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ABSTRACT 

The period after the Second World War in Serbia was, characterized by the denial of the value 
of the historical city centre. The new Master plans for the cities in Serbia clearly expressed this 
attitude, proposing a radical reconstruction of the town centre and the main street [12]. 
Despite the fact that the Venice Charter of 1964 [7] practically just continued Athens Charter 
of 1931 [3], which stressed the importance of preserving the physiognomy of the city, in many 
countries marked a turning point in the perception of spatial protection of cultural and 
ambient unitizes well as in Serbia. After 1966, a dozens of studies for protection and 
evaluation of historical urban centres in Serbia has been done, and was followed by the new 
Master and Detailed plans that contained postulates the protection of the historical town 
centre, on the basis of the studies. However, during 1980s, more attention was done to the 
regeneration of historical centre [4]. 

Sremska Mitrovica is one of the towns with long and rich urban history and preserved city 
centre. Urban history of the city spans ancient Roman times, Ottoman and Habsburg epochs, 
Serbian and Yugoslavian kingdom, socialist and post-socialist period [9]. Every period has been 
reflected in urban fabric of its old centre, making it as a “specific urban amalgam”. 

Post-socialist transformations in Sremska Mitrovica are evident now. All of them are under the 
slogan of city revitalization and renewal [2], but their implementation has raised questions and 
dilemmas regarding sustainability. The aim of the research is to find out the validity of these 
transformations in the historical centre of Sremska Mitrovica. This will be done through the 
short description of urban history of the city, with special accent to post-socialist period. The 
last urban transformations will be compared with historical conditionality, with the intention 
to form a set of guidelines for their further sustainable improvement. 
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HISTORICAL CITY CENTRE IN SOCIALIST EUROPE 

The “development” of city centres in socialist Europe can be described as the most 
conservative model during the second half of the 20th century. Despite the Athens Charter for 
the Restoration of Historical Monuments was proclaimed in 1931, i.e. before socialist period in 
the most of those countries, it had small influence to the development and the preservation of 
historical centres in socialist countries in Europe. Here, historical centres had the negative 
mark of “former bourgeois hubs” due to their link with the past. The protection and the 
restoration of old buildings and historical ambient, proposed as crucial by the charter [3], were 
usually omitted. In contrast, many historical centres in post-socialist cities were undervalued 
and suffered from general negligence or even planned destruction in some cities [4]. 

Nevertheless, some regional differences played the significant role in the perception of 
historical centres in socialist Europe. This was noticeable in the example of former Yugoslavia 
and Serbia, as one of its republics. Yugoslav model of “self-management”, introduced gradually 
in the 1960s, was a bit special in socialist space [5]. It gave more freedom and independency to 
local self-governments, which consequently made more positive stance towards the local 
uniqueness of historical heritage and prevented radical actions in historical centres in many 
Serbian cities. Self-management model also enabled the introduction of some elements of 
market economy and consumer-linked development, which contribute to higher living 
standard thereof [11]. This situation was an important support for the development of retail 
sector in historical centres.  

Further, the difference in the treatment of historical centres changed during the decades of 
socialist dominance. The negative attitude towards historical centres was more visible in the 
first two decades of this period. In the case of Serbia and former Yugoslavia, the turning point 
in the perception of spatial protection of cultural and ambient heritage in post-socialist 
countries was the enactment and the promotion of Venice Charter for the conservation and 
restoration of monuments and sites in 1964 [7]. In fact, Venice Charter generally promoted the 
same values about the importance of preserving the physiognomy of the city as the previous 
Athens Charter [3]. However, the new document has big influence to related practice. This 
influence was seen firstly in new interest to explore and to study historical urban centres – a 
dozens of studies for protection and evaluation of these areas were done. They were followed 
by new generation of Master and Detailed plans, which contained principles and regulation for 
the protection of the historical city centre. However, during the 1980s, more attention was 
done to the regeneration of historical centre [4]. 

HISTORICAL CITY CENTRE IN POST-SOCIALIST EUROPE 

Post-socialist transition is defined in brief as sudden and unexpected multiple changes which 
have shaken up profoundly all former socialist societies in Central and Eastern Europe. 
Similarly, the cities in this region have been “caught” in rapid transformations, towards to 
achieve the image of global cities [5]. As a result, post-socialist cities have changed radically in 
the relatively short period of 25 years. 

One of the new attributes of post-socialist cities is certainly observable commercialization of 
urban space [13]. As traditional commercial zones, old city centres in these cities were the first 
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places for emerging retail sector, which have lead to their functional differentiation soon and 
the strengthening of their importance in urban structure [10]. Functional transformation has 
sparked the projects of physical transformation of historical centres through different projects, 
which have enabled better pedestrianization, new urban design and the introduction of public 
art [4]. Side by side with these positive actions, some disadvantages have also appeared: the 
pressure to historical heritage, traffic congestions, and the decline of residential function [5]. 

Similarly to general model, historical centres in Serbian cities and towns have also seen radical 
transformation during post-socialist transition. Due to more difficult transition, caused by the 
Yugoslavian crisis in the 1990s, some negative phenomena have occurred. Informal economy 
and illegal construction in Serbia have not bypassed historical centres [13]. Then, the 
development with less control and with strong orientation to private incentive, which is 
characteristic for South-eastern Europe, has caused very weak urban-planning system [6]. 
Consequences are visible in historical centres. For example, many new private projects in 
historical centres have been estimated as negative examples due to the maximization of built 
capacities and little care to preserved surrounding. 

However, some positive actions have been also done in Serbian historical centres. The 
historical centres have become attractive places for retail and small enterprises. Many cities 
and towns have got pedestrian streets and zones. Local authorities have early recognized the 
importance of historical centre and pedestrian street/square for the general image of local 
community [4]. Related actions have even been exaggerated in some instances, causing the 
problems with traffic in city centres and making pressure to surrounding urban zones. 

SHORT HISTORY OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE HISTORICAL CITY CENTRE OF SREMSKA MITROVICA 

Sremska Mitrovica is a city in the northern Serbian province of Vojvodina, which is generally 
known in the country by well-preserved historical city centres. It is also one of the oldest cities 
in Serbia, spanning all historical periods in this part of Europe. During ancient Roman era, the 
city was known as Sirmium. It has a zenith in the last centuries of this period, when it was on 
the main cities in the empire [8]. The city played important role in early Christian, Byzantine 
and Medieval period. Then, Ottoman and Habsburg epochs were very important for the 
development of modern city [9]. All these epochs left infallible imprint in the current urban 
matrix of Sremska Mitrovica. 

This overview is especially visible in the structure of historical city centre. Actually, some of the 
main streets are traced in the ancient Roman time. Then, Ottoman influence is better 
preserved here than in the other cities in Vojvodina. The most evident representation is former 
“Serbian quarter” of the city, with the centre in triangle-shaped Žitni trg (eng. Cereal Square) in 
typical oriental manner, which is surrounded with the matrix of narrow and wriggly streets and 
mews. Hapsburg period gave the most of preserved heritage. The new part of the centre was 
added far away from the Sava River as a border. This part, Vojnograničarski kvart (eng. 
Military-Frontier Quarter), was formed in “Western” manner, with wide and straight streets 
and representative government buildings for “new” inhabitants (Germans, Hungarians, 
Ruthenians, etc). Thus, Sremska Mitrovica became the only significant city in present-day 
Vojvodina with so-called “bipolar-centre” structure [13]. 
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The 20th century was characterized by the planned intentions to connect these two centres. 
The connecting corridor between the centres was developed with the addition of new 
buildings and open spaces. However, the most of historical centre was preserved. Some minor 
interventions were implemented, but they have not brought significant changes in the urban 
image of the centre, which thereby has preserved its values. The volumes and the dimensions 
of old buildings and open spaces were usually used in these new “implantations” in the centre. 

 

Figure 1: Žitni trg/Cereal Square with preserved ruins of ancient Roman Sirmium (Source: Branislav Antonić) 
Figure 2: The map of the genesis of urban matrix in the centre of Sremska Mitrovica (Source: Branislav Antonić) 

CURRENT DEVELOPMENT CHALLENGES FOR THE HISTORICAL CITY CENTRE OF SREMSKA MITROVICA 

The mass-industrialization and the formation of huge state enterprises of Sremska Mitrovica 
during socialist period have been proven as very problematic during post-socialist transition 
[9]. The city has lost the most of its economic background from the previous period. In 
contrast, new period has brought new impulse in the case of historical centre of Sremska 
Mitrovica. The centre has witnessed emerging private incentive and retail expansion. Several 
features have marked this development in the last 25 years of the transition.  

The major urban transformation was the creation of pedestrian zone in the historical centre 
[4]. Thus, it has become a major place for socialization in the city again. This transformation 
has attracted the commercialization of the whole area and the increase of its value. But, there 
are also indicators that this major city project was forced too much; problems have appeared 
thereof. City image have not been appropriately represented by the design of pedestrian zone. 
For instance, the symbols of sails and seagulls are used for the design of the lightening in the 
zone even though the nearest sea is hundreds kilometres far away. Other problems have been 
noticed in the nearby areas, where traffic congestion has become everyday obstacle. 

The formation of pedestrian zone has had a positive economic influence to outer part of the 
centre, where the preservation of old heritage and general regulation has not been very strict. 
However, the problem with physical aspect of new retail and residential buildings has 
occurred. Very liberal market and the tendency to maximize building-plot capacities have 
caused noticeable problems regarding to the deterioration of cityscape, parking congestion, 
overbuilt plot, and the disrespect of neighbourhood by volume of new structure [1].  

One of key reasons for such situation is perhaps the postponed enactment and the pure 
implementation of the new generation of urban plans, which hereby have missed their 
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essence to adequately regulate urban space. To illustrate, the general urban plan of Sremska 
Mitrovica was enacted in 2009, i.e. almost two decades after the beginning of transition. Still, 
one of the aims in the plan is dedicated to the affirmation of urban ambient, historical 
heritage, and city skyline [2]. Moreover, the protection and the preservation of historical 
heritage are elaborated in the separated chapter. Thus, the plan can be evaluated as a weak 
starting-point, but which enables the improvements and innovations in future. 

 

Figure 3: Pedestrian zone with inappropriate urban design (Source: Branislav Antonić) 
Figure 4: The map of the post-socialist transformation of the historical centre (Source: Branislav Antonić) 

CONCLUSIONS 

Considering theoretical foundations, the main conclusion is that historical centres in Serbia as 
well as in other post-socialist countries pasted through at least three development phases: 

• The first phase is the clear negation of the values of historical centres as a link with the 
past. Similar tendencies existed in the western countries, but without political connotation. 
Nevertheless, it seems that historical centres in socialist countries “survived” this phase in 
the better state than western counterparts. Actually, the reason is that socialist countries 
had quite limited resources to replace old buildings with new ones, which prevented 
planned radical actions in many historical centres. 

• The second phase covers the last decades of socialist period. In the case of Serbia, it began 
after Venice Charter in 1964. This document clearly demonstrated the importance of 
historical centres and buildings, which enabled their preservation. These efforts were 
especially undertaken in the end of socialist period, in the 1980s. 

• The third phase is concurred with post-socialist transformation. The main characteristic of 
the phase is new relations with market economy and private incentive, which had firmly 
suppressed during socialist period. New times have brought both opportunities and 
challenges with different regional specificities. However, it is generally observable that 
competent local authorities and experts have not been prepared to profound transitional 
conditions and that their response has been weak and/or postponed in many cases.   

The last remark is very true for the historical centre of Sremska Mitrovica as an analysed case 
study. The explained problems with new pedestrian zone and their surrounding present the 
significance of appropriate comprehensive and detailed studies for qualitative urban planning 
and design. The project of pedestrian zone without these previous studies has proved to be 
incomplete and short-term approach, i.e. far from full sustainability. 
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The case of Sremska Mitrovica also proves how the inclusion the postulates of sustainable 
development in a plan or similar document are not enough to achieve sustainable 
development in reality, through concrete actions. To avoid the mentioned problems, any plan 
or project should be created with the inclusion of all responsible actors from different sectors 
and competence. Finally, all solutions and actions in this valuable space should be thoughtfully 
deliberated, adapted to local conditions and attached to the values of their prospective users.  
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