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ABSTRACT

The comparative study presented in this paper analyses the network of local community cen-
ters generated in the open spaces of the super-blocks of Rome and Belgrade. The focus is
on the barriers that affect their functioning in the terms of connectivity. Considering the future
development of local neighborhoods, the questions of accessibility and integration are raised,
targeting the identified community centers and their emerging networks. This topic is important
on the level of place attachment, addressing the issues of the everyday life quality within a
neighbourhood, and the potential strength of the inner-community relationships. The main goal
is to analyze the effects created by the existing physical barriers, using five principles of urban
design defined by Jan Gehl's Cities for people. Two selected case studies represent the
functional city concept, transformed into two different models. Certain barriers within them
are the products of socio-political contexts, influencing the structure and inner-connectivity of
the local community. The conclusion of the paper highlights the main reasons instigating the
differences between selected neighbourhoods (in terms of the networking of local community
centers), simultaneously suggesting possibilities and themes for further research.

Keywords: Belgrade, Rome, Super-block, Local community centers, Barriers

Introduction

The functional city concept (Le Corbusier, 1929; Athens Charter, 1933) was widely applied in
the period of massive migrations of people to cities across Europe after the World War Il. The
great potential of the physical structure imposed by this model reflected in the higher density
of inhabitants. In the cities with a long tradition, such as Rome, these structures developed in
the border zone of historical centers, while some cities used new areas built in the functionalist
manner as a symbol of new national identity (e.g. Belgrade - New Belgrade). It should be
highlighted that in spite of their contextual social and political differences, the main unit of these
structures is a super-block neighborhood. The critique of these structures (Jacobs, 1961; Gehl,
2011; Alexander, 1980-2005; Perovi¢ 1985) suggests a need for their reconceptualization.
According to the global tendencies for neighborhood development (PPS, 2016; UN Habitat,
2015), a very important topic related to this need is the place attachment theory (Manzo and
Perkins, 2008). Its essence lies in the development of individual and collective ties to everyday
physical environment, within the patterns of beliefs, preferences, feelings, values, and goals
that are shared through it.

Based on the previous research (Jovanovi¢, 2017) inspired by theories about Hulls of open
spaces (Alexander, 2005), the focus of this paper is on the barriers that disturb the networks

1 Corresponding author
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of local community centers within super-block neighborhoods of San Basilio in Rome and Old
Airport in New Belgrade. These kinds of networks and types of local community centers (that
they connect) will be briefly presented. After that, the barriers within these spaces will be em-
phasized. Finally, the comparative analysis will be carried out through Gehl’s five principles of
city planning (Gehl, 2016, p. 233): Assemble vs. Disperse, Integrate vs. Segregate, Invite vs.
Repel, Open Up vs. Close In, Increase vs. Reduce. The results of this research could be used
for a better understanding of different barrier types and for the development of tools which
would overcome these spatial obstacles.

Functional cities in Rome and Belgrade

It is important to understand the functional city model and circumstances which caused its
development both in San Basilio and Old Airport neighborhoods. After the CIAM IV conference
held in 1933, the Athens Charter emerged as a new approach to city planning, where the func-
tional city model was explained (Masi¢, 1965). Le Corbusier (1929) writes that its main unit is
an open city block with dimensions 400x400m and a density of 300 inhabitants per acre. These
densities would be achieved through 12-story freestanding buildings, where open spaces occu-
py 48-85% of the block and consist of green areas, sports and recreation areas, nurseries and
primary school. The cultural and commercial contents have been foreseen in other parts of the
city. The “city lungs”, as Le Corbusier calls the open spaces of such structures, represent a very
important component of everyday life — “an extension of the apartment”. On the other hand,
the critique of this model, which does not have a possibility of universal application, suggests
that city structures based on it have introverted communities, more cars than people, large dis-
tances which reduce the opportunity for closer contact, a sense of cold and impersonal spaces
(Jacobs, 1961; Perovi¢ 1985; Alexander, 1980-2005; Gehl, 2011). In Rome and Belgrade, the
functional city model has been developed in different ways after the World War II. For example,
in Italy the number of citizens increased from 1,3 to 46,5 millions (Ferracuti and Marcelloni,
1982). With a help of Marshal plan between 1948 and 1951, the construction sector has played
a central role in the political strategy that led the development dynamics of the entire Italian
economy (Giofre, Palombi, Piraino i Terranova, 2000). In the second cycle of construction from
1964 to 1974, the technology of prefabrication in the construction of peripheral neighborhoods
is used. Rome’s residents were also under the strong influence of the Catholic religion through
the Vatican, while the Christian Democratic Party won the 1946 elections and ruled until the
1990s. In Yugoslavia, after the period of monarchy, a new modern state was established under
the Communist Party which ruled until the 1980s. Articles from this period (Belgrade Cultural
Center, 1977; Visnji¢, 1977) describe Yugoslavia as one of the largest construction sites in
Europe. It is especially emphasized that the entire social life is taking place in the centers of
local communities in New Belgrade, although they were a product of the political system. Also,
due to the large investments in the construction of housing stock, cultural activities in the New
Belgrade have been developed very poorly.

3.1 Previous research on super-blocks in Rome and Belgrade

It is interesting that Rome and Belgrade share some similarities in their territory management
systems, the size of their central municipalities, as well as their number of inhabitants. As a
result of the previous research concerning the development of Rome and Belgrade between
the 1960s and 1980s (Figure 1), it can be concluded that in Rome super-blocks have been de-
veloped in the peripheral zones, while in Belgrade, beside periphery, the super-blocks spread
across the entire municipality of New Belgrade (Jovanovi¢ , 2017).
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Figure 1: Overlapping the General Plans of Rome and Belgrade (Jovanovi¢, 2017)

Also, it is important to stress out the position of the super-block neighborhoods in relation to
the city center, which was a part of the previous research (Jovanovi¢, 2017). All peripheral
neighborhoods in Rome are 6-10 km distant from the center, or 90 minutes by public transpor-
tation. The municipality of New Belgrade is in a close proximity of the historical center, and its
farthest point is about 10 km away, or 45 minutes by public transportation. It should be taken
into account that the structure and distribution of neighborhoods on the periphery of Rome are
conditioned by the morphology of terrain and the position of archaeological sites, in contrast to
the New Town's settlements whose composition is designed on almost flat terrain in orthogonal
matrix. The analysis of the accessibility of open spaces in super-blocks of Rome and Belgrade
(Jovanovi¢, 2017) resulted in the schemes of networks of local community centers, where it is
evident that the open spaces of super-blocks in Belgrade are much more accessible than those
in Rome. This situation occurs mostly due to the enclosure of certain parts of the settlement of
San Basilio, which is why the access to some parts is not possible (Figure 2).

City: Rome City: Belgrade
Municipality: Municipio IV Municipality: New Belgrade
Neighborhood: San Basilio @ Neighborhood: Old Airport @

][
Om 100200 500 Om 100200 500
— e — — —

Figure 2: The network of local community centers within the neighborhoods San Basilio and
Old Airport (Jovanovi¢, 2017)
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3.2 Local community center and barrier concepts

By defining two main concepts of local community center and barrier we can related the critique
of the functional city concept and the contemporary tendencies of its functionality. Since one
super-block represents a neighborhood which consists of at least a few hundred people, it
is important to analyse meaning of the neighborhood and community concepts. Brint (2001)
defines community as a group of people who share certain activities and/or beliefs, indicating
loyalty, common values and emotions. He explains that within these communities, the mech-
anisms for stimulating social interaction provide relatively high interaction and group activities
within the space of everyday life. Davidson (2008) stresses out that the most important ele-
ments of a neighborhood are stores and local places for community gathering, because in that
way people develop the sense of place or non-place. Also, Booklend (2009) writes that knowing
the surrounding and people within the neighborhood is important for a sense of collective be-
longing and safety. According to Mumford (2004), reflecting the interests and preferences of
citizens in a particular area can lead to personal disintegration, but also represents a need for
recognition through wider participation in a particular visible collective entity. He states that if
the city represents a “stage of collective activity”, which implies that it is defined by the pos-
sibilities it offers to various social groups, certain constraints on its own capacity for activities
are occurring. Having all above mentioned in mind, it can be said that super-block is a neigh-
borhood where one or a few communities interact mutually in a certain open space where they
can gather around cultural, social and recreational activities. In this research, these spaces
represent local community centers. Alexander (Alexander, 2002-2005) defines the place that
attracts people as a positive place which has a 15 geometrical properties. For this research
the most important properties are strong centers, positive space and not-separateness. In this
research, a barrier represents every physical element within a super-block which restricts or
disturbs the movement between the centers of local community. Based on observation and the
Gehl's principles of city planning (Gehl, 2016; p. 233), it was concluded that the barriers in the
open space of a super-block, within a network of local community centers, are: built ground
floor facilities, parked cars, local streets, fences, green surfaces.

The comparative analysis of the networks of local community centers: Rome and
Belgrade

In terms of spatial units, San Basilio consists of more than 15, while OId Airport has less than
10 units. The area of San Basilio is almost twice the size of the Old Airport neighborhood, but,
due to the lower hight of its buildings, both neighborhoods have similar number of inhabitants
- 10-12 thousand. Both settlements are equipped with schools and kindergartens, but other
local centers differ in terms of their functions. For the better understanding of local community
centers and the typology of barriers, a comparative analysis of these two cases is presented
in Table 1, while the Table 2 provides the comparison of two areas, based on the Gehl's five
principles of urban design.
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Table 1: The comparative description of the centers of local communities and barriers: San
Basilio vs. Old Airport

level and there are few spatially dispersed
commercial activities.

Type of local San Basilio (Rome) Old Airport (Belgrade)

center

Recreational Fenced football terrains. Open terrains for various sports
centers and recreational activities.
Playgrounds for Distributed in some fenced segments of Pretty good coverage of open
children the settlement. neighborhood’s playgrounds.
Commercial The most of them spread along the main Two strong commercial centers at
centers axis of the neighborhood on the ground both ends of the central axis (ev-

ery block has one), and spatially
dispersed commercial activities.

Cultural centers

A new specialized cultural center estab-
lished during the past few years.

Rare cultural activities without a
specialized place.

Religious centers

The name of this neighborhood originates
from this center.

The nearest religious center is
not in this neighborhood (1,5 km
distance)

Spontaneous
centers

They appear in almost all segments of the
neighborhood as the isolated places of
community gathering.

They are dispersed throughout
the neighborhood and available to
different communities.

Organized centers

They appear in the form of sitting places
positioned on the ' the square on the cen-
tral axis, bounded by high intensity roads.

They are created by the adapta-
tion of spontaneous centers within
open spaces.

Table 2: The comparative analysis of the neighborhoods, according to Gehl's five principles of
urban design(Gehl, 2016; p. 233)

playgrounds within neighborhood segments
disintegrates the network, while religious
and cultural centers represent a gravitational
areas for the majority of population due to
the specificity of their function.

Principles San Basilio (Rome) Old Airport (Belgrade)
Assemble vs. The dispersed position of spontaneous, As there are open and always accessible
Disperse sports and recreational centers and centers, they are gathering different commu-

nities at the level of the entire neighborhood,
and the different paths for approaching them
reinforce their connection.
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Integrate
vs. Segregate

Organizing various activities within the
cultural center has stimulated the meeting
of individuals and the formation of new com-
munities based on shared interests. Con-
sequently, different communities become
more familiar with each other. Commercial
and organized centers are concentrated
around the main axis of the neighborhood,
with the aim of integrating different functions
into the linear center. However, the frequent
traffic is limiting access to the center.

Itis characteristic that the emergence of
one activity created a need for another,
stimulating their integration. Block 37, in
addition to the sports field, spontaneously
developed an outdoor gym and a sitting
place with tables, which were later included
as an integral activity of the system through
the project. In the similar way, in block 38
the formation of bowling playing field caused
the creation of more seats for the tables.

Invite The space in the form of a network that Bicycle traffic develops on the edge of the
VS. connects the centers is not attractive either blocks, but it is also possible to use the main
Repel for pedestrians or for cyclists due to narrow | path within the blocks. Large open spaces
pavements, a large number of parked cars, | and buildings on pillars provide a better view
and intense traffic. of the environment and numerous tracks
stimulate pedestrian traffic.
Open Up The enclosure of individual segments of the | A good connection between open spaces is
VS, neighborhood by fences creates an introvert | making more possibilities for better function-
Close In community, while the closed floor levels ing of the whole network. However, barriers,
of buildings make the structure of each as a partly closed ground floor of buildings,
segment even more fragmented. Although in | and parked cars, make communication diffi-
several segments there is the possibility of cult. Some leveled-up building entrances do
passing through the yard where the fence is | not have a ramp preventing access for all.
broken, the impression of passing through
a private estate is present. A large amount
of cars divides open space, creating “rough
edge zones”.
Increase The construction and increase of the area of | There was an increase in the number of
Vs, organized centers are underway along the spontaneous centers (seating places) within
Reduce central axis of the settlement. Increasing the | open spaces, and their intensive use by dif-

number of seating places in the presence of
protective and natural elements stimulates
the retention of population in these areas.

ferent communities. Spontaneous emerging
centers and activities are recognized by the
city administration, which stimulates their
establishment by creating certain places of
consistent materials.
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Conclusion

As expected, the social and political circumstances caused different development of neighbor-
hoods San Basilio (Rome) and Old Airport (Belgrade), both in a physical and functional sense,
in spite of their similar concept based on the functional city model. However, the main aim of
this research was to identify barriers that make network functioning more difficult. The diversity
of the centers in San Basilio is noticeable around the central axis of the neighborhood. Simul-
taneously, the same axis is bounded by intensive traffic and parking places, creating a discon-
tinuity of the neighborhood open space structure as a whole. Although the southeastern area
of the settlement is open and accessible, the only activities that occur there are urban gardens
with very poorly developed commercial activities and fragmented spaces between buildings.
The segments that stand out in this neighborhood are those which are enclosed (semi-public/
semi-private) and unaccessible for passers-by. Even in places where there is a possibility of an
access, the feeling of entering someone else’s territory is very present. The neighborhood is
not perceived as a whole, while streets represent its most public part and constantly accessible
space. Considering the relationship between these neighborhoods and the city center(s), San
Basilio needs to develop cultural and social contents, which is not the case with the Old Airport,
where all open spaces have a high level of accessibility. However, Old Airport does not have
a strong (religious and cultural) center like the one of San Basilio. The socio-political transition
in Serbia caused a specific ownership issues, and the open spaces in this neighborhood
remained in the domain of the city. Therefore, their appearance does not awake the feeling of
someone else’s territory but remains (and feels as) open for all. In both cases, the distance
between the centers is less/about 0.5 km, but the closed ground floor of the buildings and the
fences make these routes longer and therefore they are weakening the whole network.

Due to the distance to the city center, all centers of local communities represent positive places
and strong nodes, and the most important feature of the activities in these super-blocks is their
consistency through the network connecting these centers. In order to reach any community
on the spatial level within the neighborhood, and to increase the quality of his own life, an
individual needs to establish a certain value system through social, cultural or recreational ac-
tivities through the local community places. As this theme is very complex, it is necessary that
the team of experts from different disciplines constantly works with local communities to better
understand their daily life and its physical manifestation through open public spaces. The aims
of the previous, as well as this research, are to illustrate in a simple way, some of the rules and
patterns existing within super-blocks, in order to better understand their problems, overcome
them and predict their further development.
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