational activities and projects by the local
government, as well as through media promotion.

5. Conclusions

According to the above-conducted analysis, it was evident that the recently initiated
negotiations for the EU accession have provided some new development opportunities,
especially for towns and cities within the contact zones between the EU (Bulgaria and
Greece as member countries) and the RNM (Figure 9). Therefore, it is necessary to trans-
form and develop these urban nodes, especially regarding three essential elements: their
geopolitical position (immediate proximity to the state administrative border), sustain-
ability (finding strategies for sustainable socio-economic and ecological functioning) and
spatio-functional characteristics. Currently, the towns selected for this study do not have
long-term plans for sustainable development. Instead, their transformations were based
on local economic development strategies, as well as their derived action plans. Addition-
ally, the absence of multidisciplinary studies, which would contribute to their quality and
sustainable implementation, was noticeable.

 

Figure 9. Possible connections (green) between the regions of the RNM (red) and the regions of
Bulgaria (blue).
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Strengthening the economy in small and border towns is a fundamental prerequisite
for their transformation and sustainable development. Economic growth underpins the
various aspects of community life, from job creation and revenue generation to enhancing
infrastructure and promoting social well-being. By focusing on economic empowerment,
these towns can pave the way for a more resilient future for their residents. Before small
and border towns can be transformed and developed, the economy must be strengthened
in order to create jobs for the locals, support a municipal economic growth and ensure that
a municipality is autonomous and operates successfully. This can be done with the aid of
private initiatives and public–private partnerships, through several steps.

(1) The development of regional planning and coordination.
(2) The adoption of properly phased plans for infrastructural investments.
(3) The opening of special economic zones and free trade zones.
(4) The development of eco-tourism.
(5) The establishment of cross-border business collaborations.
(6) Investing in social infrastructure.

Border towns are systems with complicated functioning, thus both the local and
the central government must collaborate in a coordinated way to accomplish these goals.
While local governments are responsible for creating and implementing local economic
development plans, the central government must establish and support balanced regional
development that can contribute to overall economic growth.

The general conclusions based on the above-conducted analyses emphasised the
importance of several categories for the well-being of small border towns.

(1) Balanced geographical distribution.
(2) Economic and social development.
(3) Healthcare.
(4) Education.
(5) Conservation of biodiversity.
(6) Sustainable use of natural resources.

By promoting balanced economic and social development, both the local and the
central government can help create opportunities for local residents, reduce poverty and
enhance the overall quality of life. They can attract investments, boost local businesses and
generate employment, leading to greater prosperity.

The access to quality healthcare and education is also necessary in small border cities
in order to improve public health and provide equal opportunities for education and skill
development. This approach can enhance the human capital of every town and support its
sustainable economic growth.

The governments should also focus on promoting balanced environmental develop-
ment based on the conservation, protection and sustainability of natural resources. By
valuing and protecting local resources, small border towns cities can improve their capacity
to withstand future environmental and economic shocks. Kriva Palanka, Berovo and Dojran
have unique ecological and biodiversity values due to their proximity to natural areas and
the cross-border ecosystems from Bulgaria and Greece. Maintaining air and water quality,
conserving forests and vegetation and preserving soil health are crucial for all three towns.
These natural resources have a direct impact on public health and the sustainability of the
local ecosystems.

With gradual and balanced urban transformation, it will be possible for border towns
to grow into a cohesive element of a jointly organised Euro space between the RNM, Greece
and Bulgaria. Simultaneously, the integration of sustainable principles into urban and
regional planning and governance is a necessity for creating sustainable, resilient and
thriving communities that prioritise the needs of current and future generations, while
respecting and protecting the local environment and the specificities of both local and
global circumstances.
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